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THE IMPORTANCE AND UTILITY OF THE
„PRELIMINARY RULING” PROCEDURE OF THE COURT
OF JUSTICE OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

Iulia BOGHIRNEA1

ABSTRACT:
THE COURTS OF THE 28 MEMBER STATES MAY INTERPRET AND APPLY THE EUROPEAN
LEGISLATION IN DIFFERENT WAYS, WHICH COULD “IRREMEDIABLY COMPROMISE THE
FULFILMENT OF THE EUROPEAN UNION’S OBJECTIVES”2.
FOR THE INTERPRETATION OF THE UNION’S LAW TO NOT BE LEFT SOLELY TO THE DISCRETION
OF THE NATIONAL COURTS, THIS ARTICLE AIMS TO REVEAL THE IMPORTANCE OF THE
PRELIMINARY RULING PROCEDURE, BASED ON WHICH THE COURT OF JUSTICE OF THE
EUROPEAN UNION HAS THE COMPETENCE TO JUDGE WITH A PRELIMINARY TITLE, ACCORDING
TO ART 19 PARA 3 LET B) OF THE TEU CORROBORATED WITH ART 267 OF THE TFEU, AT THE
REQUEST OF THE NATIONAL COURTS, REGARDING THE INTERPRETATION OF THE EUROPEAN
UNION’S LAW OR THE VALIDITY OF THE ACTS ADOPTED BY THESE INSTITUTIONS.
THIS IS WHY THIS MECHANISM HAS THE ROLE TO PREVENT A DIVERGENT JURISPRUDENCE
WITHIN THE UNION USING THE “PRELIMINARY RULING PROCEDURE” BY THE COURT OF JUSTICE
OF THE EUROPEAN UNION.
KEYWORDS: UNITARY INTERPRETATION AND APPLICATION OF THE EUROPEAN LAW, COURT OF
JUSTICE OF THE EUROPEAN UNION, PRELIMINARY RULING, EUROPEAN MODEL

INTRODUCTION
The European legal order is formed by an ensemble of courts with general
competencies regarding the interpretation and application of the European law, on top of
which is the supreme judicial authority, namely the Court of Justice of the European Union
(CJEU).
The most important attribution of the CJEU is the unitary interpretation and
application of the European legislation by all the courts of the Member States.
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1. RELEVANT PROVISIONS
Art 4 Para 3 of the Treaty on European Union3 states that “Pursuant to the principle
of sincere cooperation, the Union and the Member States shall, in full mutual respect, assist
each other in carrying out tasks which flow from the Treaties”. According to Art 19 Para 3
Let b) of the TEU “The Court of Justice of the European Union shall, in accordance with the
Treaties give preliminary rulings, at the request of courts or tribunals of the Member States,
on the interpretation of Union law or the validity of acts adopted by the institutions”.
Art 2674 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union5, “the jewel of the
Crown”6 of competence of the CJEU7, states that it “shall have jurisdiction to give
preliminary rulings concerning:
a) The interpretation of the Treaties;
b) The validity and interpretation of acts of the institutions, bodies, offices or agencies of
the Union8.
Where such a question is raised before any court or tribunal of a Member State, that
court or tribunal may, if it considers that a decision on the question is necessary to enable it
to give judgment, request the Court to give a ruling thereon.
Where any such question is raised in a case pending before a court or tribunal of a
Member State against whose decisions there is no judicial remedy under national law, that
court or tribunal shall bring the matter before the Court.
If such a question is raised in a case pending before a court or tribunal of a Member
State with regard to a person in custody, the Court of Justice of the European Union shall act
with the minimum of delay.”
Regarding the procedure of the preliminary questions9, it shall be applied Art 23 of
the Statute of the CJEU10, as well as Art 93-118, Title III “References for a preliminary
ruling” of the Rules of Procedure of the Court of Justice of the European Union of 25
September 2012.
According to Art 256 Para 3 of the TFEU, the tribunal has the competence to
determine questions referred for a preliminary ruling based on Art 267 of the TFEU, “in
specific areas established by the Statute”. But, given the fact that the Statute of the CJEU has
not been adjusted in this area, the Court of Justice is, currently, the only institution with
competence in issuing preliminary rulings.
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2. THE IMPORTANCE AND UTILITY OF THE REGULATION
The reference for a preliminary ruling procedure11 represents a fundamental
mechanism, sui-generis12, of the European Union, which has the role to support the Member
States’ courts in insuring a unitary interpretation and application of the law within the Union,
when the European texts which are about to be applied in specific cases subjected to their
ruling must be cleared13.
Art 267 of the TFEU states a general condition according to which the reference for
preliminary ruling must be addressed by a Member States’ court and the preliminary ruling of
the Court of Justice to be necessary for the national judge to issue a decision14.
Once the issue has been clarified by the CJEU, the interpretation given by the Court to
the European text shall contribute to the resolution of the pendent litigation, subjected to trial
in front of a national court of a Member State, without interfering with the prerogatives of the
national judge regarding the solution of the litigation15.
This procedural instrument is the “main way to shape the relation between the
national and communitarian (European – A/N) legal systems”16, using the direct dialogue
between the national courts and the court of the European Union, the national judge
becoming “the communitarian (European – A/N) judge of common law”17, as an expression
of the principle of the direct effect and that of the priority of the Union’s law.
The jurisdictional feature of the national judge has been resized towards the European
legal order, through communication or collaboration with the European judge using the
mechanism of the “prejudicial issue”, for the interpretation of the Treaties and of the
European norms, thus representing a “bridge” of the European legal order, “an
institutionalized mean for such communication”18.
The Court itself has defined this instrument as being one of cooperation19 between the
Court and the national judges, at the initiative of the latter ones, “differently, but integrated
within the Member States’ legal systems”20.
Art 267 of the TFEU especially aims “the prevention of the divergences of
jurisprudence within the Union regarding certain aspect of communitarian (European – A/N)
law”21 by “entrusting the power of its autonomous interpretation solely to the communitarian
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(European – A/N) judge which has been the optimal solution for the unitary and identical
interpretation and application of the EU law”22.
P. Craig and G. de Burca consider that it represents “a mechanism by which the
internal jurisdictions and CJEU are in dialogue for the correct application of a communitarian
(European – A/N) norm which is in conflict with a national legal provision”.
Thus, the preliminary actions are based on the collaboration, not subordination,
between the CJEU and the national courts, with the mutual respect for the competencies. The
national judge shall have to be “a union judge every time he apprehends vagueness in the
statement and application of the Union’s law, especially that the new institutions, expressions
and mechanisms created by the Union, which cannot be found in the national legal order,
have implications, different relevance for each Member State but, nevertheless must be
unitary applied and interpreted”23.
The mechanism of the preliminary ruling represents a protection offered by the CJEU
for the right to a fair trial, stated by Art 6 Para 1 of the European Convention on Human
Rights, the active role of the judge representing a principle inherent for each legal procedure
performed in a state of law24.
“The national judge is not just the judge for the national law, but also for the
European law, as well as for the European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms”25.
It must be noted that, first of all France then Romania took over this European
procedure, as national model, as the notification for approval of the French Court of
Cassation26, namely the prior decision for solving certain law issues of the Romanian High
Court of Cassation and Justice27. These procedural instruments have the same purpose, within
the national legal order, namely that of the uniform interpretation of the law by the Supreme
Court.
CONCLUSIONS
As a conclusion, for over more than 53 years of application in the Community28, the
procedure of the prejudicial reference is a special one, original by a series of features 29.
This form of dialogue and cooperation between the national judge and the European
judge by the so-called prejudicial question, aims to promote and protect the same values and
principles, the compliance with, consolidation and unity of an European legal order, as well
22
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as the insurance of a legal protection of the rights of the Member States’ citizens, natural or
legal persons, rights representing the object of the European legal norms.
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