
EU legislation and Swedish national legislation – what are the differences in 

drafting style?  

 

Thank you for inviting me to say a few words on EU legislative drafting: views 

from those applying EU law in the Member States. As I work in the Swedish 

Government Offices as language expert in the Secretariat for Legal and 

Linguistic Draft Revision, my perspective in this matter becomes apparent.  

The Secretariat is a unit whose task it is to monitor the legal and linguistic 

quality of all new proposed legislation at the government level in Sweden. At 

this unit, which is part of the Prime Minister’s Office, there are both lawyers 

and language experts, jointly responsible for quality control. Each ministry has 

two contacts in the Secretariat, one lawyer and one language expert. For every 

new piece of proposed legislation, be it a law forming part of a parliamentary 

bill or a government ordinance, we will read, revise and submit comments, and 

then return the draft to the drafter after discussing the text together. The 

discussion between lawyer and language expert, on the one hand, and the 

drafter on the other, will then continue until such problems as might exist in 

the draft have been solved. 

Naturally, in this way all draft legislation at the government level which 

implements EU directives comes our way. In Swedish legislation, EU directives 

will normally be transformed into the text of Swedish legislation. A legislative 

technique which means that directives are implemented simply by referring to 

the directive in national legislation is thus usually not recommended. 

Differences in drafting style between EU directives and Swedish national 

legislation sometimes become apparent in this transformation process. 

Some of the more noticeable differences may concern length of sentence, 

complexity of sentence structure and even ambiguity as a result of this 

complexity. Another area of difference concerns legal definitions. Definitions in 

EU directives tend to be lengthy and contain examples of what is being defined 

in a way which may look strange in Swedish legislation. Another feature which 

is untypical to Swedish legislation is the occasional definition in EU texts of 

words which are not technical terms. 



To speak about long sentences isn’t exactly new, and we certainly have them 

too. But the fact remains the many of the sentences that make up EU 

legislation are very long. Quite often, an entire paragraph will consist of one 

sentence. The problem with long sentences isn’t just that it’s hard to 

remember what’s going on. Really long sentences also tend to have a 

complicated structure with several sub-clauses. This often makes for ambiguity. 

Here we have one example of this, from a directive on the organization of the 

working time of persons performing mobile road transport activities. At first, 

this looks alright. But once you delve deeper into it, you become a bit uncertain 

as to what is actually going on. Long sentences also tend to be crammed with 

information in a way that makes it hard to keep track. The following, from the 

same directive, may serve as an example of this.  

Another typical feature is shown by this sentence, i.e. starting the sentence 

with an adverbial indicating when, how, why or where to do something. This is 

of course absolutely fine, and, it seems, a very common feature of the way 

provisions are drafted. We have a lot of them too, and there’s nothing wrong 

with them. But one sometimes does well to remember that it can be a great 

relief to the reader to start with the subject, as in the sentence following the 

one just shown.  This comes as quite a relief to the reader. I’d like to side-track 

a little here, and mention that these sentences which begin with an adverbial 

can be quite tricky to translate into Swedish. A sentence like: “In order to start 

the meeting at noon, coffee will be served at 11.30” looks rather alright in 

English. But if it is translated carelessly into Swedish, it becomes obvious that 

the coffee itself will mysteriously and on its own start the meeting. Obviously, 

the EU translators don’t often fall into this trap, but it may add complexity to 

the task of translating from English into Swedish. 

Last but not least, I would like to say a few words about definitions. This is an 

area where differences in style between EU text and Swedish national 

legislation can become obvious. 

A definition is, of course, a statement of the meaning of a word. For technical 

definitions, there are strict rules which are not necessarily adhered to in 

legislation. The purpose of a definition in legislation is typically to say that in 

this particular law, we mean so-and-so by this word. The purpose is not to 

define the word for all situations and all circumstances as in technical 



definitions. All the same, there are certain features of the definitions in EU 

legislation which may be difficult to handle in Swedish national legislation. The 

first of these concerns structure. Here we are again in the same directive. 

Article 3 on definitions is very complicated and takes up an entire page, part of 

which is shown here. This kind of structure is hardly possible in Swedish 

legislation. This particular article has thus been transformed into several 

different articles in the Swedish law implementing it. Another feature of EU 

definitions which may pose problems is the tendency to include examples of 

what is being defined in the definitions itself. This would look untypical in 

Swedish legislation. An example of what I mean by this is shown here. In the 

Swedish law implementing this directive, the string of words in bold type has 

not been included in the actual definition. Instead, they have been dealt with in 

a different way. 

Finally, it sometimes seems to be the case that words which may be central to 

a certain piece of EU legislation, but are not in fact technical terms, are defined 

in such legislation. In Swedish laws, one usually tries to avoid defining everyday 

words that it is reasonable to suppose that everybody understands. In showing 

this last slide, I feel slightly disingenuous, as this is part of the preamble of a 

Commission decision and not of an article with definitions. But I can’t resist it, 

as an example of the kind of text which might easily cause problems in the 

transformation process. 

 

 

 

  




