
Prt Three:
The Operation of the
European Union
Institutions

The .Operation of the Council of the
European Union

l'le Council of the Buropean Union performs im-
portant funictions within the Union. It
* represents the Member States at the Ministerial

level;
* ensures that the objectives of the Treaties are

reached;

" guarantees consistency and continuity of Union's
externat activities;

* coordinates the general economic policies of the
Member States,

* is the highest decision-making authority;

* approves legisiation proposais and delegates
administration oversight to the Commission;

* has a centrai role in the CFSP and JHA.

The Presldency

Each Member State holds the Union Presidency, and
thus the Presidency of the Council, for a six-month
terni (see Appendix X, page 51). During this period,
the Member State holding the Presidency can have a
substantial political influence - the Presidency, with
the cooperation of the Council's <3eneral Secretariat,
determines priorities, sets and manages the agenda for
the ensuing six months.

The Meetings

number of counicils which specifically address mat-
ters associated with the different subject areas. The
senior Counicil within this structure is the General Af-
fairs Counicil which brings together the Foreign Min-
isters as the primary representatives of each of the
Member States. The Generai Affairs Council acts as
overail arbiter in Community areas such as agricul-
ture, economics, finance, social affairs and foreign
poiicy in addition to its general policy rote. Other
prominent counicils are the Ecofin Council, which is
generaliy attended by Member States' Economic and
Finance Ministers and the Council ofAgriculture Min-
isters.

Meetings are convened by the President of the Coun-
cil of the European Union, either on his own initia-
tive, or at the request of a Member State or the Com-
mission. The timetable ofCouncil meetings is planned
in advance and papers raising the matters to be con-
sidered are circulated prior to the meetings. The sched-
ule of Council meetings varies according to the sub-
ject area, for example: General Affairs, Ecofin and
Agriculture meet on a monthiy basis; the Internai
Market Council generaliy meets four or five times a
year; while the Consumer Affairs and Industrial Coun-
cils may meet only twice yearly.

Council meetings are closed and the proceedings are
flot reported aithough minutes are kept. Members Of
the European Commission may attend, by invitation,
to discuss its proposais with the Couricil. To address
the widespread cati for greater transparency to
Councii's operations as the final legisiative institution,
voting - which has previously been confidential - and
the conclusions reached at Council meetings are made
available to the public.

The Permanent General Secretarlat

The Council Presidency is responsible for oversee-
ing the management and organisation of Counicii busi-
ness. To this end, the Presidency is assisted by the
administrative, legal and linguistic services of the
Council's General Secretariat permanently based in
Brusseis.

Thle General Secretariat gives ail necessary support
to the activities of the Couneil, the Committee of Per-
manent Representatives (Coreper), and alh other comn-
mittees or groups created within the Council. The Sec-
retariat is under the direction of the Secretary-Gen-
eral, appointed by unanimous agreement of the Coun-
cil. The Secretary-General is of great importance to
the Council and Community structure. The Secretary-
General oversees the preparation for, and attends, ail
meetings of the Generai Affairs Council and the
Coreper, with the aim of keeping the Council's
workload down to matters which cannot otherwise be
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