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The Netherlands at the helm!
The Presidency of the EU

Class
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Introduction 

The naval dockyard next to the Amsterdam maritime museum is the Netherlands’ calling card for the 
Dutch presidency of the European Union (EU). From 1 January to 1 July 2016, all kinds of meetings  
and events will be held there. The large number of guests set to come to Amsterdam include numerous  
officials working with the EU. Many of them are keen to speak to young people in the Netherlands  
about their work for the European Union. Perhaps to your class too?! 

Now perhaps you are thinking: "Why should I care? What does that have to do with me?" 
In this module, we would you to see how important the presidency is for the Netherlands and the  
opportunities that it offers. We will show you that European legislation influences your everyday life  
perhaps more than you think. And we will be looking for ways in which you as a young person can make 
your voice heard about what is important to you in Europe. In your view, how should the European 
Union look in future?
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Over the years, cooperation among the six countries developed from an economic partnership into  
a partnership covering many areas, including agriculture, trade, the environment, energy, human rights, 
peace and the improvement of living and working conditions for European citizens. The European  
Union now consists of 28 countries, which are also known as Member States. The Member States  
have drawn up many agreements on how they can cooperate with one another. These agreements  
are laid down in treaties. 

 Find out: what is  
the name of the latest 
treaty signed by the  
EU Member States?  
When was that?

How many people 
live in the 
European Union?

How many  
people live in the 
United States?

Chapter 1 - The origins of the European Union
Watch the videos: 
which six countries 
worked together  
and what is the  
name of the treaty 
they signed?  

Dit nooit meer! Plus jamais! 
Large parts of Europe were in ruins and 80 
million people lost their lives in the first and 
second world wars. France and Germany,  
who were arch-enemies, had to find a way  
of trusting each other so as to reduce the risk 
of another war. 

Creation of the EU

Nie wieder! Never again! 
In 1952, six countries combined their coal  
and steel industries so that weapons could  
no longer be made. 

"The Fathers of Europe"

 NEVER AGAIN!

http://bit.ly/1flMK4D
http://bit.ly/1flMK4D
http://bit.ly/1SBFuhF
http://bit.ly/1SBFuhF
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The European Council at the very summit!
The broad outlines of European policy are decided by the European Council: the heads of state and 
government of the 28 Member States. They meet in Brussels at least four times a years. This is known  
as a European Summit. However, there are also extra ‘summits’ which deal with problems such as  
those affecting Greece or the situation of the boat refugees in the Mediterranean. The European  
Council decides the EU’s strategy, Europe’s broad policy lines. 
 

The European Council also  
has a president, Donald Tusk. 

The European Commission drafts legislation
The European Commission makes proposals for EU laws and ensures that all EU Member States implement 
the laws. The Commission is led by 28 commissioners (one for each Member State). Each commissioner is 
responsible for one policy area, one subject. 
When drafting legislative proposals, the Commission always takes into account the strategies of the 
European Council and the recommendations of the European Parliament. Officials of the European 
Commission do not simply make up legislative proposals. They talk and meet regularly with other groups 
who have an interest in such proposals, such as lobby groups, businesses and consumer organisations as 
well as other stakeholders. 

 

The president of the European 
Commission is Jean-Claude Juncker.

Chapter 2 - How does the European Union work?

A large number of the new laws made in the Netherlands are the outcome of agreements reached  
together by the Member States. The fact is that some problems such as clean drinking water can be 
solved more effectively by working together. Other problems such as student finance can be resolved 
more effectively by each country individually. The discussion over what the European Union should  
and should not regulate is as old as the cooperation itself. 

 

It is not always easy to reach a decision with 28 countries. Different institutions have therefore been  
created in the European Union, each with their own tasks related to EU decision and law-making:

Who is the repre-
sentative of the 
Netherlands on the 
European Council?

Click on  
www.europa.eu  
and look for subjects 
where the EU has 
influence.  
Which subjects  
concern you? What is the name of  

the Dutch European 
Commissioner and what 
is his/her policy field/
area of responsibility?

http://www.europa.eu
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The European Parliament   European laws  

The Council of Ministers (The Council) : the Member States' interests
The Council of Ministers of the EU, also known as the Council, has 28 members. 
The composition of the Council depends on the subject being discussed. If the 

subject is, for example, education, the education ministers of all the Member States meet.  
If the subject is agriculture, then it is the agriculture ministers who convene. In this way, 
ministers promote their respective national interests in the EU. The presidency changes 
every six months. The Netherlands holds the presidency from January to July 2016.
 

The European Parliament: the citizens' interest
The European Parliament is the only institution where members are elected 
directly to represent you. European Parliament elections are held every five 

years. The elected members are called Members of the European Parliament (MEPs),  
of which there are 751 in total. 

The European Parliament can, together with the Council of Ministers, adopt, adapt or reject 
the European Commission’s legislative proposals. It also decides together with the Council 
of Ministers how much money the European Union can spend and what the money is spent 
on. This is also known as the budgetary law.

The president of the European 
Parliament is Martin Schulz. 

How many seats  
does the Netherlands 
have in the European 
Parliament?

Which country has 
the most members  
in the European 
Parliament and how 
many does it have?

If you could make a European 
law, what would you propose? 
What would be the advantages 
and disadvantages of the law 
for all citizens of the European 
Union? Click here for a look at 
European competences.

Which country 
holds the  
presidency from 
July until 
December 2016?

European Parliament 
in session 

The Council in session

http://bit.ly/1CPVjzE
http://bit.ly/1CPVjzE
http://bit.ly/1CPVjzE
http://bit.ly/1CPVjzE
http://bit.ly/1IiSiIe
http://bit.ly/1CPVjzE
http://bit.ly/1IiSiIe
www.europa.eu


8 9

The European Council
28 heads of government

The European Commission
Executive of the EU

The European Union Explained 

 

How is a European law made?

The EU countries put into practice the new laws

Determines the EU strategy

Daily management of the EU

Adapt legislative proposals

Reject legislative proposals

Adopt legislative proposals

The Council
28 portfolio ministers

The European Parliament
751 members of the
European Parliament

Legislative  

proposal

http://bit.ly/1oSeccq  
http://bit.ly/1oSeccq  


10 11

Chapter 3 - The presidency of the Council of the EU

Every six months, the Council of the EU has a new president, and a different EU country each time.  
Each country holding the presidency sets its own agenda/programme with priorities: for example,  
more jobs for young people or the development of sustainable energy in Europe. This ensures that  
there are fresh, new ideas every six months. 

However, major plans cannot be accomplished within this timeframe. It takes (much) longer to turn a 
plan into a law. Since the introduction of the Lisbon Treaty, therefore, countries holding the presidency 
work in ‘trios’. A trio consists of the three EU countries which hold the presidency consecutively. 
Together, they are able to exert additional influence over EU policy for a period of eighteen months. 
From 1 January 2016, the Netherlands will form a trio with Slovakia (from 1 July 2016) and Malta  
(from 1 January 2017). Together they will put together an agenda with key points. 1 July 2017 a new  
trio will start.
 
So what exactly does the country holding the presidency do?
The country holding the presidency of the Council ensures that there is a clear agenda and seeks to  
promote cooperation between countries. It important to listen carefully to the others’ points of view  
and to be an honest broker. National interest is, to some extent, put to one side in favour of the  
common interest.

The main tasks of the president are as follows: 
 Ensuring order 
                Preparing and chairing meetings of the Council of EU ministers and other meetings is a key 

 responsibility of the president. The president ensures that the meetings take place in an   
    orderly fashion, that each minister has their say and that all the rules are followed.   
      Just like a referee on the sports field. During the Dutch presidency, a Dutch official will   
        also chair meetings of officials from all EU countries, on subjects such as education.

Representation and seeking compromises
The president also plays a role in defending the interests of the Council of the EU vis-à-vis the European 
Parliament and the European Commission. The president works together with the Commission and the 
Parliament to ensure that new laws are adopted more easily. The president seeks, together with these 
institutions, to find compromises.  

Organisation
In addition, the country holding the presidency organises many different meetings in the country itself.  
If the presidency is well organised, this is good publicity for the EU country holding the presidency.  
The Netherlands wants to be seen as a diverse and culturally innovative European country. It offers  
the Netherlands an opportunity to bask in the sun!

Which Dutch dishes 
would you offer 
European guests?

There is one meeting 
of the Council which 
will not be chaired  
by the Netherlands. 
Which one?
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Chapter 4 - The Dutch presidency

Organisation
The naval dockyard next to the Amsterdam maritime museum is the Netherlands’ calling card during the 
Dutch presidency of the European Union. From January until June 2016 all kinds of meetings and events 
will be organised there. This requires a lot of preparation. Around 150 meetings will be held, with 25 000 
officials from across the EU coming to Amsterdam. The Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs will coordinate 
the Dutch Presidency.

 
  

It happens here!

The Council of EU ministers will meet in Amsterdam no less than 11 times in different formations.   
These eleven meetings are spread over three blocks of two weeks. The meetings will, among other 
things, host discussions of legislative proposals drawn up by the European Commission. In drawing up 
such legislative proposals, the European Commission consults extensively with officials from other EU 
countries, lobby groups, the public and other stakeholders. Take, for example, the labelling of food  
products. What information should be on the label? Does the product contain nuts? Gluten?  
How much salt, sugar and fat?
 
The representatives of the national parliaments of EU countries are also due to meet. The meeting  
will take place in De Ridderzaal in The Hague and be organised by the First and Second Chambers.  
www.parleu2016.nl

You may now have a better idea of why so many meetings and events will be taking place. There are 
after all many subjects, many objectives and many stakeholders keen to join in the conversation. 

 

Ireland presidency, 2013 Latvia presidency, 2015  
 
 
 

Take a look at how Ireland 
and Latvia present them-
selves. Now make a poster, 
a Powerpoint presentation 
or a short promotional 
film for the Netherlands!

http://www.parleu2016.nl
http://bit.ly/1MkjS9N
http://bit.ly/1HRAXCz
http://bit.ly/1MkjS9N
http://bit.ly/1HRAXCz
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TuCTIhWfZyc
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 Content 
The Netherlands has been busy with preparations for the presidency for well 
over a year before it was due to begin. The concepts of serving, saving and 
economising are set to play an important role. For example, the logo of the 
2004 Dutch presidency will be reused for 2016. Most events will take place in 
Amsterdam, in one place, which will keep costs down.

Key points
The Netherlands wishes to focus on the following key points during the presidency:
Renewal, innovation
Unemployment remains high in Europe, especially among young people. Job-creation is important  
and the economy needs to modernise. This is how we, the EU, can compete with the rest of the world. 
An example of an innovative proposal that the Netherlands wishes to highlight during its presidency  
is the driverless car. Other initiatives which the Netherlands wishes to showcase are the digital mile: 
start-ups in the area of digitalisation, IT and social media coming together. 
Core tasks
The EU must stick to its core tasks. Legislation and rules must be more effective, simpler and easier  
to enforce. This will reduce the administrative burden and costs for citizens and businesses in the EU.  
And that is good for the economy.
Stronger ties in the EU
The Netherlands wishes to strengthen cooperation between national parliaments and the European 
institutions. Many people feel they have little influence over EU policy. That must change. It must be 
easier and more straightforward for citizens and civil society to make their voices heard in Brussels.  
The EU must deliver results which are genuinely relevant for the public.

Describe in your own 
words which of the  
abovementioned key 
points you find important 
and why?

Amsterdam as host
Given that a large number of the events will take place in Amsterdam, the municipality of Amsterdam 
views the presidency as an opportunity to showcase itself as an ‘open city’. 

a global business hub take Zuidas, for example;
promoting knowledge and innovation know-how at universities and innovation in crowd control  
at stadiums;
sustainable development, such as reducing the number of cars in the city;
placing citizenship and participation centre stage take, for example, municipal districts or other ways  
in which the citizens of Amsterdam can express their ideas.

Officials and business representatives from across the EU can take part in visits, conferences and  
meetings to find out more about Amsterdam and the Dutch approach to organisation and management.  
The mayors of Europe’s capital cities will also be coming to Amsterdam. It’s going to be busy! 

 

Creativity

Meeting pointEntrepreneurial 
spirit

Global  
business 
hub

Knowledge & 
innovation

Sustainable 
urban  
development

Citizenship  
& participation

Amsterdam
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Chapter 5 - How can you make your voice heard within 
the european union

It is important for your voice to be heard. At home, at school, in your municipality but also in the European 
Union. There are different ways to make your voice heard in Europe. We will highlight a few below. 

Via the European Parliament
The Netherlands has 26 seats in the European Parliament. These are held  
by representatives of Dutch political parties. To make things easier, each  
Dutch party is associated with a European group. The European groups  
also include, alongside Dutch members, members from other EU  
countries.

European groups Dutch parties

Group of the Progressive Alliance of 
Socialists and Democrats (S&D)

Group of the European People's  
Party (EPP)

European Conservatives and 
Reformists (ECR)

European United Left/Nordic  
Green Left (GUE/NGL)

ENF Europe of Nations and Freedom (ENF)

Greens/European Free Alliance 
(Greens/EFA)

Alliance of Liberals and Democrats  
for Europe (ALDE)

Luckily you do not have to remember all of these European groups. During the European elections,  
normally (if you are at least 18 years old;-)) you vote for your own Dutch party. 
 

Below is an overview of the 
European groups. Find out 
which Dutch party belongs 
to which group. Tip: see 
www.europeesparlement.nl 

Via lobby groups for young people, such as the National  
Youth Council (NJR)
The representatives of young people at the National Youth Council 
(Sjoukje van Oosterhout and Tibbe van den Nieuwenhuizen) 
ensure that your voice is heard. They go around the country to  
find out what is important to you and pass this on during the 
interna-tional conferences they attend. In addition, the youth 
representatives have a whole group of young, active volunteers 
supporting them. They put together measures and projects about 
the EU. The youth representatives sit on panels, carry out surveys 
and speak up during debates. With the input they gather, they sit 
down at the table together with policy-makers in order to make 
the voice of young people heard. 

These contributions are also taken by them to EU Youth 
Conferences and meetings of the European Youth Forum.  
During the Dutch presidency, an EU Youth Conference will be  
held in Amsterdam. At an EU Youth Conference, hundreds of  
young people from various EU countries come together to draft  
recommendations for the European Commission. This is preceded 
by a major study into the views of young people on a specific  
subject in their own country. Youth representatives have,  
for example, carried out research into youth unemployment,  
discrimination and lowering the voting age to 16. 

 For lessons on the Dutch presidency given by NJR,  
please email: eucoordinator@njr.nl  
You can also follow EU youth representatives on:
Twitter of facebook

Do you know of 
other lobby groups 
which can defend 
your interests in 
Europe?

Tibbe and Sjoukje

http://www.europeesparlement.nl
mailto:eucoordinator%40njr.nl?subject=
https://twitter.com/jveuropesezaken
http://www.facebook.com/JongerenvertegenwoordigersEuropeseZaken
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Via sociale media
Many politicians, civil servants and organisations 
involved in the Dutch presidency of the EU are 
active on social media. Via @EPinNL. You can  
follow and contact them via Twitter and Facebook. 
On Twitter is #EU2016NL the official hashtag of  
the Dutch presidency. In the autumn of 2015 the 
Dutch ministry of Foreign Affairs will start using 
the website www.eu2016.nl with information on 
the Dutch presidency. On www.debatingeurope.eu 
you can discuss several EU topics with one million 
Europeans, follow them on Facebook as well!

Via a European Citizens’ Initiative
 You can also put forward an idea for a European law via a European Citizens’ Initiative.
In order to launch a citizens’ initiative, you must set up a citizens’ committee, with at least seven  
EU citizens from a minimum of seven different EU countries.
The members of the citizens’ committee must be EU citizens old enough to vote in elections to  
the European Parliament (16 in Austria and 18 in other EU countries).
Citizens’ initiatives cannot be made by organisations. Organisations can however promote or support  
a citizens’ initiative. Click here for more information.

 

"How do you set up a European citizens initiative?"

Via EYE 2016
Present your ideas about Europe to European decision-makers! 

You can do this on 20 and 21 May 2016 in the European Parliament 
in Strasbourg.

You will meet 7 000 young people aged 15-30 from across Europe 
and beyond: get to know other cultures in a relaxing setting!

You will exchange ideas with young people from across Europe  
and hold discussions with members of the European Parliament, 
decision-makers, key movers and innovative thinkers from the 
world of research, the cultural sector, business and civil society.

You decide the European agenda! Think about and come up with innovative solutions to the key issues 
for the future. At the event, these ideas will be put together in a report for the European Parliament.  
The young people with the best solutions can present them in the European Parliament!

  

To find out how  
you can take part, 
take a look on the  
following website

https://twitter.com/epinnl
www.eu2016.nl
http://www.debatingeurope.eu
http://bit.ly/1gxf1V4 
http://bit.ly/1MIdveq  
http://bit.ly/1MIdveq
www.eye2016.eu
www.eye2016.eu


www.eye2016.eu 
facebook.com/EuropeanYouthEvent
@EP_YouthEvent

Meet 7000 young people from all over Europe

Discuss with European decision-makers

Come up with ideas for a better Europe

“TOGETHER
WE CAN MAKE
A CHANGE”

european parliament
strasbourg, 20-21 may 2016

Editorial details

This publication is for secondary school pupils keen to know more about the Dutch presidency of  
the EU. A digital Dutch and English version of this workbook can be downloaded from our website  
www.europeesparlement.nl

This publication has been developed as part of the European Parliament Ambassador School  
programme. This free lesson programme has been especially developed by the Information Office  
of the European Parliament in the Netherlands. The various modules of this programme provide a  
clear picture of how the European Union works, its activities and the impact it has. Alongside raising 
awareness, these modules can help better consolidate knowledge of Europe in schools; they also  
comply with the EIO learning guidelines and the ELOS criteria. The programme contains free lesson 
materials in Dutch, English, French and German for lower and upper secondary schools.

With the help of this lesson programme, pupils can gain an insight into the historical background  
of European cooperation and learn how to defend their own views about this cooperation, with  
information provided on the various EU treaties and institutions.

For more information, see epdenhaag@ep.europa.eu
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Design and cartoons Eva Hilhorst
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Lay-out www.corps.com

This lesson material may not be photocopied or distributed in any other way. 
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European Parliament Information Office in the Netherlands, 
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NL-2513 AB The Hague 
T 070 313 5400          

www.europeesparlement.nl 
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twitter.com/EPinNL

The Hague, September 2015, first edition
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