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e euro banknotes   
  from design to circulation

November 1994: the Council of the European Monetary Institute 
(EMI) determines the seven banknote denominations: 5, 10, 20, 
50, 100, 200 and 500. 

June 1995: the EMI Council chooses two themes for the 
banknote designs – “ages and styles of Europe” and “abstract/
modern design”. 

February 1996: the design competition is launched 
and 29 designers or teams of designers nominated 
by all EU national central banks (except for 
Denmark’s) participate. 

September 1996: the design 
competition closes with 
44 proposals having been 
submitted. Later that month 
a jury of internationally 
renowned experts in marketing, 
design and art history draws up 
two shortlists of the five best 
design series for each theme.

October 1996: a public survey 
on the ten shortlisted designs is 
carried out involving more than 
2000 people from all EU Member 
States except Denmark. 

December 1996: the EMI Council selects the 
design by Robert Kalina of the Oesterreichische 
Nationalbank (Austrian National Bank). 

July 1999: euro banknote production gets under way.  

1 January 2002: euro cash is put into circulation.
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e European Central Bank
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e European Central Bank (ECB) is the organisation which conducts 
monetary policy and performs other central banking functions for the euro. 
It carries out these tasks together with the national central banks of the euro 
area. e ECB is the keystone in the Eurosystem and the European System 
of Central Banks (ESCB). It was established in June 1998, replacing its 
precursor, the European Monetary Institute (EMI). e EC Treaty limits the 
ECB’s activities to a clearly defined area: the central bank functions for the 
euro. e ECB has its seat in Frankfurt am Main, Germany.

Objectives
“e primary objective of the ESCB shall be to maintain price stability.” 
And: “Without prejudice to the objective of price stability, the ESCB shall 
support the general economic policies in the Community with a view to 
contributing to the achievement of the objectives of the Community as laid 
down in Article 2.” (EC Treaty Article 105(1)) 
e objectives of the Union (Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union) are a 
high level of employment and sustainable, non-inflationary growth. 

Basic tasks
According to the Treaty establishing the European Community (Article 
105(2)), the basic tasks of the ESCB are
• the definition and implementation of monetary policy for the euro area; 
• the conduct of foreign exchange operations; 
• the holding and management of the official foreign reserves of the euro-

area countries (portfolio management); 
• the promotion of the smooth operation of payment systems. 

Further tasks
• Banknotes: the ECB has the exclusive right to authorise the issuance of 

banknotes within the euro area. 
• Statistics: in cooperation with the national central banks, the ECB collects 

statistical information necessary for fulfilling the tasks, either from national 
authorities or directly from economic agents. 

• Financial stability and supervision: the Eurosystem contributes to the 
smooth conduct of policies pursued by the authorities in charge of the 
prudential supervision of credit institutions and the stability of the financial 
system. 

• International and European cooperation: the ECB maintains working 
relations with the relevant institutions, bodies and forums both within the 
EU and internationally in respect of tasks entrusted to the Eurosystem.

Jean-Claude Trichet – President 
of the European Central Bank
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Ages and styles of Europe
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e conceptual phase of the euro banknotes began in 
February 1996 when the European Monetary Institute 
(EMI) launched a design competition. Altogether 44 
design proposals were submitted, and in September 1996 
a jury of independent experts in marketing, advertising, 
design and art judged the designs. e jury drew up two 
shortlists:
One of five design series on the “ages and styles of 
Europe” theme and another of five design series on a 
“modern/abstract” theme. 

A European market and opinion research organisation was then 
commissioned to carry out a survey of public acceptance of the shortlisted 
designs. Around 2000 people throughout Europe participated. Taking 
account of the advice given by the jury and the results of the public 
consultation, the EMI Council selected, in December 1996, the series 
submitted by Robert Kalina, a banknote designer from the Oesterreichische 
Nationalbank (Austrian National Bank). His design was inspired by the 
theme of the “ages and styles of Europe” and depicted the architectural 
styles of seven periods in Europe’s cultural history. ese styles are 
shown on the seven euro banknotes:

•  Classical for the €5 
•  Romanesque for the €10
•  Gothic for the €20
•  Renaissance for the €50
•  Baroque and rococo for the €100
•  Iron and glass architecture for the €200
•  Modern 20th century architecture for the €500

Unlike the euro coins, the euro banknotes do not 
have a national side indicating their origin.
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From cotton fields 
         to paper mills
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Perhaps symbolic of the euro’s growing status as a 
major international currency, the raw material for the 
banknotes comes from different regions of the world. 
Cotton grown in the American South, in Africa or on 
the steppes of Central Asia is the basic ingredient in 
euro banknote “paper”, which is in fact made from 
pure cotton fibres. 

e fibres cannot be used by the textile industry as 
they are too short for weaving, so they are bought by 
paper mills, which turn them into cotton paper. is 
is what gives euro banknotes their special “feel” and 
crispness, as well as durability. ey are more robust 
and better able to withstand a certain amount of 
rough treatment than most other types of paper.

e cotton fibres are bleached in water at high 
pressure and high temperature. e watermark, for 
example, is obtained by varying the paper thickness 
during the papermaking process; some parts become 
more transparent or lighter than the surrounding 
paper, while other parts become darker..

Security paper forms the substrate or basis for 
producing banknotes, and certain security features, 
such as watermarks or embedded threads, are 
integrated into the paper itself.  

Banknote paper is distributed to the 14 high-security 
printing works in Europe that produce euro banknotes. 
ere are two main processes: offset and intaglio 
printing. Different types of plates and special inks have to 
be used for these processes. Each plate is generally used 
to print over half a million sheets, and these in turn are 
cut into around 25 million banknotes.

Approximately 40000 sheets can be produced in an 
eight-hour shift, i.e. around 2 million banknotes. Both 
sides of a banknote can be simultaneously printed using 
offset printing machines. Intaglio printing gives euro 
banknotes their special “feel”: users can check they 
are genuine by running their fingers across the large 
numerals or the windows and doorways on the front. 
In order to print in relief, intaglio plates with special 
inks are applied to the paper with a force of some 30 
tonnes. Apart from these traditional banknote printing 
techniques, a hot stamping process is used to apply a 
hologram foil. A colour-changing number on the back 
of the higher denominations is applied by silk screen 
printing. Each banknote receives a unique serial number 
consisting of one letter and 11 digits. 

Many additional features are included to help the public 
as well as professional cash handlers and central banks to 
determine if a banknote is genuine or counterfeit.
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Security features
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Hold the banknotes 
against the light 
and a shadow-like 
image and the value 
numeral become 
visible.

WATERMARK FEEL OF THE PAPER SECURITY THREAD

It should be crisp and 
firm. Run your finger 
across it and you will 
feel that the ink is 
thicker in some parts.

Hold the banknotes 
against the light and 
a dark line running 
through the 
banknote becomes 
visible.

Tilt the banknote. 
It shows the value 
of the banknote 
and a window or 
doorway.

HOLOGRAM 

COLOUR-CHANGING NUMBER

Tilt a € 50, € 100, 
€ 200 or € 500 
banknote. On the 
back the number 
changes colour 
from purple to 
olive green or 
brown.
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 500

 200

 100

 50

 20

 10

 5

417

151

1 082

3 787

2 117

1 727

1 281

208 581

30 145

108 182

189 356

42 337

17 270

6 408

10 562 602 279

 2

 1

3 485

5 780

4 428

7 307

9 191

11 286

13 009

15 801

6 969

5 780

2 214

1 462

919

564

260

158

69 787 17 826

Did you know?
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•  11,836 million euro banknotes are currently in circulation 
(October 2008) equalling a total value of 684 million euro.

•  If all euro banknotes currently (October 2008) in circulation 
were laid end to end, they would cover 22,391,650 km 
– equivalent to 30 flights to the moon and back or 560 
orbits around the earth. 

•  80,677 million euro coins are currently in circulation 
(October 2008) equalling a total value of 20,056 million 
euro.

•  e weight of all euro coins currently in circulation (692,335 
tonnes) is equivalent to that of 100 Eiffel towers.

•  From 2002 to 2009, 42,554 million euro banknotes were 
produced. 

•  419,497 banks/ATMs dispense cash in the euro area. 

Pedro Solbes Mira, Member of the 
Commission with responsibility for 
Economic and Monetary Affairs from 
1999 to 2004, withdrawing his first euros 
from a cash machine
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Denomination     Circulation

(in millions of banknotes) Value (€ millions)

(€ millions)(in millions of coins)

Denomination      Circulation

Total         11,836 684 

Source: ECB - 31 October 2008

500        473      236

200        159      32

100            1,241      124

50            4,384      219

20            2,358      47

10            1,847      18

5                 1,375      7

Total        80,677  20,056

1 cent            18,852 89

5 cent            13,129 656

20 cent             8,265 1,653

1 euro           5,938 5,938

2 euro            3,940 7,881

50 cent             4,776 2,388

10 cent             10,454 1,045

2 cent            15,323 306
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