Decision-making in the European Union

Decision-making at European Union level involves various European institutions, in particular

· the European Commission,

· the European Parliament (EP),

· the Council of the European Union.

In general, it is the European Commission that proposes new legislation, but it is the Council and Parliament that pass the laws. In some cases, the Council can act alone. Other institutions also have roles to play.

The main forms of EU law are directives and regulations. The rules and procedures for EU decision-making are laid down in the treaties. Every proposal for a new European law is based on a specific treaty article, referred to as the ‘legal basis’ of the proposal. This determines which legislative procedure must be followed. The three main procedures are ‘consultation’, ‘assent’ and ‘co-decision’.

1. Codecision

This is the procedure now used for most EU law-making. In the codecision procedure, Parliament does not merely give its opinion: it shares legislative power equally with the Council. If Council and Parliament cannot agree on a piece of proposed legislation, it is put before a conciliation committee, composed of equal numbers of Council and Parliament representatives. Once this committee has reached an agreement, the text is sent once again to Parliament and the Council so that they can finally adopt it as law. Conciliation is becoming increasingly rare. Most laws passed in co-decision are, in fact, adopted either at the first or second reading as a result of good cooperation between the three institutions.

2. Assent

The assent procedure means that the Council has to obtain the European Parliament's assent before certain very important decisions are taken.

The procedure is the same as in the case of consultation, except that Parliament cannot amend a proposal: it must either accept or reject it. Acceptance (‘assent’) requires an absolute majority of the vote cast.

The assent procedure is mostly used for agreements with other countries, including the agreements allowing new countries to join the EU.

3. Consultation

The consultation procedure is used in areas such as agriculture, taxation and competition. Based on a proposal from the Commission, the Council consults Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions.

Parliament can:

· approve the Commission proposal,

· reject it,

· or ask for amendments.

If Parliament asks for amendments, the Commission will consider all the changes Parliament suggests. If it accepts any of these suggestions it will send the Council an amended proposal.

The Council examines the amended proposal and either adopts it or amends it further. In this procedure, as in all others, if the Council amends a Commission proposal it must do so unanimously.

How is the budget decided? 

The Commission, Parliament and Council of Ministers have different roles and powers in deciding the budget. 

As a first step, these three institutions conclude a binding agreement to ensure budgetary discipline, long-term planning and to enhance cooperation in connection with annual budgets. This ‘interinstitutional agreement’ includes the multi-annual financial framework, which establishes annual upper limits (known as ‘ceilings’) per heading. Annual budgets must respect these ceilings. 

The most recent financial frameworks cover the seven-year periods from 2000 to 2006 and 2007 to 2013.

The budgetary procedure as established in the EU treaties lasts from 1 September to 31 December. In practice, it begins much earlier. For example, preparations for the 2007 budget started before the end of 2005.

There are two types of budget expenditure: compulsory and non-compulsory expenditure. Compulsory expenditure covers all expenditure resulting from international agreements and the EU treaties. All other expenditure is classified as non-compulsory. 

The Council of Ministers has the final word on compulsory expenditure and the European Parliament on non-compulsory expenditure. The importance of this distinction has declined with successive interinstitutional agreements as they collaborate closely at all stages.

Commission’s preliminary draft budget

Council's first reading of the budget

Parliament’s first reading

Council’s second reading

Parliament adopts or rejects the budget (second reading)

If approved, the President of the Parliament signs the budget into law. The Parliament may also reject the budget.

