
TOPIC 1: WHAT IS THE EU?

WHAT IS THE EU?
The EU is an organisation of 
European countries and ‘EU’ stands 
for ‘European Union’. Out of 50 
countries in Europe, 27 are members 
of the EU. The EU operates a bit 
like a country – and it has its own 
values, flag, central bank, banknotes 
and coins, parliament and court. All 
the citizens of the member countries 
of the EU are also called EU citizens. 

• The European flag features a circle 
of 12 gold stars on a blue background. 
They stand for the values of unity, 
togetherness and harmony among the 
peoples of Europe. 

• The EU’s motto is “United in diversity”, 
which is about Europeans coming 
together to work for peace and 
prosperity, and about celebrating 
our different cultures, traditions and 
languages. 

• Each year on 9 May, we have Europe 
Day to celebrate peace and unity in 
Europe. 

• There is also a European anthem.

THE EU 
SYMBOLS
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QUICK
FACTS

• There are 446 million people living in 
the EU – which is the world’s third largest 
population, after China and India. 

• There are 24 official languages in the 
EU and each year on 26 September, we 
celebrate the European Day of Languages.

• The longest river in the EU is the River 
Danube, which begins in Germany and 
flows through 10 countries.

• By size, France is the biggest country in the 
EU and Malta is the smallest.

• The richest country in the EU is 
Luxembourg while the poorest is Bulgaria.

• The largest city in the EU is Berlin (3.7 
million inhabitants).

• The EU’s capital city is Brussels, which is 
also the capital of Belgium. 
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HOW WAS THE EU CREATED?
The community that we know today as the EU 
first began in the 1950s after the Second World 
War. Originally there were six “founding countries”: 
Germany, France, Italy, Luxembourg, Belgium 
and the Netherlands. Among other things, the 
community was designed to help break down trade 
barriers between countries in Europe, to increase 
competition between member states, and establish 
common agricultural and trade agreements and 
standards through a single market. Since then, 
more countries have joined and the community 
has changed its name several times: European 
Economic Community (EEC), European Community 
(EC), European Union (EU). 

In 1992, the EU was officially formed via the 
Maastricht Treaty, which was signed by 12 countries 
(Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, 
Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 
Portugal, Spain and the United Kingdom – 
hence the 12 golden stars in the EU flag). Most 
significantly, the Maastricht Treaty launched a 
common currency - the Euro. Later the treaty was 
amended by the Treaty of Lisbon, enacted in 2009, 
which gave the EU more powers. 

There are now 27 EU member states. On 31 January 
2020, the United Kingdom left the EU. It was the 
first member country to leave the EU and this was 
called “Brexit”. The EU is also negotiating the entry 
of new members (candidate countries) e.g., Albania 
and Serbia.

Globalisation and the way in which the world is 
increasingly interconnected mean that many issues 
no longer affect only one country. Globalisation 
creates opportunities and challenges, and the EU 
tries to build a common response. For example, 
EU trade policy creates increased trading 
opportunities for European businesses and gives 
EU countries more power in negotiations than if 
they were negotiating by themselves. Similarly, the 
EU is currently coordinating a common European 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, including 
issuing guidelines on measures to stop the spread 
of the virus and supporting vaccination in EU 
member countries.
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WHAT ARE THE EU’S VALUES?
There are a number of values that are shared by all 
EU countries. Let’s look at them:

 HUMAN DIGNITY:  Human dignity is about 
valuing and showing respect for all people for who 
they are, simply because they are human beings. 
Everyone’s human dignity must be respected and 
protected, and it is the real basis for fundamental 

rights.

 FREEDOM:  Freedom of movement gives 
EU citizens the right to move and live freely within 
the EU. There are also freedoms like the right 
to education and freedom of religion that are 

protected by the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.

 DEMOCRACY:  In a democracy, the people 
have a say about how the country is run and they 
do this by voting. Being an EU citizen also means 
enjoying political rights. For example, all EU citizens 
have the right to stand as a candidate (to run for 
office) and to vote in elections to the European 
Parliament. A German citizen, for example, can 
stand as a candidate and vote in France if he or she 
lives there, or in their home country of Germany. 

 RULE OF LAW:  The Rule of Law is one 
of the key values on which the EU is based. It 
contains a number of elements, which we explore 
in another info sheet. Importantly, it means that 
the rules should apply equally to everyone and 
that everyone has to follow the rules, from citizens 
to the government and other public bodies. If the 
rules are broken, there should be access to justice 
in the courts. So, everything the EU does is based 
on the treaties, which are agreements made by the 
EU member countries. The Court of Justice of the 
European Union is the highest court of the EU and 
its judgments (decisions) have to be respected by 
all.  

 HUMAN RIGHTS:  Human rights are rights 
and freedoms which we have because we are 
people. In the EU, they are protected by the EU 
Charter of Fundamental Rights. Importantly, we 
all have the right to be treated equally whatever 
our sex, race, colour, ethnic or social origin, 
language, religion or belief, disability, age, or sexual 
orientation for example.
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WHAT IS THE EURO?
The EU has its own money, a currency, called the 
Euro. Today, 19 countries of the current 27 in the EU 
use the Euro and so you don’t need to exchange 
money when you travel from one EU country to the 
other (e.g. Italy to Germany, or France to Belgium). 
Others, for example Denmark and Poland, 
don’t use the Euro. The “Eurozone” is simply the 
collection of all the countries that use the Euro and 
was created in 2005. The Euro is printed by the 
European Central Bank, whose headquarters are in 
Frankfurt, Germany. 
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WHAT IS THE EU’S SINGLE MARKET?
The European single market is one of the distinctive 
features of the EU. It refers to the EU operating as 
one territory, without the internal borders and other 
barriers to free movement which usually operate 
between countries that are not integrated in this 
way. 

The single market makes it possible for goods, 
services, money and people to move freely around 
the EU. Goods are things that people make or grow 
to sell (like toys, food, clothes and computers). 
Services are things that people do for others (like 
doctors, builders, bus drivers, and hairdressers). All 
EU citizens also have the right to live, work, shop, 
study, or retire abroad in any EU country. A teacher 
from France can, for example, teach French in a 
school in Sweden. 

A functioning single market stimulates competition 
and trade, improves efficiency, raises quality, and 
helps cut prices. The European single market is one 

of the EU’s greatest achievements. It has created 
economic growth and made the everyday life of 
European businesses and consumers easier, while 
setting high safety standards for consumers and 
the protection of the environment. The EU single 
market has 450 million consumers, and includes 
22.5 million small and medium-sized businesses. 
To ensure free movement between countries, the 
Schengen Area was established for residents of 
certain countries - including some non-EU countries. 
Some countries in the Schengen Area are Austria, 
Belgium, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, 
Greece, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, 
Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, 
Czech Republic, Denmark, Hungary, Poland, and 
Sweden, as well as non-EU countries like Iceland, 
Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland. For 
residents in these countries, passage to and from 
other Schengen Area countries is much easier as it 
doesn’t require a visa or the showing of a passport.
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HOW IS THE EU GOVERNED?
The 27 member countries work together at an EU 
level to solve issues that affect everyone living in 
the EU. They overcome their differences to tackle 
important challenges together.

The EU is governed by four main bodies - The 
European Parliament, which is based in Strasbourg 
(France), Brussels (Belgium) and Luxembourg; and 
the European Council, the European Commission 
and the Council of the European Union, which are 
all based in Brussels (Belgium).

The European Council is made up of the political 
leaders of the EU member countries and it sets the 
EU’s overall policy direction and priorities. 

The European Commission, which promotes the 
EU’s interests, proposes new laws. The European 
Parliament and the Council of the European Union 

then debate and pass new laws proposed by the 
Commission. The Council of the European Union 
consists of ministers from national governments, 
whereas the European Parliament is directly 
elected. There are European elections every five 
years where EU citizens elect Members of the 
European Parliament. After the Parliament and the 
Council of the European Union decide on EU laws, 
the Commission works to ensure EU law is properly 
applied in the member states.

Additional EU institutions include the European 
Central Bank in Frankfurt (Germany) and the Court 
of Justice of the European Union, which is based in 
Luxembourg. The Court gives judgments (decisions) 
on a wide range of issues affecting the lives of EU 
citizens and it interprets EU law to make sure that 
EU law is applied in the same way in all the member 
states.

6

EUROPEAN COMMISSION

COUNCIL OF THE EUEUROPEAN COUNCILEUROPEAN COUNCIL EUROPEAN COUNCILEUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

COURT OF JUSTICE OF THE EU EUROPEAN CENTRAL BANK

2021 Page 5 of 5www.reconnect-europe.eu


