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The infographic below demonstrates the complex network 
of EU institutions and their role in making laws in the EU, 
which can be understood as resembling cogs in a wheel. 

Which institutions are responsible for 
making laws in the EU?

In order to understand the law-making process, it is first necessary 
to understand the function of the three main institutions  
of the EU.

• The European Commission is the executive branch
of the EU. It is made up of 28 Commissioners,
one from each Member State. The Commission
represents the general interests of the EU.

• The European Parliament is part of the EU’s
legislative arm. It is made up of directly elected
Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) and
represents the interests of EU citizens.

• The Council is also part of the EU’s legislative arm.
It is composed of national Ministers, one per Member 
State. Its composition changes depending on the
policy area in question. This means that a proposal on 
Justice is discussed by Justice Minsters. It represents
the interests of Member States. (For example, Irish
Ministers in the Council take decisions on behalf of
the Irish Government.)
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Why does the EU’s law-making process 
resemble the workings of a clock?

If you imagine a clock, each cog has an impact on the next and 
when you push one, the other turns too.

The most commonly used law-making process in the EU is 
known as the ‘Ordinary Legislative Procedure’. This process is 
used to pass legislation in the vast majority of EU policy areas. 

The starting point for this procedure is a proposal by the 
European Commission for a piece of legislation. This proposal is 
then forwarded to the European Parliament and to the Council. 
The proposal must be adopted by both the European Parliament 
and the Council if it is to become law. These three institutions 
must act in unison, much like cogs in a wheel, in order  
to adopt legislation.

How does this process work? 

The best way to understand the EU’s law-making process is to 
break it down into stages. 

Stage 1: The Proposal 
The Commission is responsible for initiating a proposal, except 
where the Treaties provide otherwise. In addition, in proposing 
legislation the Commission can take into account requests 
from other institutions, from Member States or from a citizens’ 
initiative. Before proposing legislation, the Commission consults 
extensively with lobbyists, national experts and NGOs.

Stage 2: Scrutiny–First Reading
The Commission’s proposal is sent to both the European 
Parliament and the Council, where it is reviewed internally by 
each institution. This is known as the first reading.

In the wheel which represents the European Parliament, each 
proposal is assigned to a relevant parliamentary committee. 
Within the relevant committee, a rapporteur is appointed to write 
a report on the Commission’s proposal. The rapporteur submits 
his/her report to the committee for discussion, and the report 
is voted on and possibly amended. The report is then submitted 
for discussion in the plenary, where it is voted on by MEPs. The 
Parliament’s first reading position is then sent to the Council.

In a parallel wheel, the Commission’s proposal is considered in the 
relevant Council format. If the Council accepts the text without 
any amendments, the proposal is adopted. If the mechanism is 
working smoothly, stage 2 is the final stage of the process. 

If the proposal is not accepted, it must undergo a second reading.

Stage 3: Second reading 
The European Parliament receives the Council’s version of the 
proposal. Once again, a rapporteur drafts a report, which is voted 
on in the relevant committee and subsequently in the plenary.  
If no amendments are made by the Parliament to the Council’s 
text, the proposal is adopted and becomes law. 

If there are amendments, these are sent to the Council for review. 
If the Council does not agree with the Parliament’s amendments, 
a conciliation committee is convened.

Stage 4: Conciliation 
The conciliation committee is made up of an equal number of 
representatives from the European Parliament and the Council. 
Negotiations are conducted directly by the two parties in order 
to agree a joint text. If the proposal is rejected by either party, it 
is abandoned.

Stage 5: Third reading
This is not however, the last stage of the process, the joint text 
must be approved internally by both the Parliament and the 
Council in the third reading in order to become law. At this stage, 
(similar to when a clock is fully wound up), amendments are no 
longer possible by either party. In practice, very few proposals are 
rejected at this third reading stage. 1

Stage 6: Full circle
Once the proposal has been agreed, it returns to the Commission, 
which is responsible for overseeing its implementation and so the 
process comes full circle. If the proposal is agreed by both the 
Parliament and the Council it becomes law and is recorded in the 
Official Journal of the EU. The Commission is then responsible 
for ensuring the law is implemented correctly in all Member 
States and so the process comes full circle.

If you have a topic you would like us to address in this 
series please email FutureofEurope@iiea.com
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