
This briefing provides an overview of the European Council’s structure, 
role and modus operandi.

The European Council – An overview

The European Council brings together the leaders of Member States to set 
the EU’s political agenda. 

It represents the highest level of political cooperation between EU 
countries. 

The European Council takes the form of (usually quarterly) summit 
meetings between EU Heads of State or Government, the European 
Council President and the European Commission President. The EU 
High Representative for Foreign Affairs & Security Policy attends summits 
at which EU foreign policy is discussed. 

It is convened and chaired by its President, who is elected by the European 
Council itself for a once-renewable two-and-a-half-year term. 

The European Council should not be confused with the Council of the European Union, which is the institution that is comprised 
of Government Ministers from each EU Member State (this was formerly known as the Council of Ministers). The Ministers meet to 
discuss, amend and adopt EU laws that fall under their own policy remit. For example, Ministers of Finance meet to discuss Economic 
and Financial Affairs. The Council of the European Union is the main decision-making body in the EU, together with the European 
Parliament.

How it Works

The European Council - Quick facts

Role: Defines the general political direction and 
priorities of the European Union. 

Members: Heads of State or Government of EU 
countries, the European Commission President, 
the European Council President and, when 
required, the High Representative for Foreign 
Affairs & Security Policy.

President: Donald Tusk (current term ends in 
November 2019).

Established in: 1974 (informal forum), 1992 
(formal status), 2009 (official EU institution).

Location: Brussels, Belgium.

European 
Council

Council of the
European Union 

28 Ministers
10 con�gurations

 
Committee of 

Permanent Representatives 
COREPER I, II

Committtes and Working Parties of the 
Council of the EU

EU strategy, top decisions, broad lines

 Adopts legislative and non-legislative proposals in speci�c policy areas

  Prepares work and tasks for the Council of the European Union

   Articulation of interests and demands (positions) of MS - “expert level”

The European Council Explained
December 2017



What the European Council does (and doesn’t) do

The European Council does not pass laws. This is the shared role of the Council of the EU and the European Parliament.

Instead, the European Council:

• Decides on the EU’s overall direction and political priorities;

• Deals with complex or sensitive issues that cannot be resolved at lower levels of intergovernmental cooperation;

• Sets the EU’s common foreign and security policy, taking into account EU strategic interests and defence implications; and

• Appoints the President of the European Central Bank, and nominates a candidate for President of the European Commission 
subject to European Parliament approval; and

• In the context of Brexit, plays a key role in defining the EU’s interest and negotiating mandate, as well as determining whether 
sufficient progress has been made in each phase of the negotiations.

It generally decides issues by consensus – but in some cases by unanimity or qualified majority. On each issue, the European Council can:

- ask the European Commission to make a proposal to address it; or

- pass it on to the Council of the EU to deal with.

The European Council and Brexit

Since the UK’s triggering of Article 50, the European Council also has an Article 50 formation, in which the 27 other Heads of State or 
Government meet without the UK to discuss issues related to Brexit.

In the context of Brexit, the European Council’s specific responsibilities are: 

• Receipt of Article 50 notification

• Adoption of negotiating guidelines

• Authorising the opening of negotiations

• Providing guidance to the EU negotiators

• Informing the European Parliament of progress in the negotiations

• Determining whether sufficient progress has been made and updating the negotiating guidelines as needed

• Conclusion of any potential agreement, after the European Parliament has voted on it.
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