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Introduction & Overview

The European Union (EU) is a unique political and economic
partnership among twenty-seven European countries. It is neither
a federal state like the United States nor merely an international
organisation like the United Nations — it occupies a category of
its own, often described by scholars as a sui generis (one-of-a-
kind) entity., Member states remain independent, sovereign
nations, yet they have chosen to pool significant portions of their
sovereignty in defined areas — trade, competition, agriculture,
monetary policy for the eurozone, and increasingly, foreign and

security matters — to institutions they have jointly created.

At its core, the European Union rests on a simple but radical idea
born from the wreckage of the Second World War: that former
enemies could be bound together so closely through economic
interdependence that war between them would become "not
merely unthinkable, but materially impossible." What began in
1951 as a six-nation pact to jointly manage coal and steel
production has grown into a union of 27 states, roughly 450

million citizens, and one of the largest economies on Earth.

AT A GLANCE



Founded: 1 November 1993 (as the "European Union," via the
Maastricht Treaty), building on Communities dating to 1951—
1958 | Member States: 27 | Official Languages: 24 |
Population: approximately 449 million | Headquarters:
Brussels (Belgium), with major seats in Strasbourg,
Luxembourg, and Frankfurt | Motto: "United in Diversity" |

Currency: Euro (used by 20 member states)

Why the EU Matters

For students of international relations, political science, and
competitive examinations, the European Union is essential subject
matter for several reasons. First, it is the world's most advanced
experiment in supranational governance — a working model of
how sovereign states can share, rather than simply coordinate,
decision-making power. Second, it represents one of the largest
single markets and trading blocs in the world, giving it substantial
weight in global trade negotiations, climate policy, and regulatory
standard-setting (a phenomenon scholars call the "Brussels
Effect,"” where EU regulations become de facto global standards).
Third, the EU is a living case study in both the successes and
stresses of integration — from the 2008 financial crisis and the

Eurozone debt crisis, to the 2015 migration crisis, Brexit, and the



war in Ukraine, each of which tested the union's cohesion and

adaptability.

Core Principles

The European Union is founded upon a set of values explicitly
stated in Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union: human
dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law, and
respect for human rights, including the rights of persons
belonging to minorities. These values are common to all member
states in a society characterised by pluralism, non-discrimination,

tolerance, justice, solidarity, and equality between women and

men.
Supranational political & Pooled sovereignty through
economic union treaties
Treaty on European Union Consensus-building among
(TEU) & Treaty on the institutions & states

Functioning of the EU
(TFEU)



What Makes the EU Different from Other

Organisations

Unlike bodies such as ASEAN, the African Union, or the UN —
which operate primarily through intergovernmental cooperation
where states retain full veto power — the EU possesses genuine
supranational characteristics. EU law, in areas where the Union
has competence, takes precedence over conflicting national law
(the doctrine of "primacy of EU law"), and EU institutions such as
the European Commission and the Court of Justice can act with a
degree of independence from individual national governments.
Citizens of member states are also citizens of the Union itself,
holding an additional layer of legal identity — "EU citizenship"
— that grants rights such as free movement, consular protection

abroad, and the right to vote in European Parliament elections.

"Europe will not be made all at once, or according to a
single plan. It will be built through concrete achievements
which first create a de facto solidarity." — the founding
logic behind the Schuman Declaration of 1950, which set

the entire integration process in motion.



Historical Foundations (1945—
1957)

To understand the European Union, one must begin with the
devastation of the Second World War. Europe in 1945 lay in ruins
— its industrial base shattered, its cities levelled, and tens of
millions dead. Political leaders across the continent, particularly in
France and West Germany, faced an urgent question: how could a

third catastrophic European war ever be prevented?

The Post-War Vision

Several thinkers and statesmen had long dreamed of European
unity — Victor Hugo had spoken of a "United States of Europe"
as early as 1849, and interwar figures like Aristide Briand had
proposed federal schemes in the 1920s. But it was the sheer scale
of wartime destruction that finally created the political will for
concrete action. British statesman Winston Churchill, in a
famous 1946 speech at the University of Zurich, called for the

creation of "a kind of United States of Europe" — although



notably, Churchill did not envision Britain itself as a central

member of such a project.

The Schuman Declaration (1950)

The true starting point of what would become the European Union
is widely regarded as 9 May 1950 — a date still celebrated
annually as "Europe Day." On this day, French Foreign Minister
Robert Schuman, acting on a plan devised largely by the civil
servant and visionary Jean Monnet, proposed that France and
West Germany pool their coal and steel production under a

common authority, open to other European countries.

The genius of the plan lay in its practicality: coal and steel were
the essential raw materials of war-making (used to build weapons,
tanks, and munitions). By placing these industries under joint
supranational control, it would become physically impossible for
either France or Germany to secretly re-arm against the other —
war between them would be, in Schuman's words, "not merely

unthinkable, but materially impossible."

KEY FIGURES OF EARLY INTEGRATION

Robert Schuman — French Foreign Minister; author of the
Schuman Declaration; regarded as a "Founding Father" of the

U

Jean Monnet — French economist and civil servant; chief
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architect of the functional, step-by-step method of integration.
Konrad Adenauer — West German Chancellor; embraced
integration as a path to German rehabilitation and Franco-
German reconciliation.

Alcide De Gasperi — Italian Prime Minister; strong advocate
for a federal Europe.

Paul-Henri Spaak — Belgian statesman; instrumental in

drafting the Treaty of Rome.

The European Coal and Steel Community
(1951)

The Schuman Plan was formalised in the Treaty of Paris, signed
on 18 April 1951 and entering into force in 1952, establishing the
European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). Its six founding
members — France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, the
Netherlands, and Luxembourg (often called "the Six" or the "inner
six") — agreed to place their coal and steel industries under a
shared High Authority, the direct institutional ancestor of today's

European Commission.

The ECSC was deliberately limited in scope but revolutionary in
method. It introduced, for the first time, the principle that
European states would cede a slice of sovereign economic control

to an independent supranational body, with its own budget, its own



executive, and — crucially — the power to make binding

decisions that member states could not simply override.

® 1946 — Churchill's Zurich speech calls for a "United States of

Europe.”

9 May 1950 — The Schuman Declaration is announced in

Paris.

1951 — Treaty of Paris establishes the European Coal and Steel
Community (ECSC).

1954 — Proposed European Defence Community collapses

after France's own parliament rejects it.

1955 — The Messina Conference sets the stage for broader

economic integration.

® 1957 — Treaties of Rome establish the EEC and Euratom.

The Failed European Defence Community

Not every early integration effort succeeded. In 1952, the same six
nations signed a treaty to create a European Defence
Community (EDC), which would have created a joint European
army. The plan collapsed dramatically in 1954 when the French
National Assembly itself refused to ratify it, fearing loss of control

over national defence. This failure taught early integrationists an
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important lesson: economic integration was politically easier to
achieve than integration in defence and foreign policy — a divide

that, in many ways, persists to this day.

The Treaties of Rome (1957)

Building on the ECSC's success, the same six countries signed the
Treaties of Rome on 25 March 1957, creating two new bodies:
the European Economic Community (EEC), designed to
establish a common market and customs union, and the European
Atomic Energy Community (Euratom), aimed at cooperative
development of peaceful nuclear energy. The EEC, in particular,
proved to be the true engine of integration, gradually eliminating
internal tariffs and coordinating economic policy among the Six
through the 1960s and 1970s.

11



The Treaties: Building the
Legal Architecture

The European Union has no single "constitution" in the traditional
sense. Instead, it is built upon a layered series of treaties, each
ratified unanimously by all member states, that progressively
expanded the scope, powers, and institutional structure of
European integration. Understanding this treaty sequence is

essential to understanding how the EU actually functions today.

In

Signed Principal Achievement
Force

Treaty of Paris 1951 1952  Established the ECSC

Treaties of Established the EEC and
1957 1958
Rome Euratom

Unified the institutions of
Merger Treaty 1965 1967
the three Communities

Single Committed to completing the
1986 1987
European Act Single Market by 1992
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Maastricht Created the European Union;

1992 1993
Treaty (TEU) laid foundation for the euro
Treaty of Strengthened citizens' rights
1997 1999
Amsterdam and common foreign policy

Reformed institutions ahead
Treaty of Nice 2001 2003
of enlargement

Streamlined governance;
Treaty of

2007 2009  created permanent Council
Lisbon

President

The Maastricht Treaty (1992) — Birth of the
"European Union"

Signed on 7 February 1992 in Maastricht, the Netherlands, and
entering into force on 1 November 1993, the Treaty on European
Union (TEU) — commonly called the Maastricht Treaty — is the
single most transformative document in the Union's history. It
formally created the "European Union" as an entity distinct from

(though built upon) the earlier European Communities.
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Maastricht rested on a famous architectural metaphor known as
the "Three Pillars":

Pillar One — The European Communities: the pre-existing
EEC (renamed the "European Community"), ECSC, and

Euratom, governed by the established supranational method.

Pillar Two — Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP):
a new framework for coordinating diplomacy and security
matters, governed intergovernmentally (requiring unanimity

among states).

Pillar Three — Justice and Home Affairs (JHA): cooperation
on policing, immigration, and judicial matters, also largely

intergovernmental.

The Maastricht Treaty also established the criteria and timetable
for Economic and Monetary Union, laying the direct
groundwork for the euro, and introduced the concept of EU
citizenship, granting every national of a member state additional

rights at the Union level.

The Treaty of Lisbon (2007-2009)

The Lisbon Treaty is the most recent major constitutional overhaul
and remains the legal foundation of the EU as it operates today. It
emerged from the failure of an earlier, more ambitious project — a

proposed "Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe" —
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which was rejected by voters in referendums in France and the
Netherlands in 2005. Rather than abandon reform altogether, EU
leaders repackaged most of the substantive changes into an
amending treaty (Lisbon) rather than a single constitutional

document, avoiding the word "constitution" for political reasons.

KEY REFORMS INTRODUCED BY THE LISBON
TREATY

Abolished the three-pillar structure, merging most areas

under a single legal framework

Gave the EU a single legal personality, allowing it to sign

international agreements in its own right

Created the permanent post of President of the European

Council

Created the post of High Representative of the Union for
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy

Made the Charter of Fundamental Rights legally binding

Expanded the European Parliament's powers through the

"ordinary legislative procedure" (co-decision)

Introduced Article 50 — the first-ever formal legal

mechanism for a member state to withdraw from the Union

15



Introduced the European Citizens' Initiative, allowing

citizens to petition the Commission directly

Primary vs. Secondary Law

EU law operates on two levels. Primary law consists of the
founding treaties themselves (the TEU and the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union, or TFEU) — the highest legal
authority in the EU system. Secondary law consists of legal
instruments enacted by EU institutions under the powers granted
by the treaties, principally regulations (directly binding and
applicable in all member states without national legislation),
directives (binding as to the result to be achieved, but leaving
member states to choose the method), and decisions (binding only

on those to whom they are addressed).
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Enlargement — From Six to

Twenty-Seven

The European Union has expanded from its original six founding
members to twenty-seven today, through seven successive waves
of enlargement spanning nearly five decades. Each enlargement
round reflects both the EU's growing attractiveness as a political
and economic anchor, and the rigorous accession process states

must complete before joining.

Year Wave Countries Joining

1973 First Enlargement Denmark, Ireland, United Kingdom

Second

1981 Greece
Enlargement
Third

1986 Spain, Portugal
Enlargement
Fourth

1995 Austria, Finland, Sweden
Enlargement

2004

17



Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia,

Fifth Enlargement
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta,
(largest) . .
Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia
Sixth
2007 Bulgaria, Romania
Enlargement
Seventh
2013 Croatia
Enlargement

5020 Withdrawal (not  United Kingdom leaves the EU
enlargement) ("Brexit")

The Copenhagen Criteria

No state may join the European Union without meeting the
Copenhagen Criteria, established at a 1993 European Council
summit in Copenhagen. These criteria form the benchmark against

which every candidate country's readiness is measured:

Political criterion: stable institutions guaranteeing democracy,
the rule of law, human rights, and respect for and protection of

minorities.

Economic criterion: a functioning market economy, and the
capacity to cope with competitive pressure and market forces

within the Union.
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Administrative/legal criterion (the "acquis" criterion): the
ability to take on the obligations of membership, including
adherence to the aims of political, economic, and monetary
union, and to fully incorporate the acquis communautaire — the

entire body of accumulated EU law — into national legislation.

The accession process itself is lengthy, often taking a decade or
more, and involves opening and closing dozens of individual
policy "chapters" covering everything from agriculture to judicial
reform, each requiring unanimous approval from all existing

member states to proceed.

Brexit — The United Kingdom's Withdrawal

On 23 June 2016, the United Kingdom held a referendum in
which 51.9% of voters chose to leave the European Union.
Following years of negotiation under the newly created Article 50
procedure, the UK formally exited the EU on 31 January 2020,
entering a transition period that ended on 31 December 2020.
Brexit stands as the first and, to date, only instance of a member
state withdrawing from the Union, and it triggered profound
debates — both inside the UK and across the continent — about
sovereignty, trade, immigration, and the long-term cohesion of the

European project.
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Current Candidate Countries

As of the mid-2020s, several countries hold official EU candidate
status and are at various stages of accession negotiations,
including Albania, Moldova, Montenegro, North Macedonia,
Serbia, Turkey, Ukraine, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Ukraine
and Moldova were granted candidate status in 2022 in the wake of
Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, a dramatic acceleration
reflecting the EU's strategic response to the war. Turkey's
candidacy, by contrast, dates back to 1999 but has effectively
stalled for years over concerns regarding democratic backsliding

and human rights.

NOTE FOR CANDIDATES

Kosovo, Georgia, and several other states have also submitted
formal membership applications or hold "potential candidate"
status, reflecting the EU's continuing gravitational pull across

the wider European neighbourhood.
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Institutions of the European

Union

The European Union operates through a distinctive institutional
framework, often called the "institutional triangle,” in which
legislative and executive power is distributed across multiple
bodies rather than concentrated in a single government. This
design reflects a careful balance between supranational authority

and the continuing sovereignty of member states.

The European Commission

Often described as the EU's "executive branch" and "guardian of
the treaties," the European Commission is the institution
responsible for proposing new legislation, implementing
decisions, upholding EU treaties, and managing the day-to-day
business of the Union. It is composed of one Commissioner per
member state (27 total), each responsible for a specific policy
portfolio, led by the President of the European Commission.
The Commission alone holds the formal right of legislative

initiative in most policy areas — meaning that, in general, no EU
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law can be proposed without the Commission first putting it

forward.

The European Parliament

The European Parliament is the only EU institution whose
members are directly elected by citizens, currently comprising 720
Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) elected every
five years. Seats are distributed among member states roughly by
population, though smaller states are proportionally over-
represented to ensure their voices are not drowned out. The
Parliament shares legislative and budgetary authority with the
Council of the EU, must approve the appointment of the
Commission President and the full College of Commissioners, and
can dismiss the Commission through a motion of censure. It sits in
Strasbourg for plenary sessions and in Brussels for committee
work — a dual-seat arrangement that remains a point of criticism

over cost and efficiency.

The Council of the European Union

Not to be confused with the European Council (below), the
Council of the European Union — sometimes called the
"Council of Ministers" — represents the governments of the 27

member states. It meets in different configurations depending on
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the policy area under discussion (for example, Foreign Affairs
Council, Agriculture Council, Economic and Financial Affairs
Council). Together with Parliament, it forms the EU's bicameral
legislature, and most decisions are taken by Qualified Majority
Voting (QMYV), which generally requires at least 55% of member
states representing at least 65% of the EU's total population.

The European Council

The European Council brings together the heads of state or
government of all member states, along with its own President and
the President of the Commission, to set the Union's overall
political direction and priorities. It does not pass legislation but
functions as the EU's highest-level strategic and political forum,
typically meeting at least four times a year. Since the Lisbon
Treaty, it has been led by a permanent President of the European

Council, elected for a two-and-a-half-year renewable term.

The Court of Justice of the European Union
(CJEU)

Based in Luxembourg, the Court of Justice of the European
Union ensures that EU law is interpreted and applied consistently
across all member states. It has the power to rule on disputes

between member states, EU institutions, businesses, and

23



individuals, and its rulings — including the foundational doctrines
of the primacy and direct effect of EU law — bind national courts.
The Court comprises one judge per member state, assisted by
Advocates-General, and is often split into the Court of Justice
proper and the General Court, which handles certain categories of

cases at first instance.

The European Central Bank (ECB)

Headquartered in Frankfurt, Germany, the European Central
Bank is responsible for monetary policy across the eurozone —
the group of member states that have adopted the euro. Its primary
mandate is to maintain price stability, and it operates with a high
degree of institutional independence from political interference, a

design modelled partly on Germany's own Bundesbank.

The European Court of Auditors

Based in Luxembourg, the Court of Auditors audits the EU's
finances, checking that funds from the EU budget are collected
and spent legally, economically, and for their intended purpose,
and reporting any evidence of fraud or mismanagement to the

relevant authorities.

Institution Primary Role
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European

Commission

European

Parliament

Council of the EU

European Council

Court of Justice of
the EU

European Central
Bank

Court of Auditors

Executive; proposes

legislation

Directly elected

legislature

Legislature representing

governments

Sets political direction/

strategy

Judicial authority;

interprets EU law

Monetary policy for the

eurozone

Financial oversight

Brussels

Strasbourg /

Brussels

Brussels

Brussels

Luxembourg

Frankfurt

Luxembourg

The High Representative for Foreign Affairs

Created by the Lisbon Treaty, this role combines the functions of a

foreign minister

and a Vice-President

of the FEuropean

Commission, giving the EU a single, more coherent voice in

international diplomacy. The High Representative chairs the

Foreign Affairs Council and oversees the European External

Action Service (EEAS), the EU's diplomatic corps.
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How EU Law Is Made

Understanding the EU legislative process is often the most
challenging part of studying FEuropean integration, precisely
because it does not resemble the single-legislature model familiar
from most national parliaments. The dominant procedure today is
the Ordinary Legislative Procedure (OLP), previously known
as '"co-decision," which the Lisbon Treaty made the default

method for the vast majority of EU legislation.

The Ordinary Legislative Procedure, Step by
Step

1. Proposal: The European Commission drafts and formally
proposes a piece of legislation, often after extensive consultation

with experts, interest groups, and member states.

2. First Reading: The European Parliament and the Council of the
EU each review the proposal, debate it, and may adopt
amendments. If both institutions agree on an identical text, the

law is adopted.

3. Second Reading: If the two bodies disagree, they exchange

revised positions and attempt to reconcile their differences.

26



4. Conciliation Committee: If disagreement persists after the
second reading, a Conciliation Committee — composed of equal
numbers of MEPs and Council representatives — is convened to

negotiate a joint compromise text.

5. Third Reading: The compromise text, if agreed, must then be
formally approved by both Parliament and Council before it can
become law. If no agreement is reached at any stage, the

proposed legislation fails.

Types of Legal Acts

Directly binding and Sets a binding goal that
applicable in all member states must achieve, but
states, exactly as written, leaves the choice of method
without need for national and form to national
implementing legislation. authorities.

Binding only on those to

whom it is specifically Non-binding statements

addressed — a state, a expressing the EU's views

company, or an individual. or suggesting a course of
action.

27



The Principle of Subsidiarity

A cornerstone principle governing when the EU may legislate at
all is subsidiarity, enshrined in Article 5 of the TEU. It holds that
the Union should only act where objectives cannot be sufficiently
achieved by member states acting alone, and where EU-level
action would deliver clear added value because of the scale or
effects of the proposed action. Closely related is the principle of
proportionality, which requires that EU action not exceed what is
necessary to achieve the treaties' objectives. Together, these
principles are intended to keep decision-making as close to

citizens as reasonably possible.
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The Single Market & the Four

Freedoms

The Single Market (also called the "Internal Market") is arguably
the EU's greatest practical achievement and the foundation of its
economic power. Formally completed on 1 January 1993
following the Single European Act of 1986, it transforms the
territory of all member states into a single economic space,
governed by common rules rather than 27 separate national

regimes.

The Four Freedoms

The Single Market is built on what are traditionally called the
"Four Freedoms" — the free movement of goods, services, capital,
and people across all member states, without the tariffs, quotas, or
discriminatory regulations that would apply to trade with non-

member countries.

Free Movement of Goods: Products manufactured or approved
in one member state may generally be sold anywhere in the

Union without further checks, based on the principle of "mutual
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recognition" of national standards, alongside considerable

harmonisation of product regulations.

Free Movement of Services: Businesses and professionals —
from banks to architects to hairdressers — may offer services
across borders, subject to common rules like the EU Services

Directive.

Free Movement of Capital: Money, investments, and financial
transactions can flow freely between member states (and, in
most cases, with the rest of the world), underpinning the

integration of European financial markets.

Free Movement of People: EU citizens have the right to live,
work, study, and retire in any member state, a right closely
connected to — but legally distinct from — the border-free
travel enabled by the Schengen Agreement (covered separately

in Chapter Nine).

WHY IT MATTERS

The Single Market is often cited as the world's largest
borderless trading area by combined economic output, and its
regulatory standards on issues such as data protection (the
GDPR), food safety, and product safety frequently become
global benchmarks that companies worldwide choose to adopt

— the so-called "Brussels Effect."
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Competition Policy

To keep the Single Market genuinely fair and open, the European
Commission wields powerful authority over competition policy,
including the ability to block anti-competitive mergers, fine
companies for cartel behaviour or abuse of dominant market
position, and control state aid granted by national governments to
domestic companies, which could otherwise distort fair

competition across borders.
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Economic & Monetary Union
— The Euro

One of the European Union's most visible achievements is its
single currency, the euro (€), which entered circulation for
electronic transactions in 1999 and as physical banknotes and
coins on 1 January 2002. Today, the euro is used by 20 of the 27
member states, an area collectively known as the eurozone, and
is held by hundreds of millions of citizens as their everyday

currency.

The Maastricht Convergence Criteria

Before adopting the euro, a member state must meet strict
economic benchmarks set out in the Maastricht Treaty, designed to
ensure fiscal discipline and economic stability across the currency

union:

Annual government budget deficit no greater than 3% of GDP

Government debt no greater than 60% of GDP (or trending

sufficiently toward that level)
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Inflation rate within a defined margin of the best-performing

member states

Long-term interest rates within a defined margin of the best-

performing member states

Currency stability within the Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM

IT) for at least two years prior to adoption

Countries Outside the Eurozone

Not every EU member uses the euro. Some states — including
Denmark — negotiated a formal legal "opt-out" from the single
currency. Others, such as Poland, Hungary, Czechia, Romania,
Bulgaria, and Sweden, are technically obligated under their
accession treaties to eventually adopt the euro, but have not yet
met — or chosen to pursue — the necessary criteria, and continue
to use their own national currencies (such as the Polish ztoty or the

Swedish krona).

The Eurozone Debt Crisis

The euro's design was severely tested by the sovereign debt crisis
that began around 2009-2010, when countries including Greece,
Ireland, Portugal, Spain, and Cyprus faced severe fiscal and
banking difficulties, threatening the stability of the entire currency

union. In response, the EU and its partners developed emergency
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mechanisms including the European Financial Stability Facility
and, later, the permanent European Stability Mechanism (ESM),
alongside strict austerity-linked bailout programmes, particularly
for Greece. The crisis exposed a structural weakness of the euro: a
single monetary policy shared by states that still retained largely

independent fiscal (tax and spending) policies.

"Whatever it takes" — ECB President Mario Draghi's 2012
pledge to preserve the euro, widely credited with calming

financial markets during the peak of the debt crisis.

Banking Union

In the aftermath of the crisis, the EU developed a Banking Union
to strengthen oversight of the financial sector, built around a
Single Supervisory Mechanism (giving the ECB direct oversight
of major eurozone banks) and a Single Resolution Mechanism (for
managing failing banks in an orderly way, reducing risk to

taxpayers).
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The Schengen Area

Named after the small Luxembourgish village where the founding
agreement was signed in 1985, the Schengen Area allows for
passport-free travel across its member countries, effectively
abolishing internal border controls between participating states. It
is one of the most tangible achievements of European integration
for ordinary citizens, allowing seamless travel across a vast stretch

of the continent.

Schengen vs. EU Membership

It is a common misconception that Schengen and EU membership
are identical — they are not. The Schengen Area currently
includes most, but not all, EU member states, while also including
several non-EU countries: Iceland, Norway, Switzerland, and
Liechtenstein participate in Schengen despite not being EU
members. Conversely, Ireland has opted out of Schengen entirely,

while Cyprus is not yet a full operational member.

KEY DISTINCTION

EU membership grants citizens the legal right to live and work

anywhere in the Union. Schengen membership removes the
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physical passport checks at internal borders. A country can, in

principle, have one without the other.

The 2015 Migration Crisis

Schengen's open-border principle came under intense strain during
the 2015 European migration crisis, when over a million refugees
and migrants — many fleeing the Syrian civil war — arrived in
the EU, placing enormous pressure on frontline states like Greece
and Italy. Several Schengen states temporarily reinstated internal
border controls in response, exposing tensions between the ideal
of free movement and the political realities of migration
management, and prompting significant reforms to EU asylum and
border policy in the years that followed, including strengthening

of the EU's border agency, Frontex.
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Key Common Policies

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)

One of the EU's oldest and most significant policies, the Common
Agricultural Policy, dates back to 1962 and remains one of the
largest single categories of EU spending, historically consuming a
substantial share of the entire EU budget. Its original goals were to
ensure food security, support farmers' incomes, and stabilise
agricultural markets after wartime shortages. Over the decades,
CAP has evolved from a system of price supports and production
subsidies toward one emphasising direct income support, rural

development, and environmental sustainability.

Cohesion & Regional Policy

The EU's Cohesion Policy aims to reduce economic and social
disparities between richer and poorer regions of the Union,
funding infrastructure, education, and development projects
primarily through the European Regional Development Fund and
the European Social Fund. This policy reflects a core EU
principle: that the benefits of integration should extend beyond the

wealthiest member states.

37



The European Green Deal

Launched in 2019, the European Green Deal is the EU's flagship
strategy to make Europe the world's first climate-neutral continent
by 2050, encompassing a sweeping package of policies on clean
energy, sustainable industry, biodiversity, and emissions reduction
— including the landmark "Fit for 55" package targeting a 55%
cut in net greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 (compared to 1990

levels).

Common Foreign & Security Policy (CFSP)

Unlike trade or agriculture, foreign policy remains largely
intergovernmental — meaning decisions generally require
unanimous agreement among all member states, giving each
country an effective veto. This reflects states' reluctance to fully
surrender control over sensitive matters of national security and
diplomacy, and it has often made the EU slower and more divided
in responding to international crises compared to unified nation-

states.

Justice, Home Affairs & Migration Policy

The EU coordinates policy on asylum, immigration, and cross-

border crime and terrorism through frameworks such as the
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Common European Asylum System and agencies like Europol
(police cooperation) and Eurojust (judicial cooperation). This
remains one of the most politically contentious areas of EU policy,
given deep divisions among member states over how to share

responsibility for asylum seekers and refugees.

Trade Policy

Trade policy is an exclusive competence of the EU — meaning
individual member states cannot independently negotiate their
own trade deals with non-EU countries. The FEuropean
Commission negotiates on behalf of the entire bloc, giving the EU
substantial leverage as one of the world's largest trading powers in
agreements with partners ranging from Canada (CETA) to Japan,

Mercosur, and beyond.

Digital & Regulatory Policy

In recent years, the EU has become a global leader in digital
regulation, most notably through the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) of 2018, which set a global benchmark for
data privacy, and more recent legislation such as the Digital
Markets Act and Digital Services Act, aimed at curbing the
market power of large technology platforms and improving online

safety.
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The EU on the World Stage

Despite its internal complexity, the European Union is a major
actor in global affairs — collectively one of the largest economies
in the world, a leading provider of development and humanitarian
aid, and an influential voice in international institutions such as
the United Nations, the World Trade Organization, and the G7/
G20.

The EU and NATO

The EU and NATO are distinct organisations with overlapping but
not identical memberships and mandates. NATO is a military and
collective-defence alliance, while the EU is primarily an economic
and political union whose Common Security and Defence Policy
(CSDP) remains far more limited. The two organisations
cooperate closely, particularly since Russia's 2022 invasion of
Ukraine, but the EU does not itself possess a standing joint
military force, and most of its member states rely on NATO for

hard security guarantees.
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Response to Russia's Invasion of Ukraine

The EU's response to Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022 marked a significant shift in the Union's approach
to foreign and security policy. The EU imposed successive, far-
reaching rounds of economic sanctions on Russia, provided
substantial financial and humanitarian assistance to Ukraine,
activated the Temporary Protection Directive to swiftly grant
refuge to millions of Ukrainian refugees, and — notably — jointly
funded and coordinated the delivery of military equipment to
Ukraine through the European Peace Facility, an unprecedented
step for an organisation historically cautious about direct

involvement in military affairs.

Development & Humanitarian Aid

The EU and its member states, taken together, form the world's
largest provider of official development assistance, funding
programmes across Africa, Asia, and Latin America through
instruments such as the Neighbourhood, Development and

International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI-Global Europe).
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The EU and Pakistan

The European Union maintains a significant bilateral relationship
with Pakistan, most notably through the Generalised Scheme of
Preferences Plus (GSP+) trade arrangement, which grants
Pakistan preferential, largely duty-free access to the EU market in
exchange for the country's continued implementation of 27
international conventions on human rights, labour rights,
environmental protection, and good governance. The EU is one of
Pakistan's largest export markets, particularly for its textile sector,
and periodically conducts formal monitoring missions to assess
Pakistan's compliance with GSP+ commitments. The EU also
engages Pakistan through political dialogue, development

cooperation, and election observation missions.
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Challenges, Criticisms & the
Road Ahead

The "Democratic Deficit" Debate

Critics have long argued that the EU suffers from a "democratic
deficit" — a perceived gap between the power exercised by EU
institutions and the degree of direct democratic accountability
citizens have over them. Common criticisms include the
Commission's unelected nature (though it is appointed with
parliamentary approval), low turnout in European Parliament
elections in many states, and the physical and psychological

distance many citizens feel from decision-making in Brussels.

Rule-of-Law Tensions

In recent years, the EU has faced significant internal tensions with
certain member states — most prominently Poland and Hungary
— over concerns regarding judicial independence, media freedom,
and adherence to core democratic values. The Union has
developed mechanisms including the "rule of law conditionality"

tool, which allows it to withhold EU funding from states found to
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be in serious breach of rule-of-law standards, triggering prolonged

and politically charged disputes.

Euroscepticism

Across many member states, Eurosceptic political movements —
ranging from those seeking modest reform to those advocating
outright withdrawal — have gained electoral traction, fuelled by
concerns over immigration, national sovereignty, economic
inequality, and the perceived remoteness of EU institutions. Brexit
stands as the most consequential expression of this sentiment to

date.

Enlargement Fatigue vs. Strategic Necessity

The prospect of further enlargement — particularly involving
Ukraine, the Western Balkans, and other candidates — has
reopened debate about whether the EU's current institutional
structure, designed for a much smaller union, can function
effectively with even more member states, especially given that

major decisions in sensitive areas still require unanimity.

Migration & Asylum Reform

Balancing humanitarian obligations, labour market needs, and

public concerns over migration remains one of the EU's most
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persistently divisive challenges, with member states frequently
disagreeing over the fair distribution ("burden-sharing") of asylum

seekers across the Union.

Looking Ahead

Despite these challenges, the European Union has repeatedly
demonstrated a capacity to adapt under pressure — from the
creation of new crisis-response mechanisms during the eurozone
debt crisis, to a rapid and largely unified response to the
COVID-19 pandemic (including the unprecedented joint
NextGenerationEU recovery fund, financed through common EU
borrowing for the first time in its history), to its coordinated
support for Ukraine. Whether the Union continues to deepen
integration, expands its membership further, or focuses on
consolidating existing achievements remains one of the defining

political questions of contemporary Europe.
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Symbols, Facts & Quick

Reference

Symbols of the European Union

Twelve gold stars in a circle
on a blue background — the
number twelve symbolises
unity and completeness, not
the number of member

states.

"Ode to Joy," from the final
movement of Beethoven's
Ninth Symphony
(instrumental version, no

official lyrics)

"United in Diversity"

9 May — commemorating
the 1950 Schuman

Declaration
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Quick Facts

Category Detail

Member States 27
Official Languages 24
Eurozone Members 20

Schengen Area
29 (including 4 non-EU states)
Members

Population (approx.) 449 million

Seat of the
Commission & Brussels, Belgium

Council

Seat of Parliament

Strasbourg, France
(plenary)

Seat of the Court of
. Luxembourg
Justice

Seat of the Central

Frankfurt, Germany
Bank

Founding Treaty (as

Maastricht Treaty, 1993
HEU")
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Awarded to the EU in 2012, for
Nobel Peace Prize advancing peace, democracy, and human

rights in Europe

The 27 Member States

Frequently Confused Terms

Term Clarification

European Council European Council = heads of state/
vs. Council of the government setting direction; Council of

EU the EU = ministers passing legislation

Council of Europe Council of Europe is an entirely separate,
vs. European older (1949) human-rights organisation

Union with 46 members; not an EU body

Eurozone vs. EU
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THE EUROPEAN UNION — A COMPLETE
REFERENCE GUIDE

Eurozone = 20 states using the euro; EU =
all 27 member states, only some of which

use the euro

Schengen = border-free travel area
Schengen vs. EU  including some non-EU states; EU =

political/economic union

* Kk ok k Kk Kk Kk %k
*x Kk Kk Xk
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THE EUROPEAN UNION — A COMPLETE
REFERENCE GUIDE
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United in Diversity

This guide has traced the European Union's journey
from a six-nation coal and steel pact born of post-war
reconciliation to a union of twenty-seven nations
navigating the complexities of the twenty-first
century. Its institutions, treaties, and policies remain a
living, evolving system — one of the most closely
studied experiments in political integration in modern

history.
Prepared for CSS & competitive examination

candidates.

scholareye.xyz — Education & Reference Series

50 scholareye.xyz



	Why the EU Matters
	Core Principles
	What Makes the EU Different from Other Organisations
	The Post-War Vision
	The Schuman Declaration (1950)
	The European Coal and Steel Community (1951)
	The Failed European Defence Community

	The Treaties of Rome (1957)
	The Maastricht Treaty (1992) — Birth of the "European Union"
	The Treaty of Lisbon (2007–2009)
	Primary vs. Secondary Law
	The Copenhagen Criteria
	Brexit — The United Kingdom's Withdrawal
	Current Candidate Countries
	The European Commission
	The European Parliament
	The Council of the European Union
	The European Council
	The Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU)
	The European Central Bank (ECB)
	The European Court of Auditors
	The High Representative for Foreign Affairs
	The Ordinary Legislative Procedure, Step by Step
	Types of Legal Acts
	The Principle of Subsidiarity
	The Four Freedoms
	Competition Policy
	The Maastricht Convergence Criteria
	Countries Outside the Eurozone
	The Eurozone Debt Crisis
	Banking Union
	Schengen vs. EU Membership
	The 2015 Migration Crisis
	The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
	Cohesion & Regional Policy
	The European Green Deal
	Common Foreign & Security Policy (CFSP)
	Justice, Home Affairs & Migration Policy
	Trade Policy
	Digital & Regulatory Policy
	The EU and NATO
	Response to Russia's Invasion of Ukraine
	Development & Humanitarian Aid
	The EU and Pakistan
	The "Democratic Deficit" Debate
	Rule-of-Law Tensions
	Euroscepticism
	Enlargement Fatigue vs. Strategic Necessity
	Migration & Asylum Reform
	Looking Ahead
	Symbols of the European Union
	Quick Facts
	The 27 Member States
	Frequently Confused Terms

