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This publication 

If you are interested in 
finding out more about 
the European Union 
and how you can have 
a voice in it… then this 
publication is for you! 

Being a citizen of an 
EU country means that 
you are also a European 
citizen. What does 
this mean in practice? 
What is the European 
Union doing for you? 

We have been living in 
peace for the last 50 
years, that’s already a 
huge improvement.  
We also have the 
chance to travel, learn 
or work freely in all 
EU Member States, 
and much more as 
you will discover.

This publication will 
tell you how the 
European Union was 
built, what values it 
carries, who decides 
what and how all of 
this is relevant to 
your daily life. You will 
be able to grasp the 
opportunities Europe 

EU and ME 

A lot of the content 
you will find in this 
publication comes 
from the “EU and ME” 
website. Make sure 
to visit it, it contains 
many more resources, 
links and activities for 
you.

Ab
ou

t

has to offer thanks to 
its various programmes 
and initiatives for 
young people. You will 
also discover concrete 
ways to influence 
the shape of Europe 
through civic and 
political participation.  
 Enjoy!

Eurodesk 

Eurodesk is a European 
youth information 
network created in 
1990. As a support 
organisation to 
Erasmus+, it makes 
information on learning 
mobility comprehensive 
and accessible to young 
people and those who 
work with them. 

With a network of 
39 Eurodesk Centres 
connected to over 
3000 local information 
providers in 37 
European countries, 
Eurodesk raises 
awareness on European 
opportunities and 
encourages young 
people to become 
active citizens.
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WHAT’S THE
EU ALL ABOUT?

A bit of 
History…
After the Second 
World War (1939-
1945), people were 
determined that 
nothing like this  
should ever happen 
again. Between 1945 
and 1950, a few 

European politicians 
known as EU pioneers 
began the process of 
creating the European 
Union we live in today.
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1957
A few years later, the 
six founding countries 
decided to extend their 
cooperation to other 
economic sectors. The 
Treaty of Rome was 
signed in 1957, establi-
shing the European 
Economic Community. 
This cooperation was 
extremely successful 
in Europe’s recovery 
and more and more 
countries have asked 
to join over the years. 

EU treaties

Every action taken 
by the EU is foun-
ded on treaties that 
have been appro-
ved voluntarily and 
democratically by 
all EU countries. The 
treaties lay down 
the objectives of 
the European Union, 
set out the rules for 
how the EU institu-
tions operate, how 
decisions are made 
and the relationship 
between the EU and 
its Member States.

On 9 May 1950, Robert 
Schuman proposed 
that the production of 
coal and steel, the raw 
materials that were 
used to prepare for 
war, should be managed 
jointly in order to 
ensure that no one 
country could secretly 
arm itself against the 
others. At that time, 
coal played the role 
that oil and natural gas 
do today, in being the 
most important energy 
source available. 

This is how the 
European Coal and 
Steel Community 
came into being in 
1952. It was founded 
by six neighbouring 
countries: Belgium, 
France, Germany, Italy, 
Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands.

1950
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1993
2007
Several Treaties were 
adopted since 1993. 
The current one, the 
so-called Treaty of 
Lisbon, was adopted in 
2007. The purpose was 
to make the EU more 
democratic, more  
efficient and better 
able to address glo-
bal problems, such as 
climate change, with 
one voice. It gave more 
power to the European 
Parliament and intro-
duced the EU citizens’ 
initiative, amongst 
other improvements.

What began as a purely 
economic union has 
evolved into an organi-
sation spanning many 
different policy areas, 
from environment and 
health to external 
relations and security, 
justice and migration. 
This is how the Europe-
an Economic Community 
became the European 
Union in 1993 when the 
Maastricht Treaty came 
into force.
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The European 
idea is not new!

The “European idea” 
goes as far back as 
the Middle Ages - and 
sometimes even to 
Antiquity. In Greek 
mythology, Europa was 
a beautiful princess 
who Zeus took a fancy 
to. In the shape of a 
white bull, he lured 
Europa away from her 
homeland. This myth 
has inspired writers, 
historians, painters 
and European politi-

cians throughout the 
centuries and gave its 
name to our continent. 
Did you notice that this 
myth is depicted in the 
2 euro coin to pay tri-
bute to that heritage?
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Nobel Peace 
Prize 
In 2012, thanks to 
its tireless work for 
peace, democracy and 
human rights in Europe 
and around the world, 
the European Union 
was awarded the Nobel 
Peace Prize. The EU 
is the first group of 
countries in the world 
to have received this 
honour.

What does it 
mean to you? 

Not many young people 
nowadays still have 
living relatives to 
tell them about their 
experiences during the 
Second World War.  
You were born at a time 
by which there had 
already been decades 
of peace and prosperity 
in central Europe. The 
war in Ukraine is a sad 
reminder that peace 
should never be taken 
for granted. As a young 
person, what do you 
think about this long-
lasting peace in the 
European Union? 

9



Want to learn 
more about 
the EU?

EU games and 
quizzes

The Council of the EU 
has developed games 
for you to test your 
knowledge about the  
EU through a quiz but 
also a simulation game. 
Will you dare to try?  

Learning corner

If you want to know 
what the EU does, 
how it all started 
and how it works, or 
if you want to debate 
EU policies in more 
detail, you’ll find 
plenty of inspiration 
here. The learning 
corner proposes 
various resources 
including games and 
videos for young 
people.

House of 
European 
history

The House of Euro-
pean History is more 
than a museum, it is 
a forum for learning, 
reflection and debate, 
open to audiences 
from all generations 
and backgrounds.  
Its primary mission 
is to enhance under-
standing of European 
history in all its  
complexity. 
 

Europeana

Are you passionate 
about history, culture 
and arts? With Euro-
peana, you can visit 
thousands of libraries, 
galleries, archives and 
museums from all over 
Europe without having 
to leave your home. 

European Union 
Gateway

Discover EU top policy 
priorities and actions, 
how it functions, its 
history as well as infor-
mation about living and 
working abroad. 
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Eurodesk is 
present in all EU 
Member States 
(in blue) plus 
a few partner 
countries (in 
yellow). Can 
you place the 
country’s names 
and capitals?

Overseas territories where Eurodesk is present  
Portugal - Azores/Madeira    Spain - Canary Islands    France - Guadalupe/Reunion French Guiana/New Caledonia



Visionary leaders 
inspired the creation of 
the European Union we 
live in today. Without 
their energy and 

motivation, we would not 
be living in the sphere 
of peace and stability 
that we often take for 
granted. Can you match 
who did what?

European Parliament President 
who oversaw the adoption of the 
euro. Reformed the Parliament’s 
working methods to bring it 

closer to the citizens.

Holocaust survivor and 
first female President of 
the European Parliament. 
Fought for women’s 
           causes.

Dedicated her life to 
peace. The European 

Parliament 
building in 
Strasbourg 
is named 
after her.

A

B

C
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Want to learn 
more about 
EU’s pioneers?

Founded the 
‘Action Committee 
for the United 
States of Europe’ 
to revive the 
spirit of European 
integration, and 
was one of its main 
driving forces.

A European visionary 
and talented persuader, 
was a leading figure in 
formulating the content 
of the Treaty of Rome. 

Published  
the Schuman Plan on  
9 May 1950, the date now  

considered to be the birth 
of the European Union  

(Europe Day).

E

F

D
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European Union 
versus European 
continent

The EU is a unique 
economic and politi-
cal union between 27 
European countries 
called the EU Mem-
ber States. Together 
they cover much of 
the European conti-
nent but not all of it. 
Europe refers to the 
European Continent 
that officially counts 
44 countries.

EU Member 
States
The European Union  
is not a state or fede-
ration, but a unique 
partnership between 
European countries, 
known as Member Sta-
tes. The EU is home to 
over 447 million people, 
which corresponds to 
around 6% of the world’s 
population. Citizens of 
the EU Member States 
are also citizens of the 
European Union.

EU flag

The EU FLAG is made up 
of 12 golden stars on a 
blue background.  
It was adopted in 1984 
and now flies above 
parliaments, municipal 
buildings, parks and 
monuments all over 
Europe. The design 
symbolises the peoples 
of Europe, with the cir-
cle representing their 
union. The number of 
stars never changes, it 
is always 12, it is said 
to represent perfection 
and entirety.

The unique feature of 
the EU is that, although 
the countries all remain 
sovereign and indepen-
dent states, they have 
decided to pool some of 
their ‘sovereignty’ in 
areas where it makes 
sense to work together.
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Enlargement
The EU enlargement has 
been an extraordinary 
opportunity to promote 
stability and prosperi-
ty and extend the area 
of democracy in Europe. 
Any new member must 
be prepared to sign 
up to the treaties and 
take on board the full 
body of EU law. It must 

respect the principles 
of liberty, democracy, 
respect for human 
rights and fundamental 
freedoms, and the rule 
of law.

The enlarged EU of  
currently 27 members 
has a stronger weight 
in the international 

arena. As a global player, 
it is better equipped to 
respond to global chal-
lenges such as climate 
change, environmental 
protection, competiti-
veness, migration and 
financial market  
regulation.

1951

1981

1973

1986

1995

2004

2007

2013
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The European Coal and Steel 
Community is set up by the 6 
founding members (Belgium, France, 
Germany, Italy, Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands)

The Treaties of Rome are signed, setting up the 
European Economic Community (EEC) and the European 
Atomic Energy Community (Euratom)

 Start of the Erasmus programme

The Communities expand to 9 
Member States (United Kingdom 
Ireland, Denmark) and introduce 
more common policies 

First Mediterranean enlargement 
when Greece joins the European 
Communities, followed by Spain 
and Portugal in 1986

The first direct elections to the European 
Parliament takes place. Simone Veil, 
becomes the first directly-elected 
President, and the first woman to hold 
the post

16
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The European 
Single Market 
becomes a reality

The United Kingdom 
leaves the EU

The Lisbon Treaty 
comes into force, 
changing the way 
the EU works

The Treaty of Maastricht 
establishes the European 
Union (EU)

10 new Member States (Cyprus, 
Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia 
and Slovenia) join the EU, reuniting 
the continent after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall and the collapse of the 
Soviet Union.

The euro comes 
into circulation

Croatia joins 
the EU

Bulgaria and 
Romania join the EU  

Want to learn 
more about 
EU’s pioneers?
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WHAT ARE EU 
  GOALS   AND
   VALUES? 

Have you ever heard 
the phrase ‘United 
in diversity’? It is 
the EU’s motto and it 
represents what the EU 
values are all about. 
While each EU country 
has its own culture, 
languages and tradi-
tions, they all share 
common values and 
must respect them if 
they want to be part of 
the European Union.

One fundamental 
value that unites all 
the Member States is 
democracy. This means 
that only democra-
tic countries can be 
members of the EU.

The EU values are: 

• Human dignity

• Freedom 

• Democracy 

• Equality 

• The rule of law 

• Respect for human 
rights, including 
the rights of people 
belonging to 
minority groups.

EU values

These values form the 
basis of the EU and are 
laid out in the Lisbon 
Treaty and the EU 
Charter of Fundamental 
Rights.
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The goals of the 
European Union 
are to:

• promote peace, its values 
and the well-being of its 
citizens

• offer freedom, security 
and justice without 
internal borders

• work for sustainable 
development based on 
balanced economic growth 
and price stability, 
a highly competitive 
market economy with 
full employment and 
social progress, and 
environmental protection

• combat social exclusion 
and discrimination

• promote scientific and 
technological progress

• enhance economic, social 
and territorial cohesion 
and solidarity among EU 
countries

• respect its rich cultural 
and linguistic diversity

• establish an economic and 
monetary union whose 
currency is the euro.
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Human dignity is inviolable. 
It must be respected, protected 
and constitutes the real basis of 
fundamental rights.

Freedom of movement gives 
citizens the right to move and 
reside freely within the Union. 
Individual freedoms such as 
respect for private life, freedom 
of thought, religion, assembly, 
expression and information are 
protected by the EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights.

The functioning of the EU is 
founded on representative 
democracy. Being a European 
citizen also means enjoying 
political rights. Every adult 
EU citizen has the right to 
stand as a candidate and 
to vote in elections to the 
European Parliament. EU 
citizens have the right to 
stand as a candidate and 
to vote in their country of 
residence, or in their country 
of origin.
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The EU is based on the rule 
of law. Everything the EU 
does is founded on treaties, 
voluntarily and democratically 
agreed by its EU countries. 
Law and justice are upheld 
by an independent judiciary. 
The EU countries gave final 
jurisdiction to the European 
Court of Justice which 
judgements have to be 
respected by all.

Equality is about equal rights for all citizens before the 
law. The principle of equality between women and men 
underpins all EU policies and is the basis for European 
integration. It applies in all areas. The principle of 
equal pay for equal work became part of the Treaty of 
Rome in 1957. Although inequalities still exist, the EU 
has made significant progress.

Human rights are protected by the EU Charter 
of Fundamental Rights. These cover the right 
to be free from discrimination on the basis of 
sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief, 
disability, age or sexual orientation, the right 
to the protection of your personal data, and or 
the right to get access to justice.

21



Sense of
belonging
The concept of citizen-
ship has historically 
been very much linked 
to nationality. It is 
the Maastricht Treaty 
that created European 
citizenship, which is not 
a substitute for natio-
nal citizenship, but 
an addition to it. The 
European symbols inclu-
de the European flag, 
the European anthem 
(Beethoven’s ‘Ode to 
Joy’), the European 
motto and Europe Day 
on 9th May each year. 

EU Youth 
Strategy

Engaging, Connecting and 
Empowering youth are 
the three pillars of the EU 
Youth Strategy 2019-2027 
that the EU adopted 
in 2018. The strategy 
highlights that “for young 
people to reap the full 
benefits of EU actions, 

Do you consider your-
self a European citizen? 
It’s very difficult to 
feel that you “belong 
to” the European Union 
unless you are aware 
of what it is doing and 
how it works. In the 
next section, you will 
learn what the EU does 
in your daily life and 
how it functions. 

A sense of belonging 
comes, above all, with 
feeling personally 
involved in EU deci-
sion-making.  

these need to reflect their 
aspirations”. EU youth 
cooperation aims to foster 
youth participation in 
democratic life, social 
engagement, inclusion  
and youth work.

Every adult EU citizen 
has the right to vote 
in European Parliament 
elections, and this is 
an important basis 
for the EU’s democra-
tic legitimacy. If you 
want to help shape the 
European agenda and 
influence EU policies, 
there are many ways to 
do so as you will disco-
ver in our last section.
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The EU Youth Goals were 
adopted as part of the 
EU Youth Dialogue in 
2019. They are annexed 
to the EU Youth Strategy 
and became a key policy 
reference for EU and 
national institutions in 
the youth field.
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Young
people in 
Europe 
Young people are gene-
rally more pro-European 
than their elders. 
In June 2016, when an 
overwhelming majority 
of young British citi-
zens voted to remain 
in the European Union, 
it became clear that 
young voters want 
a different kind of 
outcome than the older 
generations. It does 
not mean that young 
people do not want 
to improve the way 
the EU functions, and 
many make their voices 
heard in many different 
ways such as climate 
protests.

Younger generations 
are not necessarily 
less politically active 
than previous genera-
tions, but have slightly 
different values and 
concerns than their 
elders. They have ente-
red the labour market 
during one of the worst 
recessions in living 
memory. They also face 
global challenges such 
as climate change or 
terrorism which make 
them more aware of 
global actions. 
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Do you agree with this statement 
of the European Youth Forum on the 
future of Europe?

The future of Europe
with young people  

Citizens lack control over their 
common future. When it comes 
to young people, we are not 
represented by the current political 
system and often excluded from 
decisions that affect us and future 
generations. Young people want 
to be part of Europe, though. 
We want a European Union that 
unleashes our potential, creates a 
promising future, and safeguards 
our fundamental human rights. 

Currently, this is not the 
case. Young people are both 
systematically underrepresented 
in the political arena, and excluded 
from society, leading to lower 
levels of trust in the system and 
in institutions of representative 
democracy. Disengagement with 
the traditional political sphere 
can result in young people moving 
towards populist, anti-democratic 
and xenophobic movements as well 
as, in exceptional cases, violent 
extremism in Europe. This move 
undermines social cohesion and the 
European project itself.

Several ideas have been put 
forward to address the future 
of the EU as well as young 
people’s place in Europe.
Proposals such as the European 
Solidarity Corps, the extension 
of the Youth Guarantee and an 
Interrail ticket for all 18 year 
olds are welcome contributions 
to the discussion. But such an 
approach, consisting of ad-hoc, 
top-down proposals, is far from 
the bottom-up and participatory 
vision that the European Union 
should be implementing. Young 
people do not need short-term, 
tokenistic initiatives but 
long-term solutions, developed 
with our input, and based on a 
comprehensive strategy for the 
sustainable development  
of Europe.
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HOW   IS   THE   EU 
RELEVANT       TO 
       YOUR 
DAILY  LIFE? 

The EU impacts our 
daily lives in many 
ways from the food we 
eat to the products we 
buy. If you have ever 
wondered what exactly 
the EU does for you, 
here are 5 areas in whi-
ch it is impacting your 
daily life. You will also 
see that you can take 
advantage of your EU 
citizenship! Be awa-
re that this is just a 
fraction of what the EU 
actually does for you.

EU funding in
your region

EU countries and 
regions are not just of 
different sizes; they 
also have different 
levels of wealth.  
Thousands of projects 
have received EU fun-
ding over the years, 
thousands of kilo-
metres of strategic 
transport, energy and 
broadband links have 
been developed, rese-
arch and innovation has 
been funded, cultural 

heritage and areas 
of natural beauty 
protected, and much, 
much more. Check 
out some examples 
of projects that have 
received EU fun-
ding in your country 
(#EUinmyregion). You 
will see just how much 
closer the EU is to 
your home than you 
might have thought. 
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Easy
travel in
the EU
Travelling in Europe 
is much easier than 
it used to be. Most EU 
countries, and some 
non-EU countries, have 
taken away border 
controls between their 
countries. This is what 
is called the Schen-
gen Agreement. Free 
movement of persons 
enables every EU citi-
zen to travel, work and 
live in an EU country 
without special forma-
lities.

When travelling in 
Europe, all EU citizens 
in all EU countries are 
protected by a full set 
of passenger rights. In 
certain circumstances, 
they can, for instance, 
get compensation if 
their flight is cancel-
led. They are also able 
to ask for help at any 
other EU country’s con-
sulate or embassy when 
travelling to a country 

outside of the EU if 
their own home coun-
try is not represented 
there. 

If you fall ill or have an 
accident during a visit 
to another EU country, 
as an EU citizen you 
have the right to recei-
ve the necessary public 
healthcare in any EU 
country under the same 
conditions as people in 
the host country. For 
this, you shall request 
your European Health 
Insurance Card before 
you go abroad.

27



Learn and 
volunteer 
anywhere
in the EU
As an EU citizen, you 
have the right to 
work, train and study 
anywhere in the EU 
under the same condi-
tions as nationals. 
Different programmes 
can support you in tho-
se endeavours, here are 
a few of them.

 Erasmus+
Erasmus+ is a very wide 
programme, covering a 
diverse range of actions 
for students, trainees, 
teachers, volunteers 
and more. It helps 
young people to spend 
a period of time abroad 
for studying or doing 
an internship as well as 
to take part in a youth 
exchange. Erasmus+ 
also supports youth 
participation projects 
with up to 60.000 EUR 
grants per funded 
project. 

The European
Solidarity Corps

This EU programme 
offers opportunities for 
young people (18-30) 
who are willing to make 
a meaningful contribu-
tion to society.  
You can get involved 
in local and European 
solidarity projects and 
humanitarian aid volun-
teering. While bringing 
social change, those 
projects are unique 
opportunities to grow, 
develop your skills and 
take part in empowe-
ring experiences. 
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European 
Youth Portal

The European Youth 
Portal offers European 
and country level infor-
mation about opportu-
nities and initiatives 
that are of interest to 
young people who are 

living, learning and 
working in Europe. 
It’s the entry point 
for young people on the 
many EU opportunities 
offered to them.

29



Have your
consumers
rights 
protected
The EU has removed 
barriers to free trade 
between its members, 
it’s what is called the 
EU’s Single Market. This 
means that you can pro-
duce, sell and buy goods 
wherever you want in 
the EU. It also means 
that consumers have a 
larger choice of pro-
ducts and lower prices.

When you go shopping 
in the EU, including onli-
ne, you are protected 
by all sorts of laws. For 
example the minimum 
guarantee period for 
consumer products such 
as electronic goods is 
2 years. EU rules have 
significantly reduced 
the mobile phone costs 
(more than 90% since 
2007) by capping prices. 
Roaming charges were 
abolished in 2017, 
which means that when 
using your phone abro-
ad, you pay the same as 
you do at home.

The EU has some of the 
highest food safety 
standards in the world. 
EU citizens therefore 
benefit from high-qua-
lity, appropriately 
labelled and safe food. 
It has put in place 
compulsory checks 
throughout the agri-fo-
od chain to ensure that 
plants and animals are 
healthy, that food and 
animal feed is safe, 
and that products are 
correctly labelled. Many 
more regulations exist 
to protect European 
consumers.

Euro

Euro banknotes and 
coins were introduced 
in 12 EU countries in 
2002, and 20 have now 
replaced their national 
currencies with the 
euro. Consumers can 
compare prices more 
easily at home, abroad 
and online. Companies 
can calculate and 
charge customers in 
one currency and are 
not at risk of exchange 
rate fluctuations, 
and getting rid of 
transaction costs 
keeps prices stable.
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Do you recognise the 
labels below? Where 
can you find them? 
What do they mean?
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Access 
safe
digital 
services
  The protection of perso-
nal data and privacy are 
fundamental rights in 
the European Union. The 
EU has been applying 
high standards for data 
protection and privacy 
for decades. The law 
gives people rights as 
regards data protection 
and confidentiality of 
communications whi-
ch must be respected 
by organisations that 
process their data. The 
General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) gives 
individuals enforceable 
rights, including the 
right to be forgotten.

The European Commis-
sion is tackling the 
spread of online disin-
formation and misinfor-
mation to ensure the 
protection of European 
values and democra-
tic systems. The EU’s 
Code of Conduct on 
countering illegal 
hate speech online 
aims to ensure that 
requests to remove 
racist and xenophobic 
content are dealt with 
speedily. Companies, 
including Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram and 
Snapchat, have com-
mitted to reviewing 
the majority of these 
requests in less than 
24 hours and to remo-
ving the content if 
necessary.

The safety of children 
online is paramount. 
The EU strategy for 
a better internet for 
children has influen-
ced national policies 
in most Member States 
and set a global bench-
mark for the protection 
and empowerment of 
children online.
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Specific EU policies and 
programmes are targe-
ted at young people. One 
example is the Quality 
Framework for Traine-
eships which urges EU 
countries to improve 
the quality of trainee-
ships, in particular the 
learning content and 
working conditions, in 
order to ease the tran-
sition to work.

Erasmus 
for Young 
Entrepreneurs 

The EU supports young 
entrepreneurs including 
through a dedicated 
programme. Erasmus for 
Young Entrepreneurs is 
a cross-border exchan-
ge programme which 
gives new or aspiring 
entrepreneurs the 
chance to learn from 
experienced entrepre-
neurs running small 
businesses abroad. 

EU Youth 
Guarantee

The EU Youth Guarantee 
strives to ensure that 
all young people under 
the age of 30 will recei-
ve a good quality offer 
of either employment, 
continued education, 
apprenticeship or 
traineeship within four 
months of becoming 
unemployed or leaving 
education. Young peo-
ple signing up to the 
Youth Guarantee are 
entitled to receive an 
offer within four mon-
ths of leaving formal 
education or becoming 
unemployed.

EURES Targeted 
Mobility Scheme 
(TMS)

TMS is an EU program-
me that promotes 
professional mobility, 
offering a package of 
support services to 
those looking for a job, 
traineeship or appren-
ticeship in another EU 
Member State, Iceland 
or Norway. It can pro-
vide targeted financial 
support for example 
for language courses, 
recognition of qualifi-
cations and travel and 
subsistence expenses. 
You can start your 
job search by visiting 
the EURES Portal and 
contacting the contact 
point in your country.

Benefit 
from work
opportunities
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The EU institutions 
were created by natio-
nal governments to 
help them achieve the 
goals they set out in 
the founding treaties. 
They are at the heart 
of the EU system, but 
national institutions 
also play a key role. 

WHO     DECIDES
    WHAT
IN    THE    EU?

The EU institutions are 
different from institu-
tions that can be found 
at a national level; it 
reflects the unique 
nature of the Europe-
an Union as a union of 
sovereign countries. 
This is why it can be 
hard to understand how 
they function. You will 
see, it’s not that com-
plicated!

What you have to 
understand is that the 
public servants and 
politicians working for 
the EU are nationals 
from the various EU 
Member States. They 
come from all over 
Europe, and quotas are 
usually established 
to ensure a balanced 
representation betwe-
en the countries.

Let’s take a look at 
the institutions where 
most of the decisions 
are made.
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Can we compare 
national &
European
institutions?

We could compare the 
European Parliament to 
a national parliament, 
but the European 
Parliament does not 
have all of the powers 

normally given to a 
national parliament. 

The European Commission 
could be compared to 
national bureaucracies, 
but it has additional 
leadership functions (it 
initiates laws). Its staff 
is mostly made of public 
servants, except for the 
Commissioners who are 

appointed and elected.
The European Council 
could be seen as an 
upper chamber of the 
legislature and the Council 
of Ministers could be 
compared to the lower 
one, but none of them is 
directly elected by the 
citizens.

Key EU institutions
European
Parliament

The European Parlia-
ment is the voice of the 
citizens. Its members 
are directly elected by 
EU citizens every 5 years 
(2019, 2024, 2029, etc). 
The Parliament takes 
decisions on European 
laws jointly with the 
Council.

The Parliament has 705 
members from all EU 
countries. Based on their 
size, the large countries 
have more members than 
the small ones. Members 
with similar political 
views work together in 
political groups.

Group of the European 
People’s Party (Christian 
Democrats)

Group of the Progressive 
Alliance of Socialists and 
Democrats in the European 
Parliament
Renew Europe group
Identity and Democracy
Group of the Greens/Euro-
pean Free Alliance
European Conservatives 
and Reformists Group
Confederal Group of the 
European United Left - Nor-
dic Green Left
Non-attached Members
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Council of the
European Union

The Council of the Euro-
pean Union represents 
the governments of the 
EU countries. In the 
Council, the ministers 
from all EU countries 
meet to discuss EU 
matters and take deci-
sions on EU policies and 
laws. Which ministers 
meet depends on the 
topic under discus-
sion. For example, if 
the meeting is about 
air pollution, then the 
Council gathers envi-
ronment ministers. 

The Council is one of 
the two decision-ma-
king bodies, with the 
European Parliament. In 

Council meetings, about 
80 % of law proposals 
are decided by majori-
ty vote. Each minister 
casts one vote but 
the number of citizens 
represented varies 
according to the size of 
the country.

European Council

The European Coun-
cil brings together 
the Heads of State or 
Government of the EU 
Member States. They 
set the EU’s main prio-
rities and overall policy 
directions but do not 
adopt laws.

The work of the Council 
is led by one EU coun-
try — the EU Presidency 
— in turn for a period of 
6 months. Three coun-
tries holding the pre-
sidency usually agree 
on a “Trio Programme” 
although each one has 
its own policy priori-
ties.
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European
Commission

The European Commis-
sion is responsible for 
ensuring that the EU 
treaties are respected 
and EU law is applied by 
all the Member States. 
The Commission also 
proposes new laws 
and programmes in the 
general interest of the 
EU. It manages the EU 
budget and represents 
the EU on the world 
stage. Around 32,000 
permanent and contract 
employees work in the 
Commission. 

The President and 26 
members of the Com-
mission are nominated 
by the European Council 
and formally elected 
for 5 years by the 
European Parliament. 
Each Commissioner is 
responsible for a speci-
fic area, such as ener-
gy, economy or trade. 
Commissioners do not 
represent the views of 
their country of origin 
but the common inte-
rest of the EU.

 

Other EU
institutions
and bodies

A full list of EU insti-
tutions and bodies, 
as well as EU agencies 
and other bodies, is 
available on the Europa 
website.

Fancy working for 
the EU?

EU staff are mainly 
recruited via the European 
Personnel Selection 
Office (EPSO). Officials 
are citizens of the EU 
countries, selected by 
means of competitions.  
If this sounds like a career 
you might be interested 

in, then you could start 
as a trainee in one of 
the EU institutions or 
agencies. Discover the 
various opportunities on 
the Eurodesk Opportunity 
Finder and on the EPSO 
website.
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What is the role 
of national
institutions?

National institutions 
play a key role in the 
main stages of EU 
policy making. In the 
decision phase, mini-
sters and civil servants 
negotiate, amend and 
decide in the Coun-

cil whether to accept 
proposals submitted 
by the Commission. 
National parliaments 
are influential at the 
decision stage. Finally, 
EU legislation is imple-
mented by national 
administrations – mini-
stries, departments 
of state, regulatory 
agencies, and regional 
and local authorities. 

The same national 
bodies administer 90% 
of the EU budget. Natio-
nal courts, meanwhile, 
monitor and enforce EU 
law in the Member Sta-
tes. They can also refer 
questions concerning 
the interpretation of 
EU law to the Court of 
Justice of the European 
Union.

The European Union was 
set up in the afterma-
th of World War II to 
promote peace throu-
ghout Europe. A central 
principle was that deci-
sions would be taken 
through agreement 
and/or consensus. The 
structure of today’s 
major EU institutions, 
and their legislative 
and decision-making 
processes, reflect this. 

As we saw in the pre-
vious section, European 
legislation covers 

EU decision-making 
process

many areas, from the 
environment to food 
safety. The European 
Commission proposes 
legislation, and in most 
cases the European Par-
liament and the Council 
of the EU both have to 
agree for it to pass. 
The process for this 
joint decision-making 
is called the ordinary 
legislative procedure.
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Heads of State or Government 
from each EU country.  

(e.g. Prime Ministers or their equivalent)

• Committee of  
the Regions

• Economic and 
Social Committee

• Public consultations

• Citizens, 
civil society

• Experts, 
interest groups

• Political parties 
Parlamentary

• hearings

• EU Agencies

MEPS elected
directly by

citizens

Ministers
from each EU

country

27 Commissioners
one from each EU country

Sets the EU’s policy agenda

Proposes legislation and Budget

Jointly decide legislation
and budget

Sc
ru

ti
ni

se
s

Offer 
their opinions 

on the Commission’s 
proposals and Budget
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Makes proposals 
for EU laws

Take the test below to see 
how much you remember. 
Put a cross in the box 
against the institution(s) 
that match(es) the 
description.

Executes the 
budget

Consists of 
(only) one 
representative/
member per EU 
country

Represents the 
interests of EU 
countries/their 
governments

Approves EU laws

Represents  
the interests  
of citizens

Is elected  
by EU citizens

Defines the 
general political 
direction of  
the EU
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You now know a lot 
about the European 
institutions, but do 
you know the names 
and faces of the 
people leading them? 

1. President of the European 
Parliament (2022-2024)

2. President of the European 
Commission (2019-2024)

3. President of the European 
Council from (2022-2024)

4. High Representative of the 
European Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy

5. and Vice Preseident of the 
European Commission

For example, who is the 
current President of the 
European Commission? 
And who are the other 
people in the photos? 
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European Council 
versus Council of 
Europe

The Council of Europe 
is an entirely separate 
body from the Europe-
an Union. It promotes 
human rights through 
international conven-
tions, such as the Con-
vention on Preventing 
and Combating Violence 
against Women and 
Domestic Violence.  
It includes 47 member 
states, of which 27 
are EU members. The 
Council of Europe runs 
programmes for youth 
through the European 
Youth Foundation. 

Cooperation between 
the European Union and 
the Council of Europe 
(CoE) has recently been 
reinforced, notably on 
culture, education and 
youth. One concrete 
example is the EU-CoE 
Youth Partnership 
which offers a platform 
for their cooperation 
and has a function of a 
“think tank” on youth 
policy, research and 
practice. 
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1/ By voting in your 
country’s general 
election: as a rule, the 
winning party then 
forms your government. 
Ministers from this 
government represent 
your country in the 
Council of the European 
Union, which plays an 
important role in EU 
lawmaking.

2/ By voting in the 
European Parliament 
elections: your vote 
will help determine the 
European Parliament’s 
position on proposed 
laws. The largest politi-
cal group will normally 
decide who should be 
the President of the 
Commission, so your 
vote will help determi-
ne that as well.

How you can
influence
EU policies

3/ By taking part in 
online public con-
sultations. Before 
making proposals 
for new EU laws and 
throughout the who-
le decision-making 
process, the European 
Commission seeks the 
opinions of citizens and 
stakeholders. Check the 
have your say platform!

4/ By joining citizens’ 
dialogues that take 
place across the EU. 
These give you the 
chance to discuss Euro-
pean issues with Com-
missioners and other 
high-level representa-
tives. Check whether 
a dialogue is coming 
up soon in your area or 
organise one thanks to 
Erasmus+ Youth Partici-
pation action! 

5/ By supporting or 
launching a European 
citizens’ initiative. 
In practice this means 
that citizens may 
invite the European 
Commission to propose 
legislation on a spe-
cific issue for which 
the EU is responsible, 
such as the environ-
ment, agriculture or 
transport. One million 
people, or just 0.2% of 
the EU population, from 
at least 7 EU countries 
are needed to launch 
a European citizens’ 
initiative.

6/ By influencing deci-
sion-makers and the 
general public through 
youth projects, prote-
sts, petitions and other 
initiatives (check the 
upcoming pages).
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EU youth dialogue

The EU Youth Dialogue 
is a dialogue mechanism 
between young people and 
decision makers taking 
place in the framework of 
the EU Youth Strategy.  
vwvIt ensures that the 
opinion, views and needs 
of young people and youth 
organisations are taken 
into account when defining 
EU youth policies.
In every Member State, 
the process is organised 
by national working groups 
that are in charge of 
conducting consultations 
and activities in their 
country with young people, 
youth organisations and 
policy makers.
Once national and 
European activities 
are over, the results 
are compiled, analysed 

and further discussed 
at the EU Youth 
Conferences. There, 
youth representatives 
and policy makers have 
the opportunity to work 
together and present a 
joint message to the EU. 
These conferences take 
place twice a year and are 
hosted by the country that 
holds the EU Presidency.
The conclusions are 
presented to the Council 
of the European Union. 
The Council might then 
adopt a policy document 
containing the views 
of young people. For 
instance, the last cycle 
saw the creation of 11 
Youth Goals in 2018 that 
were then annexed to the 
EU Youth Strategy.
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WANT TO SHAPE 
  THE      FUTURE  
OF    EUROPE?

There are different 
ways to influence your 
communities, at local, 
national or European 
level. You can decide 
to join political groups, 
protest or run peti-
tions. Eurodesk has 
joined forces with the 
European Youth Forum 
on the 25%Project 
which aimed to bring 

young people’s voices 
to the Future of Europe 
Conference and beyond. 
The following section is 
largely inspired by the 
handbook to activi-
sm. Now that you are 
an expert in European 
matters, discover tips 
on how to become a 
social change maker.
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What’s your 
dream?

We invite you to dream 
and imagine a better, 
fairer and more equal 
world. We then invite 
you to discover ways to 
take action and start 
transforming society. This 
is your invitation to turn 
your vision for our future 
into reality.
It doesn’t matter where 
in Europe you live – we all 
experience and witness 
injustice - we also all 
have a chance to respond 

and change society for 
the better. That response 
could be launching 
a campaign for local 
community housing to 
tackle unfairness in your 
town or city. It might be a 
campaign for better global 
health, or for education 
opportunities for young 
people around the world. 
Whatever you do to fight 
for a fairer society, this is 
your opportunity to create 
a future where we all live 
in dignity and equality.

Be the 
change 
you want 
to see

“If you think you are 
too small to make a 
difference, try sleeping 
with a mosquito.”

The Dalai Lama

We all have the poten-
tial to change the world 
for the better, begin-
ning with making small 
changes to our daily 
lives. We can start by 
taking time to learn 
and reflect on our own 
actions and conditio-
ning, and considering 
how we treat others. 
From that point of 
understanding, we can 
work out what we want 
to change about the 
world and take action 
to do it.

Just like the mosquito 
in the Dalai Lama’s quo-
te, each individual per-
son has the potential 
to make a big impact. 
But when we come 

together with other 
people, the potential 
for change is even 
greater. That’s when we 
can build movements 
and transform society. 
History is full of exam-
ples of collaboration 
and collective action, 
where groups fought for 
the rights we now take 
for granted, from voting 
to sick pay.
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Let’s imagine for 
a moment

Visioning meditation

Find a comfortable, 
quiet place to sit or lie 
down. Close your eyes. 
Notice your breath, feel 
the ground underneath 
you, supporting you, 
and feel in your body. 
Relax. 

Imagine you are 
looking through a 
portal 50 years into 
the future at what you 

would like to see. When 
you arrive, walk around 
and notice what this 
world is like. What has 
changed from the way 
things are today? What 
problems have been 
resolved? What feels 
good? 

Slowly open your eyes 
and note down your 
ideas for a positive 
vision of the future. 
How was it? Could you 
see your vision for 
a fairer, more equal 
future?

Anchoring your social 
change work in your 
vision

Your vision tells you 
where you hope to end 
up, your destination, 
so you don’t get stuck 
worrying about how to 
get there. This star-
ting point helps you to 
anchor your work for 
social change and gives 
you a goal to move 
towards. It can inspire 
and motivate you, as 
well as those around 
you. 

Your handbook 
to activism  
A guide to  
change

Whatever you do 
to fight for a fairer 
society, this is your 
opportunity to create 
a future where we 
all live in dignity 
and equality. The 
25% handbook can 
support you develo-
ping your vision for 
a better world. You 
will discover how 
to inspire people to 
join your campaign, 
before discovering 
the skills you need to 
work collectively for 

change. You will also 
delve into practical 
exercises to plan your 
strategy and plot the 
steps you must take to 
reach your goal. Final-
ly you will also find 
practical tips on how 
to attract attention for 
your campaign actions, 
including how to enga-
ge with the media.
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Activism 
means action taken to create 
social change, much of it involves 
collective action, including 
participation in local associations, 
volunteering or organising 
fundraising activities in your 
school/university, among others.

Social Change 
changes in human interactions 
and relationships that transform 
cultural and social institutions. 
These changes occur over time and 
often have profound and long-
term consequences for society. 
Well known examples of such 
change have resulted from social 
movements in civil rights, women’s 
rights, and LBGTQ rights, to name 
just a few. 

Civic engagement  
refers to the ways in which 
citizens participate in the life of 
a community in order to improve 
conditions for others or to help 
shape the community’s future.

Advocacy 
an activity by which an individual 
or a group aims to influence 
decisions. It also refers to the act 
of pleading or arguing in favour of 
something such as a cause, idea 
or policy. Lobbying is a form of 

advocacy where a direct approach 
is made to legislators on a specific 
issue or specific piece of legislation.

Active Citizenship 
means people getting involved 
in their local communities and 
democracy at all levels, from their 
neighbourhood to a more global level. 
Active citizenship can be as small as 
a campaign to clean up your street 
or as big as leading an international 
movement against biodiversity loss.

Democratic participation 
refers to acts that are intended to 
influence the behaviour of those 
empowered to make decisions. 
Traditional forms of participation are 
voting at elections but participation 
can also be about taking part in 
collective action, volunteering or 
being a member of an NGO.  

NGO (non-governmental organisation) 
a non-profit organisation that 
operates independently of any 
government, typically aims to 
fulfil tasks that are oriented to 
bring about desirable change in a 
given community, area or situation. 
GreenPeace, WWF or Amnesty 
International are examples of NGOs 
but it can also be your local charity 
association. 

Some useful
definitions
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It’s important to make 
strategic choices and 
alliances. The theory of 
the circle of influence 
can help you in that 
sense.

Coined by Stephen 
Covey in 1989, the two 
circles that reflect 
our worries in life are 
called the circle of 
concern and the circle 
of influence. The circle 
of concern includes a 
whole range of things 
concerning us – global 
warming, the state of 
the economy, attitudes 
in society, the universi-
ty you attend, the way 
people drive their cars, 
etc. The important 
thing to understand is 

What’s your circle
of influence?

that there may be little 
you can do about many 
of these things as they 
may be  outside your 
power of influence. Our 
circle of influence is 
much smaller. It inclu-
des the things you can 
do something about. 
The extent of this is 
obviously related to 
your power in society. 

The key is to focus your 
energy on the things 
that you can influence. 
This will enable you to 
make effective changes. 
Forming partnerships 
and alliances is impor-
tant, as you may not 
have any direct influen-
ce over something in 
your circle of concern, 

but you may know other 
people who do. A team 
can have a wider circle 
of influence than an 
individual. 

Both are connected, 
being proactive means 
that you extend your 
circle of influence by 
focusing on what you 
can actually change. 
An example can be: you 
are concerned about 
global warming, in 
your circle of influence 
you can protest with 
other young people, 
act (recycling, biking, 
etc.), vote at the next 
elections, sign peti-
tions, etc.

Proactive Focus 
Positive enegry enlarges 

Circle of influence

Reactive Focus 
Negative enegry reduces 

Circle of influence
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Could you write down your 
concerns and what could 
be done about them in the 
following diagram? What 
actions could you take to affect 
the things you can influence? 
Does it help you reevaluate 
your priorities?
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Now that you have a vision 
for the future and that you 
know where to focus your 
efforts, it’s time to plan 
your action. 

An action plan is a 
document that lists what 
steps must be taken 
in order to achieve a 

Name your challenge. 
What problem do you 
want to solve?

What are your objectives? 

What stakeholders can 
you partner with in your 
community?

What resources will 
you need?

How will you communicate 
your project to the world?

Who should know about it 
first? What channels will 
you use to reach them?

specific goal. The purpose 
of an action plan is to 
clarify what resources 
are required to reach the 
goal, formulate a timeline 
for when specific tasks 
need to be completed and 
determine what resources 
are required. 
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Here are some action 
cards or tools you 
can use to reach your 
goals. This material is 
partly based on “A 25% 
Guide to Change. Your 
Handbook on Activism”.

Social media action / online activism
Social media platforms can be used to share your messages, 
actions and ideas in a way that helps you to build a more 
powerful base. You can win attention and new supporters.

• What social media are used by the audience you want to 
target? How do you know that?

• What account will you use? your own or will you set up a 
separated one for your action?

• Will you focus on verbal or visual messages?
• What is your call for action: what do you want people to do?

European Solidarity Corps: solidarity projects
A Solidarity Project is a non-profit solidarity activity initiated, 
developed and implemented by young people themselves for 
a period from 2 to 12 months. It gives a group of minimum 5 
young persons (between 18 and 30 years) the chance to express 
solidarity by taking responsibility and committing themselves 
to bring positive change in their local community, although 
some of them can also tackle regional or even national issues.

• What will be the objective of your project?
• Are you ready to run a long term project to fight for your 

cause?
• What will be the main activities?

Pick your action card
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Electoral Campaigning
Campaigning in elections means working to elect a politician 
or party, standing as an electoral candidate in order to win 
political power, or even participating as a stunt to raise 
awareness of your issue. 

• To whom can you talk about the importance of elections 
and how can you help them understand the programmes of 
political parties? 

• How can you initiate an important conversation with your 
peers about the connection between their daily issues and 
the elections? 

• Get involved in more formal canvassing, such as 
door-knocking or leafleting

• If you want to stand up as a candidate, you will generally 
need to be backed by a political party and selected as 
their candidate. 

Media Engagement
It means working with local and national press to get coverage 
of your issue. Your objective is to get your action mentioned 
by the journalists in order to make your issue more visible and 
reach more people.

• What media do you know around you?
• How will you contact journalists?
• How will you present them your issue in an interesting way to 

grab their attention (what’s your pitch)? 
• What will you present in your press release?

Erasmus+: Youth Participation Activity
Erasmus+ supports youth-driven local, national and 
transnational participation projects run by informal groups of 
young people and/or youth organisations encouraging youth 
participation in Europe’s democratic life. Youth Participation 
Activities can be actively used to conduct dialogues and 
discussions between young people and decision-makers to 
promote the active participation of young people in democratic 
life in Europe. 

• Are you ready to make your voices heard on how  youth 
policies should be shaped and implemented in Europe?

• What concrete recommendations can you think of already 
now? 
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Crowdfunding 
Whether you’re fundraising for yourself, someone else, a cause, 
a business, or a charity, you can set up a fundraiser and start 
raising money in a few, simple steps.

• What is your goal? How much money do you want to collect? 
• How will the donations make a difference? 
• Whom will you address? Can you ask your family and friends 

to share your campaign to a wider audience? 
• How will you adapt your fundraising campaign to attract 

attention?

Flashmob
Flashmob is a group of people assembled in a public space 
that seems to be spontaneous but is in fact organised. The 
performed action should attract the attention of a wider 
audience to your issue.

• What scenario could you prepare?
• How will you find the participants? In what way will you 

inform them?
• How would you document your actions (video, social 

media?)

Boycott / Disinvestment
Disinvestment is the decision to stop investing in a certain 
business or a company in order to pressure a certain sector 
to change the policies or practices in the direction of your 
action.

• What companies work against your issue? 
• What would you suggest they change?
• What channels will you use to voice your concerns?
• How will you invite others to put pressure with you and 

who will you target?

Online Petition 
An online petition is a tool to help you collect supporters 
for your case, to demonstrate the importance of your issue. 

• Whom will the petition be addressed to? 
• Where will you publish it? 
• How will you spread the message to attract more 

signatories?
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Protest 
Protests are public gatherings that show power and collective 
outrage, in case people are frustrated with decisions that have 
been made for them. 

• Whom is the protest addressing?  How will you organise it 
legally (ask for permission, etc)?

• Where do you want to hold the protest? How will you spread 
the message/with whom you can collaborate?

Public consultations 
Did you know that you can give your input on proposed EU 
actions on the EU public consultations? Your feedback might 
have an influence on EU decisions. 

• Would you like to have your say on national or EU level? 
• Can you find a case that relates to your issue? (e.g. 

education, sustainability, transport?) 

Artivism
In this action you can bring together activists and artists 
who fight for a common issue. Together they invent the action 
plan to craft a beautiful and powerful message towards the 
public.

• Who can be an interesting artist to work with you? 
• What form of art would you like to choose (visual art, 

music, dance, performance)? 
• Where could you perform it and what audience 

would you like to win your cause?

Media Stunt
Media Stunt is an activity designed to attract public 
attention to your cause by doing something novel and 
newsworthy. The best media stunts need to be captured in a 
memorable photo.

• How will you make sure that the media captures your 
action?

• What is the best moment for media stunt (e.g. political 
decision to be take, etc)

• What audience do you want to win?
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Contact your Member of Parliament
You can get in touch with Members of the European Parliament 
(MEP) because they are elected representatives by citizens to 
represent people’s interest with regard to EU law-making and 
to make sure other EU institutions are working democratically.

• Do you know whom to address in your community, who is the 
elected MEP in your district?

• Who are the politicians you would like to reach on a national 
level?

• Are you aware what channels already exist that will help you 
to contact them (e.g. open days, chat online, etc)?

European Citizens’ Initiative 
If you want the EU to legislate on an issue that matters to 
you, consider starting a European citizens’ initiative, asking 
the European Commission to propose a legal act on that 
issue. Anyone can submit a proposal on the platform, launch a 
campaign and start collecting one million signatures from at 
least 7 different EU countries. Once the proposal achieves that, 
the European Commission will have to express their position.

• Are there initiatives that tackle the same issue as you?
• If not, can you get inspired by other ECI’s?
• How would you promote your initiative? Who is your ally 

(look at the stakeholder map)?

Investing public spaces
Spreading your message in the public space is very important 
and you can do that using leaflets or posters. They can convey a 
message, be provocative and question-setting, or advertise an 
upcoming campaign event.

• What tool/channel is most likely to attract attention?
• Where do you want to distribute your leaflets/posters?
• What audience are you targeting and where are they? 
• What are the rules to respect in public spaces? 
• Is there an event linked to your issue that you can  

capitalise on?
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Learn more at eurodesk.eu 

The project was co-founded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed 
are however those only of the author, Eurodesk Brussels Link, and do not necessarily 
reflect those of the European Union or the European Education and Culture Executive 
Agency (EACEA). Neither the European Union or EACEA can be held responsible for them. 


