
 

All about the European Union 

 

The EU was created after the Second World War. 
It wasn’t known as the European Union to begin 
with, though. There were two organisations: the 
European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), which 
was founded in 1951, and the European Economic 
Community, formed in 1958. These organisations 
were created to encourage trade in Europe and 
prevent any more wars. The idea was that if 
European countries could work closely with each 
other, it would help prevent another war. For more 
than 50 years, this has been true. 

In 1951, just six nations – Belgium, France, 
Germany, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands – 
made up what is now known as the EU. Today, there 
are 28 different countries in the EU, and others, like 
Turkey, want to join. The UK joined in 1973. 

Being a member of the EU directly affects many 
things in your life. Here are some of them:

Work and travel
Because the UK is part of the European Union, 
all UK citizens are also EU citizens. EU citizens 

have the right to live and work in any EU 
country. It also makes it easier to travel 

and take holidays throughout Europe. 

Food and animal welfare 
Animals that are bred for food, such 

as pigs, have to be raised under EU 
animal-welfare standards, which make 

sure the animals are looked after properly. 
Vegetables are also regulated by EU rules. 

Vegetables are sprinkled with pesticides to stop 
insects eating them, but there are rules on how 
much pesticide can be used. UK farmers also 
receive payments from the EU based on the 
efforts they make to improve the environment.

In fact, the UK has even stricter rules on 
animal welfare than the EU. This means that 
other EU countries can produce cheaper meat 
than UK farmers and sell it for a lower price in 
the UK. This isn’t good for British farmers and 
is one of the reasons some people 
think the UK should leave the EU.  
 
Toys and games
Toys and games have to pass EU 
safety tests before they can be 
sold, and safety information must 
be clearly marked.

How the EU affects your life

How it all began

The European Council
All the big decisions are made 
here. The European Council is a bit 
like a school council, but instead 
of teachers, government ministers 
from each EU country attend 
meetings at least twice a year. The 
president of the council is Donald 
Tusk, the former prime minister 
of Poland. He leads every council 
meeting and makes sure decisions 
are made at the end of each one. 

The European Parliament 
Members of the European Parliament 
are called MEPs. Almost anyone from 
the EU can become an MEP, but they 
have to be elected first. Elections are 
held every five years in each member 
state. There are a total of 751 
MEPs. Parliament votes on whether 
suggestions from the European 
Commission and the European 
Council should be made into law, and 
how much money the EU can spend. 

The European Commission 
This is where the day-to-day 
business of the EU is run. There are 
around 33,000 people who work 
for the European Commission. They 
check up on the member countries 
to make sure that they are following 
EU law and suggest new laws for 
the MEPs to vote on. Jean-Claude 
Juncker is the current president of 
the European Commission. He was 
elected by national leaders.

The UK is getting ready to make a very important 
decision about whether or not it should stay in the 

European Union (EU). A special type of vote, known  
as a referendum, will be held on 23 June. It will ask 
all UK citizens over the age of 18 whether or not they 
want to stay in the EU. 

Some people want to stay because they think 
the UK is better off being part of a larger group of 
countries and that it’s better for our economy. Others 
want to leave because they are worried that the EU 
has too much control over the UK. They also think that 
being a member is too expensive, and that the EU sets 
too many rules for UK businesses. 

What is the European Union? 
The EU is like an enormous club, made up of 28 
countries, known as member states. All countries must 
show they respect certain values, such as fair elections, 
before they can join. Countries pay money each year to 
be in the EU, and in return they receive benefits.  
The founding principles of the EU are the free 
movement of goods, services, capital and people. 
This means that people can live and work in other EU 
countries without applying for a visa or work permit 
first. It is also easier for members to buy and sell goods 
to each other, almost as if the EU were one giant 
territory. This is known as the Single Market. 

The European 
Commission in 

Brussels.

The plan to found the ECSC was 
announced in Paris in 1950.

Donald Tusk. The European 
Parliament.

David Cameron, on the right, 
wants the UK to stay in the EU. 
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There are about  

503 million people 

living in the EU. 

The European Union has been a  
hot topic in the news recently. 
But what is it and what does it do? 

What does it mean to be part of the  EU?

EU FLAG
The circle of stars on the  

EU flag is a symbol of unity, 

solidarity and harmony 

between the nations.

EU ANTHEM
The European Union has its 

own anthem. It’s taken from 

Beethoven’s 9th Symphony, 

and is called Ode to Joy.

It has no words, which is a 

deliberate decision to reflect 

that different languages 

are spoken in the EU. 

CURRENCY 

The EU has its own currency,  

which is called the euro. Not all 

countries use it though – only 19 out 

of the 28 countries. The 

UK, for example, 

doesn’t; we still 

use the pound. 
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MAP KEY
SHADES OF BLUE 
Countries in the EU

GREY 
Countries that are not 
in the EU 

DID YOU
 KNOW?

The EU has its own 

celebration day, 

called Europe Day.

 It is celebrated on 

9 May. 
Your toys have to pass EU tests.

How does the European Union work?

FACT
The European 

Union is based in 

Brussels, the capital 

of Belgium.
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