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Speaking notes 

25 years Schengen 

 

In 1985, five countries, France, West-Germany, The Netherlands, Luxemburg and 

Belgium, decided to create, a territory without internal frontiers amongst them. 

Today the Schengen area has grown to a large area of Member States in which 

freedom of movement is guaranteed. Switzerland is the newest member of the 

Schengen area, joining at the end of 2008. There exists a specific situation for the 

UK, Ireland and Denmark, with some opts-in and opts-out, but I won’t go into 

further detail on this point today. Aside from this, the Schengen area also includes 

some countries that aren’t a member of the European Union like Iceland, Norway 

and Switzerland. 

 

The final goal of creating an area without internal borders is to make free 

movement a reality while at the same time maintaining a high level of security 

within this area. Quite recently, the importance of moving without frontiers in this 

area was underlined in the Stockholm programme and in the Lisbon Treaty as well. 

Article 67 states that “the Union shall constitute an area of freedom, security and 

justice with respect for fundamental rights and the different legal systems and 

traditions of the Member States”. 

 

The development of this Schengen area brings along a lot of benefits, like the 

realisation of a homogenous, free and safe area with no internal borders. But it goes 

also beyond just lifting the internal borders. It also concerns the realisation of a 

common database used by everyone, cross border police and judicial cooperation, 

the issuance of a common type of Schengen Visa by everyone, and also the 

assurance of a high level of data protection by all Member States. 

 

I won’t elaborate further on other principles of the Schengen area, but I would like to 

give you a concise view on the evaluation mechanism, put in place since 1998. And  

 



 

 2 

 

 

 

more specifically the role of the Council of the EU, the Schengen Evaluation 

Working Party and the mandate given to this group.  

 

This evaluation mechanism has 2 objectives. On the one hand to organise 

evaluations for candidate members of the Schengen area, as is the case for 

Bulgaria and Romania today, those are the evaluations in the so called ‘first 

mandate’. And on the other hand to perform evaluations in order to verify if the 

members of the Schengen area are still in compliance with the Schengen Acquis, 

and for example, are still performing border checks or issuing VISA in a correct 

manner. We call these the evaluations in second mandate. 

 

The Schengen area is based on mutual trust. Member States are lifting their 

internal borders, but have to be sure of thorough checks at the external borders of 

the Schengen area. The evaluation system to verify this is also based on this 

principle, and is therefore called a sort of peer-to-peer evaluation. 

 

I already mentioned that this evaluation mechanism has been in place since 1998. At 

that time the Executive Committee established a  “standing committee on the 

evaluation and implementation of Schengen” and gave it a clear mandate, which can 

be found in document “SCH/ Com-ex (98) 26 def”. The Treaty of Amsterdam 

integrated the Schengen acquis within the ‘acquis communautaire’, and in 1999 the 

Standing Committee, which was created the year before, was integrated in the 

Council of the European Union and the Council General Secretariat. From then on the 

evaluation mechanism was executed by the Schengen Evaluation Working 

Party, which reports directly to the Coreper. 

 

How do we work today?  

The order of countries to be evaluated in second mandate is fixed and based on a 

long term calendar.  More concretely, this means that in 2010 we already  
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evaluated Austria, Italy and Greece, and the evaluations of Spain and Portugal are 

ongoing. Those are the evaluations in second mandate. In first mandate, the 

evaluations of Bulgaria and Romania are ongoing, and the evaluation of Liechtenstein 

can be expected within the coming months. Next year the so called Nordic Countries 

will be evaluated, so this concerns Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. 

And last year, in 2009, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxemburg, France and Germany 

have been assessed. 

 

Some months before the start of the evaluations, the country in question has to 

respond to an extensive written questionnaire, also providing the necessary 

statistics. This is the basis for setting up the evaluation programmes, but also acts as 

a starting point for the evaluations itself.  

 

There are 7 chapters involved in the evaluation mechanism. This means, in general, 

that 7 evaluation programmes are developed, 7 evaluation teams are sent out and 7 

evaluation reports are made. I said, ‘in general’ because of course it makes no 

sense to organise a sea borders evaluation in Austria or Hungary and it seems quite 

unnecessary to send a specific evaluation team for the 7 meters of land borders in 

Belgium at the Eurostar terminal in Brussels. 

 

The 7 chapters refers to the evaluations of data protection (on the application of 

SIS), police cooperation, land border evaluations, sea borders and air borders, a 

chapter on the issuance of VISA in the embassy or consulates, and finally an 

evaluation on the Schengen Information System. For each chapter an evaluation 

programme is prepared in a meeting, chaired by the Presidency, with the Council 

General Secretariat, the incoming Presidency, the concerned country and the 

European Commission. This programme has to be adopted by the Schengen 

Evaluation Working Party, who still can modify the proposed programme. Once the 

programme is adopted, a call for experts of the Member States is sent out. The  
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number of experts in one evaluation team varies according to the type of evaluation, 

going from 12 to 15 for a borders evaluation, to 5-6 for for example a SIS evaluation.  

 

An evaluation program is composed of some general presentations and explanations, 

but the most important parts are the on the spot visits, where the experts can 

evaluate and assess how and to which extent the evaluated country complies with 

the Schengen acquis.  

 

The basis for those evaluations consists on the one hand of the so called hard 

acquis: the Schengen agreement (85), the Schengen convention (90), Schengen 

borders code and the Schengen VISA code. And on the other hand on the ‘soft 

acquis’, like best practice catalogues, recommendations and experiences from 

previous evaluations. 

 

At the end of the evaluation mission an evaluation report is drafted with all 

assessed shortcomings and recommendations, but also mentioning the best-practices 

which can be an example for other Member States. Of course, those reports contain 

rather sensitive information as some shortcomings of certain border crossing 

points are documented. These reports are submitted to and discussed by the 

Schengen Evaluation Working Party. On the basis of this report the evaluated 

countries report back on the progress of the improvements made on the assessed 

shortcomings, via a follow-up procedure.  

 

Since the accession of 7 new Members in 2007, improvements were made to the 

evaluation mechanism under the impetus of the French and Czech presidency 

related to the preparations of the evaluations and to the evaluations themselves, and 

now also under the Belgian Presidency concerning the follow-up procedure.  

 

To conclude I would like to mention some challenges for the future.  
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We’re looking forward to a modified proposal of the European Commission to 

supplement the existing Schengen Evaluation Mechanism, which could be discussed 

from November on.  

 

In the coming months, the finalisation of the evaluation procedure of Bulgaria 

and Romania will of course be an important issue. It’s an opportunity to 

synchronize the borders of the Schengen area with those of the European Union. 

 

A last important point in which the European Parliament is involved, is the 

democratic accountability of the area of freedom, security and justice. I am 

therefore convinced that we have to find a way to work together, with the three 

EU institutions, that allows a profound democratic control on the one hand and 

doesn’t conflict with security measures taken and the confidentiality of some 

evaluation reports on the other hand. Because only together, we can put 

Europe back into action. 

 

 

Gunter CEUPPENS 

Chair of Schengen Evaluation Working Party. 

 

 


