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The RCN also seeks to influence the EU agenda by working jointly with its European alliances, 

such as the European Federation of Nurses Associations (EFNA), the European Public Health 

Alliance (EPHA), the European Federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU) to influence the 

European Commission and other key institutions at an EU level.  

 

A summary of the key organisations that the RCN is a member of are outlined below: 

 

The European Federation of Nurses Association (EFNA)  

 

Established in 1971 as an independent body, it brings together nurses’ associations in the present 

EU countries, the accession countries and Norway, Iceland and Switzerland to represent nursing 

interests with the EU. Established a Brussels office in 1996 and since 2002 has a full-time General 

Secretary based there.  

 

European Federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU)  
 
Made up of public sector trade unions across the EU, including Unison, GMB, Unite and Amicus 
from the UK.  The RCN joined in 2000. EPSU acts as a committee of the European Trade Union 
Confederation (ETUC) in the social dialogue negotiations to reach collective agreements at 
European level.  EPSU is also involved in negotiations between employers and trade unions in the 
hospital sector.   

 

European Public Health Alliance (EPHA)  

 

Formed in 1994 after public health became a specific competence of the EU. EPHA brings 

together about 80 non-governmental and not-for-profit organisations from across Europe, including 

professional and patient groups, health promotion agencies and academic institutions. It monitors 

and disseminates information on EU developments and lobbies on public health/health protection 

issues. 

 

European Health Management Association (EHMA)  

 

A network of policy makers, senior managers, academic and research institutes, professional 

organisations and health care providers. It seeks to improve health through better management by 

exchanging experience and co-ordinating research projects to inform EU policy.  

 

The RCN is also involved in a range of European networks and associations with an interest in 

specific aspects of nursing and health. 
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MEPs also have other powers, for example over agreeing the EU budget, or in calling the 

European Commission to account by submitting written or oral questions to European 

Commissioners and by approving their appointment. 

 

The Council of Ministers is where national governments are represented by the relevant national 

minister for that particular Council meeting (e.g. Economic and Finance Council, or Employment, 

Social Affairs and Health Council). On some issues the Council of Ministers still has the final say 

(such as economic and monetary policy) but on many if it disagrees with the European 

Parliament’s report then the two institutions have to go into conciliation and hammer out an 

agreement. Most voting in the Council of Ministers is now by qualified majority. This means that no 

one country can block a proposal, but the bigger countries have more votes than the smaller ones. 

In practice governments try to reach compromises amongst themselves or trade off one 

concession against another. The Council of Ministers meetings are chaired by whichever country 

has the rotating six-month EU Presidency. 

 

UK ministers are supported in the Council of Ministers by an outpost of the UK civil service or 

embassy in Brussels called the United Kingdom Permanent  Representation to the European 

Union (UKREP).  These civil servants get involved in the detailed discussions on a proposal in 

preparation for ministerial meetings. 

 

 The Council of Ministers should not be confused with the European Council (the official name for 

summits of EU leaders held every three months) or the Council of Europe. This is a separate 

organisation of 47 countries established to promote democracy and human rights and is based in 

Strasbourg (it developed the European Convention on Human Rights and the associated 

European Court on Human Rights). 

 

The European Union has also developed a process for formal negotiations between trades unions 

and employers at European level, called the social dialogue. Instead of agreements and 

legislation being reached between the European Commission, European Parliament and Council 

of Ministers, the social partners can negotiate directly with each other and adopt collective 

agreements. The RCN is involved in this process as a member of EPSU which acts as a 

committee of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) on public service issues. These 

can then also be turned into EU law with approval from the Council of Ministers. This is how EU 

legislation on paternity leave, part-time workers and most recently protection against needlestick 

injuries for health workers were agreed.   

 

The European Court of Justice settles disputes on behalf of individuals and between member 

countries and the European Union. The judgements it hands down can set precedents that 

member states must implement and the ECJ can issue infringements against them for not 

implementing EU legislation. It is the highest court in the European Union and can overrule 

national supreme courts. 
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The EU’s official website provides information on the institutions, existing EU legislation, EU 

citizens’ rights and current policy and legislative initiatives. 
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