
 1 

 
What are the European Union’s Priorities? 

 
by Emiliano Grossman and Sylvain Brouard 

 
 
 
A quantitative perspective on European institutions’ activity may shed light upon the impact 
of certain events, such as the Community enlargement, the signing of the Lisbon Treaty, or of 
a specific policy conflict. Nonetheless, it is also important to break down this activity by 
sector to ascertain whether certain policies are more sensitive than others to external events, 
or whether they respond to different logics. 
 
This prompted a classification by subject of the European Union’s legislative production, 
which will show how the Union’s legislative activities evolved over time, identify any 
potential deviations and the underlying dynamics of such changes. Similarly, such a 
classification will provide an opportunity to compare the European Union’s legislative 
production to that of its Member States, or to that of other States elsewhere. It will also permit 
the European legislative production’s unique features to be explored. For example, this will 
make it possible to test the argument which claims that the European Union is primarily a 
source of regulation, and to study the impact of European legislation on national legislative 
production.  
 
The classification system1 of EU legislative production presented in this chapter will further 
clarify how the Union’s legislative activity results can be broken down and compared to 
available data on France and the United States of America. This chapter therefore goes into 
more detail than most previous studies on the European Union’s activity and the latter’s 
development over time.2 It offers an initial comparative analysis of the European Union’s 
policy agenda by comparing it to one of its Member States (France), as well as to a federation 
of comparable size (the United States of America). 
 
 

1. European legislation: A profile  
 

European legislation has several distinctive characteristics. Emphasis is placed on certain 
issues, while others are ignored, the obvious outcome of its member States’ political will to 
make certain matters a more integral part of the European Agenda than others. We will first 
consider this agenda’s structure before examining how it interacts with the EU’s decision-
making procedures. 

                                                 
1  This classification system was adapted from the Topics Codebook developed within the framework of 

“Policy Agendas Project,” a U.S. policy tracking tool (see: http://www.policyagendas.org). In the present 
case, we adapted the French translation of the original coding system by attributing an “Agendas” code to 
the “Directory of Community Legislation” codes produced by the General Secretariat of the European 
Commission.  

2  Among the most enlightening, see the study by Alesina and his co-authors (A. Alesina, I. Angeloni, and L. 
Schuknecht, "What does the European Union do?" Public Choice, 123(3–4), (2005): 319-375, or that of M. 
Pollack ("The End of Creeping Competence? EU Policy-Making Since Maastricht," Journal of Common 
Market Studies, 38(3) (2000): 519–538, which is based upon Schmitter’s classification system (P. C. 
Schmitter, "Imagining the Future of the Euro-Polity with the Help of New Concepts," in G. Marks, F. 
Scharpf, P. C. Schmitter and W. Streeck (Eds.), Governance in the European Union. (London: Sage, 1996), 
121–150. 
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Pre-eminence of regulation and focus over traditional areas of expertise 
 
European legislative trends have evolved in a rather predictable way. The key areas of 
intervention are “macroeconomics,” “agriculture,” and “economic regulations,” which 
represent, in the period under study (January 2002 to June 2007), a cumulative average of 
53%—60% if trade policy is included.  
 
First of all, the predominance of three out of these four agendas corresponds to the popular 
conception of the European Union as a “Regulatory State.”3 As a structure primarily focused 
on economic development, the European Union continues to intervene most in this area, yet 
agriculture—notwithstanding the successive reforms spearheaded by the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) and its constantly shrinking share of the Union’s budget, still 
represents a core area of intervention. This naturally conflicts with the Regulatory State 
theory, inasmuch as the CAP remains a highly distributive policy. The financial 
disengagement which it has been experiencing can scarcely be translated into a legislative 
disengagement. This paradox is only superficial. In fact, the financial disinvestment often 
goes hand-in-hand with a more or less in-depth re-regulation to compensate for the lesser role 
of the State. To paraphrase the title of a widely acclaimed 1990s book: freer markets mean 
more rules.4 
 
For the period covered herein, our classification does not reveal any activity in sectors such as 
health, education, defence or research, even though Europe’s influence in all these areas is 
common knowledge. Simply put, such influence is not exerted through legislation. As for 
higher education, most of the integration process has, for the most part, occurred on an extra-
Community level.5 The European Union’s efforts have focused upon research funding, which 
has been on the rise. In the area of defence, the little integration that has taken place seems to 
be less the result of a genuine coordination effort than of converging autonomous aims within 
the Member States.6 Conversely, although health has been the subject of Community 
interventions, the latter has mainly involved regulations on safety at work or consumer 
protection measures, which are taken into account under other categories. There is nothing 
surprising here, either, but rather a sign of the ongoing pursuit of a “subterfuge” approach to 
policy making by the European Commission.7 
 

Chart 1. Legislative Agenda Trends in the European Union 
 
Sources: OIE data. 

                                                 
3  G. Majone, Regulating Europe (London: Routledge, 1996). 
4  S. K. Vogel, Freer Markets, More Rules: Regulatory Reform in Advanced Industrial Countries (Ithaca, 

N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1996). 
5  A. Mégie, and P. Ravinet, “Coopération intergouvernementale et processus d'Européanisation : la 

construction de la justice et de l'enseignement supérieur,” in B. Palier and Y. Surel et alii, L'Europe en 
action. L'Européanisation dans une perspective comparée (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2007), 87–144. 

6  B. Irondelle, “Europeanization without the European Union? French military reforms 1991-1996,” Journal 
of European Public Policy, 10(2) (2003): 208–226. 

7  A. Héritier, “Policy-Making by Subterfuge: Interest Accommodation, Innovation and Substitute Democratic 
Legitimation in Europe - Perspectives from Distinctive Policy Areas,” Journal of European Public Policy, 
4(2) (1997): 171–189. 
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As for the observed changes, it is advisable to analyze the trend of legislative activity over 
several decades, or even since the creation of the EU, in order to derive more comprehensive 
findings from it. However, several preliminary observations should be made. 
 
The most striking characteristic of the European Union’s legislative agenda is its considerable 
stability, particularly when compared to the more buoyant changes observed in France or in 
the United States of America. From January 2002 to June 2007, the share of EU measures 
dealing with macroeconomic issues did nonetheless decline by almost half, falling from 22% 
to 11 %, which represents the biggest change during that period. A large number of tax 
measures can be noted in the early 2000s, as well as a series of measures aimed at remedying 
some of the Common Market’s shortcomings. These two trends seem to stem primarily from 
the changeover to the euro, as well as from the then-approaching prospect of the enlargement. 
Indeed, as shown by the first report of the Observatory of European Institutions (OIE),8 the 
fear of encountering greater difficulty in adopting legislation for 25 to 27 members brought 
about increased legislative activity during the 15-member Union’s final months of existence. 
During that same period, the share of environmental legislation climbed from 4% to 12% of 
the annual total, quashing allegations that the new Member States were reluctant to make 
strides in these areas. Lastly, the share of legislation concerning the operation of the 

institutions themselves rose from 1% to 9% of 
the Union’s total activity. This increase, which 
coincides with the start of José Manuel Durao-
Barroso’s mandate as President of the European 
Commission and of the Commission reform that 
he initiated, remains very limited as compared to 
the figures observed at the national level.  
 
The review of the EU legislative agenda 
confirms several widely accepted conceptions 
about European construction. It is a regulatory 
system whose activity focuses on certain areas 
and which leaves others to the States or to 
intergovernmental coordination mechanisms.  
 
 
Policy areas and procedures 
 
Another noteworthy characteristic of the EU’s 
legislative activity concerns the relation between 
decision-making procedures and the Union’s 
areas of intervention. Table 1 presents the 
average duration of each procedure (in days) in 

the European Parliament within the framework of the co-decision procedure. It is naturally 
difficult to comment upon these findings, inasmuch as many topics are not subject to this 
procedure.9 Moreover, it should also be recalled that the subject classification used for this 
study does not match the legal classification system provided for by the treaty. In other words, 
even though the CAP is not subject to the co-decision rule, a large number of health and 
                                                 
8  R. Dehousse., F. Deloche-Gaudez, and O. Duhamel (Eds.), Élargissement: comment l'Europe s' adapte 

(Paris: Presses de Sciences Po, 2006). 
9  For example, the “Duration” column is based upon 983 case reviews; i.e. the total number of cases reviewed 

in the 2002 to 2007 period, while the table’s right column is only based upon 381 case reviews.  

Table 1 – Duration of co-decision procedure 
according to issues (European Parliament) 

Topic 

Total 
Duration 
(in days) 

Cases 
Reviewed 

Macroeconomics 305.58 166 
Agriculture 312.43 246 
Employment/ 
Unemployment 1001.89 35 
Environment 563.63 51 
Energy 548.50 28 
Immigration 445.84 77 
Transportation 597.27 45 
Justice and police 479.52 46 
Social policy 549.50 8 
Town and country 
planning 277.40 5 
Economic regulations 702.92 132 
Trade policy 273.66 59 
Foreign policy 348.35 20 
State, civil servants 300.96 48 
Cultural/Sport policies 417.00 16 
Average 
Sources: OIE data. 440.61 982 
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veterinary regulations for agriculture are, which were classified under this category. Similarly, 
a certain number of measures concerning aid to developing countries, the fight against 
terrorism, or passport regulations are part of foreign policy (“external relations,” as it is 
termed in the EU) in our classification, whereas the Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP) naturally relates to the third pillar and is not subject to the co-decision procedure. 
 
These observations are essential, in that this study does not present a legal analysis, but rather 
a study of the EU’s daily activities, treating it as if it were any State, in order to more 
effectively compare it to other States.  
 
Table 1 reveals some very interesting facts. Some topics which are very strongly rooted in the 
history of European integration, such as those that we classified under “Agriculture”10 or 
“Trade policy,” involve procedures that are much shorter than the average. As these two 
subject categories alone have represented nearly 40% of the EU’s legislative activity over the 
last five years, such a pace appears to be rather systematic. More unexpected is the fact that 
regional policies (“Town and country planning”) also seem to be processed quickly. However, 
this mean duration is based upon only five texts for the entire period, which seriously reduces 
the significance of this figure. Conversely, in matters relating to “Economic regulations,” the 
time needed to pass EU legislation is much longer than average. This area of intervention is a 
core component of European integration and, as such, is one of the most politically charged 
topics, inasmuch as many of the actors not involved in these decisional procedures take an 
interest in their outcome. For example, the majority of European interest groups are mobilized 
around such issues. No matter how essential this politicization may seem for Europe’s future, 
it may account for the relative slow pace of these procedures. Lastly, employment-related 
legislation takes the longest time to be negotiated. The number of readings in Parliament 
confirms it: in this category, texts are practically never adopted at the first reading.11 
However, this practice does seem to be the rule for “External relations,” in which 82% of the 
acts reviewed under the co-decision procedure are adopted at the first reading.12 Even if this 
seems surprising, all eleven texts were adopted at the first reading. As these were international 
agreements for the most part, they had probably been meticulously prepared and subjected to 
prior consultations, so that they would be submitted to Parliament only when their adoption 
was certain. The limited number of texts would seem to confirm this.  
 
 
  

II. The EU: An Atypical Actor  
 
A comparison with two national cases—France and the United States—discloses major 
discrepancies. The comparison with France will show the extent to which the European 
Union’s policy agenda still differs from those of its Member States. A comparison with the 
American policy making system should then be made because of the latter’s federal nature. 
Lastly, we will also attempt to verify whether similar trends can be observed in all three cases.  
 

                                                 
10  Although these are not, strictly speaking, areas that fall under the CAP, the associated policies in matters of 

veterinary safety are, for example, as old as the CAP. 
11  See Chapter 5on this topic. 
12  As explained above, these are not measures which fall within the CFSP framework, but rather are diverse 

measures considered within the international cooperation framework in matters concerning development aid, 
the fight against terrorism, judicial cooperation etc., and which, within the EU framework, are covered under 
other policies, but are treated here as if they were foreign policies. 
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A focused legislative agenda 
 
There are major differences in terms of the agendas’ structure. A comparison of the French 
agendas (Figure 2) and those of the United States (Figure 3) confirms the distinctive features 
already identified.  
 
The share of European legislative production devoted to agriculture is far greater than in the 
other two cases. An even more striking difference is that the number of texts pertaining to 
macroeconomic matters is also considerably higher, which may be due to the fact that 
macroeconomic policy is not really covered by laws elsewhere than in the EU. Nowhere else 
in the world are economic policy objectives set out in laws. Yet, it is not the Stability and 
Growth Pact, or even the European Central Bank’s objectives which account for the relative 
weight of this category. It is primarily tax harmonization measures, which alone represent 90 
of the 166 measures tallied during the period, that is 54%. Here again, the unique nature of 
European integration explains the large number of these measures which, by definition, do not 
exist in the Member States. 
  
It is this very specificity—the need to coordinate operations between 27 different and 
autonomous legal systems—which accounts for the differences observed in the “Economic 
regulations” category. The number of regulations reviewed as part of this item is twice as high 
in the EU as it is in France or in the United States. “Trade policy,” still one of the core 
components of European construction, also indicates a slightly higher activity than in the 
French and American samplings.  
 
 

Chart 2. Legislative Agenda Trends in the United States 
Sources: Policy Agendas data. 
 
Lastly, the “Employment and Immigration” score may seem surprising at first glance. At 
12%, it is positioned well above those of national legislations. In the United States, most of 
the labour-related legislation is adopted at the state level, whereas federal texts are restricted 
to setting minimum conditions within the scope of bulky, omnibus bills. One would expect a 
higher figure in France, particularly inasmuch as this category encompasses texts on both 
employment and immigration. Yet, upon closer examination, these laws often receive 
widespread media coverage, but—probably for this very reason—there tend to be few of 
them. European legislation is exempt from this publicity, which may account for the 
advantage it could offer for Member States wishing to toughen certain migration policies.13 
Since 11 September 2001 there has been an obvious trend towards developing more policies 
in immigration matters, as well as those relating to “Justice and Home Affairs” (“Justice and 
Police” in France and in the United States). 
 
Conversely, some of the national agendas’ key elements seem to be underweighted in the 
European agenda. That is particularly true of legislative activity in the areas of State and State 
jurisdiction, which are the two most important categories in the U.S. and are among the top 
five in France. Another difference is the limited number of texts dealing with foreign policy in 
the European Union. This finding is not unexpected, considering the way in which the 
European political system functions. Given the essentially intergovernmental nature of the 
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), few decisions are made through procedures 
                                                 
13  V. Guiraudon, “European Integration and Migration Policy: Vertical Policy-making as Venue Shopping.” 

Journal of Common Market Studies, 38(2), 251-271. 
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involving all of the Community institutions. To the contrary, France can be distinguished by 
the very high share of legislative activity relating to foreign policy. Indeed, multilateral, and 
especially bilateral, agreement ratification laws account for most of the legislative activity 
there. The EU is much more infrequently considering agreements with individual countries, 
preferring instead to enter into agreements with other organizations or groups of countries.  
 
 

Agendas structure and trends 
 
Beyond the individually considered 
items, it is worth examining the agendas’ 
aggregate structure. The three charts 
presented herein highlight a certain 
number of relatively important factors, 
such as the greater variances in the two 
national cases, as well as the smaller 
number of subject categories or the 
persistent increase in legislation relating 
to the state level in the case of the United 
States, for which there is no equivalent in 
the other two cases. 
 
Table 2 introduces entropy as a means to 
measure the agendas’ structure.14 
Entropy is used to express an estimated 
value for the breakdown of the various 
areas of intervention within the agenda, 
which can then be compared to a 
perfectly “balanced” hypothetical 
breakdown.15 The three agendas clearly 
fall below this balance value. In other 
words, the equality between the various 
categories is less than perfect. But, more 
importantly, the three cases studied rank 
very differently with respect to this 
breakdown. It is evident that the United 

States possesses the most balanced breakdown of the three. The EU ranked very far below the 
two others, indicating very low entropy or, to the contrary, a very high degree of legislative 
activity concentrated in certain areas—a natural outcome in view of the factors discussed 
above. The European Union is much more focused on a more limited number of intervention 
areas than are the nation-states. 
 
  

Chart 3. Legislative Agenda Trends in France 
Sources: Agendas France data. 
 
                                                 
14  This table is based upon the same data as Charts 1, 2 and 3; i.e., on the national agendas’ multi-annual 

means. 
15  Here, we use Shannon’s “H.” With 20 sectors, the value for a perfectly balanced breakdown should total 

2.99. This is the Napierian logarithm for the figure 20.  

 
Table 2 – Breakdown of Legislative Activity 
 Averages 
 UE France USA 
Macroeconomics 16% 6% 1% 
Rights and freedoms 0% 3% 1% 
Health 0% 3% 6% 
Agriculture/Fishing 24% 2% 3% 
Employment/Immigration 12% 5% 3% 
Education 0% 1% 3% 
Environment 6% 2% 3% 
Energy 3% 0% 2% 
Transportation 4% 3% 3% 
Justice and police 4% 5% 5% 
Social policy 1% 1% 2% 
Housing and Town and 
Country Planning 1% 2% 1% 
Economic regulations 13% 6% 5% 
Defence 0% 2% 7% 
Research/Science 0% 1% 2% 
Trade policy 7% 5% 2% 
Foreign policy 2% 38% 5% 
State/Civil Servants 5% 10% 26% 
State jurisdiction 0% 7% 19% 
Cultural/Sports policies 8% 18% 13% 
Entropy (Shannon’s 
diversity index [“H”]) 
 
Sources: OIE, Agendas 
France and Policy 
Aganda data. 

 
2.39 

 
2.61 

 
2.72 
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With regard to the agenda trends, Charts 1, 2 and 3, show that the European and French 
curves are “smoother” than those of the United States. In other words, the variation from one 
year to the next is not as strong in the EU as it is in the two national cases. After statistical 
control, the EU policy trend curve is nearly as smooth as it is for France, whereas the United 
States is experiencing a more uneven trend. That is no doubt due to the very nature of the 
policy decision-making process. The two American authors, Baumgartner and Jones, have 
demonstrated that policies sporadically focus on a small number of topics, while the bulk of 
the latter are most often left out of the government’s agenda.16 However, once an item is 
placed on the government’s agenda, it receives a disproportionate amount of attention. 
 
Yet neither the EU nor France seems to display this type of “punctuated equilibrium.” The 
reason for this may be the relative autonomy of the European legislative process, which is 
usually not targeted by the broader protest movements, and unscathed by the sudden interest 
of the media or of “civil society” in a given issue. As a result, and because of the lack of 
communication between the national public spaces, the European agenda is not changing 
much; the key areas of concern described above remain unchanged over the years.  
 
The case of France is different: the similarity of its legislative activity to that of the EU 
essentially stems from another sort of autonomy—the highly majority-oriented nature of the 
French political regime, which has become even more pronounced in the last few years, and 
which outcome is that the executive branch prevails over the legislative branch and that the 
power of the head of the government prevails over that of the rest of the government.17 The 
U.S. presidential system differs in that it bestows powers upon the President and the Congress 
which are in many ways equal within the legislative process. Any change in the legislative 
agenda requires efforts of a magnitude that probably explains the intensity of the latter’s 
changes.  
 
Although the EU’s action in many ways is akin to that of a State, major differences persist 
which mainly concern the breadth of the agenda. Despite the progressive extension of its 
scope of intervention, the EU continues to be excluded from certain areas which are still 
reserved to Member States. Similarly, its legislative activity is more concentrated than is the 
case in the United States or in France.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Sectoral analysis of the European Union’s legislative activity was quite revealing in that it 
initially confirmed certain ideas about the characteristics of the European agenda. We have 
notably shown that the Union is still playing a very active role in its historical areas of 
expertise: harmonizing the internal market, economic regulation and agriculture. A review of 
decision-making procedures tends to point to similar findings: with few exceptions, decisions 
are made more quickly in “traditional” areas. The comparison with France and the United 
States allowed us to confirm the EU’s unique approach to legislation. Its agenda remains 
strongly focused in certain areas, while it does not get involved in classical State-controlled 

                                                 
16  This is the “kurtosis” measure, which permits the study of data distribution characteristics from a sampling 

and, in this particular case, of policies from one year to the next. On this subject, see Baumgartner and 
Jones’ research findings: F. Baumgartner and B. Jones, The Politics of Attention: How Government 
Prioritizes Problems (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 

17  E. Grossman (2008), “Governments under the 5th Republic: The Changing Forms of Executive 
Dominance,” in A. Appleton, S. Brouard and A. G. Mazur (Eds.), French Political Institutions at 50. 
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activity sectors such as education or defence. Unsurprisingly, we may conclude that the EU 
has a more focused agenda than that of the nation-states. 
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