The Council of the European Union
Introduction
Commonly known as the Council of Ministers, this institution is made up of the relevant government
ministers from member states. It does not have the power to propose new legislation, as this is the remit of
the Commission. However, for any law to be passed or for deals on the EU budget to be agreed, the Council
of the European Union (along with the European Parliament) must vote in favour of it.
In matters relating to policy areas in which member states have not delegated powers to the other EU
institutions, the Council plays the predominant role. For example, it sets political guidelines and has the
power to sign international agreements with non-EU countries on behalf of the EU.
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give it jurisdiction over many areas of policy. However, as the activities of the EU have expanded, the Council
has lost some authority to the Commission. Under the Single European Act (1986) the ability of individual
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member states to veto Council decisions was reduced to cover only the most important issues, as Qualified
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Majority Voting (QMV) was introduced. This reduction has continued in subsequent EU treaties; most
recently the Lisbon Treaty (2007), which extended majority voting into over 40 new areas, controversially
including certain external affairs.
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Council of Agriculture Ministers, and the Council of Foreign Ministers. Each group of ministers meets
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monthly. Prior to meetings, COREPER – a committee of permanent representatives of the member states’
ceremonial president) as Head of State.
civil services – plays a major behind-the-scenes role in seeking common ground between member state
governments. The Council is also aided by a powerful bureaucracy and a General Secretariat to run its
administration, currently headed by Uwe Corsepius.
The number of votes that each country has in the Council broadly reflects the size of their population (vote
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Foreign and Security Affairs, Federica Mogherini).
Party with most of the votes is invited by the Queen to form a government. If there is no
clear winner, there is a hung Parliament. In this case, a minority or coalition government
can be formed. A minority government does not have an overall majority in Parliament. A
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government. If that does not work out, new elections may be called.

The Council of the European Union
Facts and figures
 The Council’s own permanent secretariat numbers some 2,500 officials in six departments.
 The Council used to meet primarily in secret, yet changes made in the Lisbon Treaty mean that all
legislative deliberations undertaken in the Council must now be made public.
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Appointed Prime Minister (or chancellor) as Head of Government and a monarch (or
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“‘The EU is the only legislature in the world, except North Korea, that still makes laws in secret."
Open letter from British Conservative MEPs to the EU, September 2005
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Party with most of the votes is invited by the Queen to form a government. If there is no
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clear winner, there is a hung Parliament. In this case, a minority or coalition government
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government. If that does not work out, new elections may be called.

