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2008 is again a year to celebrate an 
important step in the European integration 
process. It is 10 years that the historic 
decisions were taken to introduce the euro 
on 1 January 1999. Th is follows 2007 which 
saw the 50 year anniversary of the Treaty of 
Rome, a historic act which drew a veil over 
centuries of confl ict and set Europe on an 
unprecedented path of cooperation and 
integration. 
Th e euro, born as a virtual currency in 
1999 and fi rst appearing as cash in people’s 
pockets in 2002, is perhaps the most tangible 
manifestation of the European integration 
process.
It has accomplished quite a journey to 
become the currency that we share today. 
Enshrined as a goal in the Maastricht Treaty 
in 1992, the participating countries were 
decided by the Council at the beginning of 
May 1998 and the European Central Bank 
established on 1 June 1998. Th e euro area 
was enlarged in 2001 to include Greece, 
in 2007 Slovenia as the fi rst of the “new” 
Member States to meet the criteria for euro 
adoption, and in 2008 to include Cyprus and 
Malta.
As the European Monetary Union grows, 
so European citizens need to be kept 
informed about their single currency. To 
meet this need, the European Commission 
has developed the travelling exhibition “Th e 
euro – our currency” which was launched 
on 4 June 2007 in Brussels. On their way 
through six theme islands, European citizens 
will discover all about diverse aspects of 
the euro. Th ey will learn about the diff erent 
national coins and banknotes, discover the 
history and the benefi ts of the euro, and 
will fi nd answers to the current “burning 

questions” that centre on the single currency. 
Th e exhibition refl ects the importance of the 
euro in our daily lives. Travelling, exchanging 
and investing have all been made easier with 
the common currency which increases price 
comparability, removes the costs and risks 
associated with exchange rates and promotes a 
stable European economy. As a result, the euro 
has brought us more growth and jobs and has 
contributed to increasing our wealth and living 
standards. 
It gives me pleasure to welcome you to this 
exhibition and I am sure you will discover 
some new information and unexpected facts. 
Above all, I hope you gain an interesting insight 
and deeper understanding of the euro – our 
currency. 

Foreword

Joaquín Almunia 
European Commissioner for Economic 

and Monetary Aff airs 
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Th e euro –
 general information
History was made on 1 January 1999 when eleven European Union countries (later to become fi fteen) 
irrevocably established the conversion rates between their respective national currencies and the euro 
and created a monetary union with a single currency, giving birth to the euro. 

A transitional period followed where the euro only existed as book money. In 2002, the euro banknotes 
and coins were introduced.

In twelve countries (Belgium, Germany, Greece, Spain, France, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, Austria, Portugal and Finland), euro banknotes and coins entered circulation on 1 January 
2002. In 2007, Slovenia joined the euro area as the fi rst of the new Member States. On 1 January 2008, 
Malta and Cyprus also joined the euro area. 

Within the euro area, there is one institution, the European Central bank, which is in charge of 
conducting monetary policy with a view to ensuring price stability. Member states continue to be in 
charge of their economic policies but have to coordinate them to ensure that Economic and Monetary 
Union functions smoothly.

THE EURO AREA

Euro area

         EU Member States 
         with an opt-out

         EU Member States that have not
         yet adopted the euro

Austria

Slovenia

Belgium

Th e Netherlands

Luxembourg

Italy

France

Spain
Portugal

Germany

Ireland

Malta

Cyprus

Greece

Bulgaria

Romania
Hungary

Slovakia
Czech 

Republic

Poland

Lithuania

Latvia

Estonia

Finland

Sweden

United 

Kingdom

Denmark
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What benefi ts has
  the euro brought?
The purpose of Economic and Monetary Union and the euro is to allow the European 
economy to function better, bringing more jobs and greater prosperity for Europeans. Th e 
benefi ts it brings include: 

• A stable currency, which allows longer-term planning in many areas of economic 
activity

• Low infl ation, which preserves the value of investments, savings and wages

• Price transparency, which encourages competition, keeping prices lower and EU 
businesses more competitive

• Savings from the disappearance of currency exchange costs, releasing capital 
for investment and making travel cheaper and more convenient for millions of 
citizens

• More integrated fi nancial markets, meaning that investment capital can move 
freely around the euro area

• A bigger economy, bringing greater stability and less risk and uncertainty for all 

• Limits on government defi cits and debt, which help ensure sustainable public 
fi nances for the future

• A bigger voice in the global economy, giving the EU a greater international role

• Greater area of international trade – benefi ting EU businesses and their trading 
partners

• A tangible sign of a European identity, in people’s pockets and in their minds
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Th e euro coins – 
   unity and diversity
TWO SIDES OF A COINS:        
DESIGNING THE EUROPEAN SIDE
At the informal Ecofi n Council in Verona in spring 1996, 
the governments decided that the euro coins would carry 
one European and one national side. Th ey also entrusted the 
European Commission with the task of organising a selection 
for the common side and left Member States free to choose the national side. 
For the European side of the coins, design competitions were organised during 1996 in all 
Member States apart from Denmark. Th e designer of the fi nal coins was Luc Luycx, a graphic 
designer at the Belgian Royal Mint. 

WHAT THE COINS HAVE IN COMMON
Th e design of the common European side of the euro coins shows variations of the map of the European 
Union against a background of parallel lines linking the 12 stars of the European Union fl ag. Th e 1, 2, and 5 
cent coins show Europe’s place in the world, while the 10, 20, and 50 cent coins depict Europe as a group of 
individual nations. A united Europe without frontiers is depicted on the 1 and 2 euro coins. 
In June 2005, Ecofi n Ministers decided that the common side should be further modifi ed, because the 
original design of the common side of the bi-colour coins (1 and 2 euro) and the Nordic-gold coins (10, 20 
and 50 cent) depicted the European Union prior to its enlargement in 2004. 

ONE CURRENCY, MANY DESIGNS

Austria

Belgium

Cyprus

France

Finland
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Italia

Germany

Irlanda

Greece

Portugal

Spain

Luxembourg

Slovenia

Malta

Each country used its own selection 
procedure for the design of the national 
side of the coins. Th e choice of design 
was left open provided that it included 
the date of minting and the twelve stars 
symbolising the Union. 

Th e designs vary from simply depicting 
the same design on all coins (e.g. 
Belgium) to a diff erent design for every 
coin (e.g. Italy). 

In nations that are monarchies, 
the national side usually features 
a portrait of the country’s 
monarch, often in a design 
carried over from the former 
currency. Non-monarchical 
countries often feature more 
stylised designs of items such as 
national monuments or symbols. 

The Netherlands
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Th e euro banknotes – 
  ages and styles of Europe
In 1996, the euro banknotes were designed 
by Robert Kalina of the Oesterreichische 
Nationalbank on the theme “Ages and styles 
of Europe”. Th e designs unite historical 
developments in technology, art and 
communication into one harmonious 
composition, and they symbolise the dawn of a 
new Europe with its shared cultural heritages and 
the vision of a joint future in the next millennium. 

Th ere are seven diff erent 
denominations of euro 
banknotes, each having a 
distinctive colour and size. Th e 
banknote designs depict the 
architectural styles of seven 
periods in Europe’s cultural 
history – Classical, Romanesque, 
Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque 
and Rococo, the age of Iron and 
Glass, and modern 20th century 
architecture – and show three 
main architectural elements: 
windows, gateways and bridges. 
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Th e windows and gateways on the front of each 
banknote symbolise the spirit of openness and 
cooperation in Europe. Th e 12 stars of the European 
Union are also featured to represent the dynamism 
and harmony of contemporary Europe.

Th ese design elements are complemented on the 
reverse of each banknote, which features a bridge 
typical of the respective age of European cultural 
development. Th ese bridges range from early 
constructions to the sophisticated suspension 
bridges of the modern era and are used as a 
metaphor for communication among the people 
of Europe and between Europe and the rest of the 
world. 

Common to all euro banknotes are: 

• the European fl ag

• the initials of the European 
Central Bank in fi ve versions 
(BCE, ECB, EZB, EKT, EKP)

• a map of Europe on the back

• the word “euro” in both Latin 
and Translated Version script

• the 12 stars of the EU

• the signature of the current 
president of the ECB. 

New notes printed after November 2003 show  
Jean-Claude Trichet’s signature, replacing that of the 
fi rst president, Wim Duisenberg. 

Unlike the euro coins, the euro notes do not have a 
national side indicating their origin. Th is information 
is instead encoded within the note’s serial number.
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Contacts and sources  
 for further information

European Commission
Directorate – General for Economic and Financial Aff airs
External Communication

B – 1049 Brussels – Belgium
Fax: +32 2 298.09.98
ecfi n-info@ec.europa.eu 

European Commission
Directorate-General for Economic and Financial Aff airs
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_fi nance

European Commission’s website on the euro
http://ec.europa.eu/euro

European Commission’s Euro Kids’ Corner
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_fi nance/euro/kids/index_en.htm

European Commission
http://ec.europa.eu

Eurostat - Th e Statistical Offi  ce of the European Communities
http://pp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu

European Central Bank
http://www.ecb.eu

EMU@10 website
http://ec.europa.eu/emu10
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Neither the European Union nor any person acting on its behalf 
may be held responsible for the use which may be made of the 
information contained on this brochure, or for any errors which 
despite careful preparation and checking may appear. 

European Communities, 2008
Reproduction is authorised provided the source is acknowledged. 
Printed in Germany
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