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Introduction

The Schengen Convention created a single area of movement without internal border checks. 
The surveillance and control of external borders are essential for facilitating the free 
movement of people and goods within this area, while seeking to guarantee internal security 
and prevent potential threats at the borders.

The European Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation at the External 
Borders of the Member States of the European Union (Frontex) was established in 2004 by 
Council Regulation (EC) 2007/2004 of 26 October 2004. Initially its task was to improve 
procedures and working methods of EU-wide pilot projects and common operations related to 
(external) border management.

In 2016, Regulation (EU) 2016/1624 expanded Frontex’s mandate and empowered it to 
facilitate European integrated border management at the EU’s external border. This also 
meant a name changes for Frontex, now mentioned in the Regulation as the European Border 
and Coast Guard Agency. In 2019, Regulation (EU) 2019/1896 expanded the Agency’s 
powers once more and enhanced its mandate from a support and coordination role to an 
operational role. The latest regulation was adopted without a prior impact assessment of the 
new legislation and evaluation of the previous mandate, with the Council citing “urgent need” 
as justification. 

Frontex’s budget and resources increased in line with its mandate, from €19 million in 2006 
to €460 million in 2020. The most recent regulation foresees the introduction of a standing 
corps of 10 000 operational staff by 2027 and an average budget of €900 million per year.

ECA Special Report No 08/2021 on Frontex’s support to external border management

The Court audited whether Frontex carried out four out of its six primary activities effectively 
to contribute to implementing European integrated border management, and thus supporting 
Member States to prevent, detect and respond to illegal immigration and cross-border crime. 
The Court also examined the preparedness of Frontex to fulfil its new and expanded 2019 
mandate.

Audit scope and approach

The audit addressed three sub-questions:

– Is Frontex fulfilling its 2016 mandate as regards the fight against illegal 
immigration?

– Is Frontex fulfilling its 2016 mandate to fight cross-border crime?

– Is Frontex well prepared to fulfil its new and expanded 2019 mandate?

The audit covered the period from the end of 2016 until February 2020. The ECA met with 
representatives of Frontex’s units, held meetings with the border authorities of Poland and 
Italy, and sent questionnaires to the other 25 Member States. 5 of them - Cyprus, Greece, 
Ireland, Netherlands and Slovenia - did not reply to the questionnaire. The ECA further 
reviewed publications by Frontex, the Italian and Polish authorities, other national authorities, 
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research bodies and academics. 

Main findings

Findings on whether Frontex fulfils its 2016 mandate to fight against illegal migration

– There exists a functional information exchange framework (EUROSUR) for 
exchange between Frontex and Member States, but the framework is not able to 
provide accurate, complete and up-to-date information on the EU’s external 
borders. There are differences in reporting across countries (in terms of frequency, 
format, data or definition of cases) and countries only provide minimal 
information due to security concerns. This hinders Frontex’s monitoring and risk 
analysis capability.

– Frontex does not have access to the data hosted by eu-LISA for legal reasons. 

– Frontex developed a common integrated risk analysis model (CIRAM) that 95% 
of the interviewed Member States use in their national risk analyses. Frontex, 
however, is not able to use the model because it cannot adequately assess the 
vulnerability of specific border sections as it does not receive sufficient 
information from Member States. 

– The vulnerability assessment carried out by Frontex is limited to national 
capacities and vulnerabilities for legal reasons. Assessments are not made at EU 
or regional level.

– When reporting on Joint Operations, Frontex does not provide sufficient 
information about the impact or cost of its activities. It does not carry out a robust 
evaluation of its activities, does not differentiate between the achievements of 
Frontex and those of the Member States, does not explain deviations in the 
resources used, and does not provide information about the real costs of Joint 
Operations. Frontex only presents costs based on estimates that can differ 
significantly from actual costs. Legislative decision-makers do not receive the 
information they need. 

Findings on whether Frontex fulfils its 2016 mandate to fight cross-border crime

– Frontex has not sufficiently developed the prevention, detection and targeting of 
cross-border crime in its day-to-day activities.

– There exists no common framework for exchanging information on cross-border 
crime between Frontex and the Member States. EUROSUR should provide the 
adequate infrastructure for such an exchange, but the EUROSUR Regulation was 
only updated to include cross-border crime in December 2019 and will come into 
effect in December 2021. Furthermore, Member States report cross-border crime 
inconsistently and there is no binding reporting standard in place.

– Frontex only receives information on illegal immigration and not on other areas 
related to cross-border crime, such as customs, fisheries, or environmental control. 
Not all relevant authorities (e.g. customs) have been included in the EUROSUR 
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Regulation, which hampers Frontex’s awareness of cross-border crime.

– Frontex’s vulnerability assessment began including Member States’ ability to 
detect and counter cross-border crime only in 2019.

Findings on whether Frontex is well-prepared to fulfil its 2019 mandate

– Frontex has still not adapted to the requirements of its 2016 mandate and is not 
ready to implement its 2019 mandate effectively.

– Frontex’s resources were increased exponentially without assessing Frontex’s 
needs, the real costs of its activities, the impact of its activities, or its impact on 
Member States, and without an evaluation of Frontex’s activities since 2015.

– Frontex operates in silos and there are communication problems between its units.

– Frontex could fail to obtain the information needed to fight cross-border crime. 
Additional EUROSUR reporting requirements will be phased in over a two-year 
period, but Member States state that the existing reporting requirements are 
already a significant burden. They are unsure about their ability to meet the 
increased workload unless transmitting data between the national systems and 
EUROSUR is automated. Frontex has not yet made significant efforts to facilitate 
such automation, despite its mandate to do so.

Recommendations

Recommendation 1. Improve the information exchange framework and the European 
situational picture (Timeframe: mid-2022)

(a) In order to improve the existing EUROSUR framework, Frontex should:

(i) regularly assess the quality of the data used to produce the European situational 
picture;

(ii) monitor and support Member States in the correct implementation of EUROSUR 
by establishing jointly agreed procedures to address identified shortcomings;

(iii) lead Member States in establishing a common catalogue for reporting cross-
border crime incidents;

(iv) support Member States by automating translation and the transfer process between 
national systems and the EUROSUR database.

(b) To ensure the inter-operability of pooled equipment and facilitate Member States’ 
acquisition of technically compatible border-control capabilities, Frontex should 
establish technical standards for equipment, with the approval of the Commission and 
the Member States represented in the Frontex Management Board.

(c) In order to ensure a complete European situational picture is available, the Commission 
should explore new ways to achieve effective cooperation between Frontex and other 
relevant bodies to which Regulation 1896/2019 is not directly applicable.
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Recommendation 2. Update and implement the common integrated risk analysis model 
(CIRAM) and secure access to other sources of information (Timeframe: end 2022)

(a) Frontex should:

(i) report on the Member States compliance with the use of the EUROSUR 
framework to provide the information needed for risk analysis based on CIRAM.

(ii) update CIRAM to incorporate cross-border crime;

(iii) facilitate the wider availability of risk analysis products among border guards in 
Europe.

(b) Frontex and the Commission should take action to ensure the development of tailor-
made statistical reports for Frontex’s risk analysis and vulnerability assessment 
purposes derived from eu-LISA hosted systems and from other sources (e.g. other 
authorities and EU agencies with border control responsibilities).

Recommendation 3. Develop the potential of the vulnerability assessment (Timeframe: 
end 2022)

(a) Frontex should identify and address, working with the Member States, the ongoing 
data collections issues that are affecting vulnerability assessment, by identifying the 
problems affecting the provision of information by Member States and establishing a 
roadmap to rectify the situation;

(b) Frontex should develop its vulnerability assessment methodology and capabilities to:

(i) assess cross-border crime vulnerabilities effectively;

(ii) identify and assess any eventual overlapping vulnerabilities affecting multiple 
countries in specific regions;

(iii) monitor cases where actions to address identified vulnerabilities in a specific 
country can lead to knock-on effects arising in neighbouring countries.

(c) The Commission should consider the potential benefits of extending the scope of 
Frontex’s vulnerability assessment to a regional and EU level. (No timeframe)

Recommendation 4. Improve Frontex’s operational response (Timeframe: end 2022)

(a) Frontex should carry out regular exercises for rapid interventions, especially for the 
potential hosts of a rapid intervention, to ensure that in case of need all the parties 
involved are well prepared.

(b) Frontex should define the competency framework for cultural mediator and take action 
so that Member States follow the same approach;

(c) Develop a methodology to evaluate the results of its operational activities, particularly 
for its joint operations;



PE693.865v01-00 6/8 DT\1234084EN.docx

EN

(d) publish the final costs of its operations once they are available.

Recommendation 5. Address the challenges posed by Frontex’s new mandate 
(Timeframe: end 2021)

Frontex should undertake a formal analysis to identify its staff needs, especially in the areas 
of risk analysis and vulnerability assessment and it should improve its internal communication 
procedures to ensure that the sharing of information on a ‘need-to-know’ basis occurs.

The Rapporteur’s point of view

1. Welcomes the Court of Auditors’ Special Report No 08/2021 on Frontex’s support to 
external border management and the recommendations for the Commission and 
Frontex; welcomes that the Commission and Frontex accept almost all 
recommendations given by the Court of Auditors (‘the Court’) outlined above; calls on 
Frontex and the Commission to implement the recommendations by the Court; 

2. Notes that the audit has been carried out until February 2020; takes note of Frontex’s 
statement that some of the Courts’ recommendations have been implemented in the 
meantime; calls on Frontex to inform the Parliament on the fully or partially 
implemented recommendations; calls on the Court to assess the implementation of the 
recommendations at the end of the timeline for each recommendation; 

3. Highlights that Frontex has a key role in the establishment of a technical and 
operational strategy for European integrated border management; notes that providing 
assistance for well-functioning external borders that provide security to the Member 
States is Frontex main objective; notes that the agency´s duties fall under shared-
management; observes that the agency is dependent on transparent, accurate and 
complete information provided by the Member States and clear legal guidance by the 
Commission; 

4. Notes that Frontex faced numerous challenges due to the fast growth of the agency, 
especially in times of the COVID pandemic; recalls Frontex´s statement that the agency 
has delivered on the vast majority of its duties under the new regulations to support 
Member States at their external borders; highlights that Frontex faces numerous 
difficulties; highlights that many of these are related to external factors outside of the 
agency’s control;

5. Welcomes the contribution made by Frontex to secure the external borders and 
emphasises its importance for regulated migration management and for combatting 
crime across external borders; is of the opinion that the agency could not have achieved 
better results with the very limited capacities in relation to its complicated operating 
environment, taking into account the inadequate cooperation of the Member States and 
partly unclear guidelines from the Commission; 

6. Notes that Frontex has an obligation to ensure proactive transparency as stated in 
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Article 114(2) of Regulation (EU) 2019/1896, ‘the EBCG Regulation’1; notes that 
Article 114(2) of the EBCG Regulation also provides that such transparency has its 
limits as it shall be ensured without revealing operational information which, if made 
public, would jeopardise achievement of the objectives of operations2; takes note that 
Frontex cannot disclose personal data in violation of the legal base for processing of 
personal data, as provided for by Article 5 of Regulation (EU) 2016/679; highlights  that 
the Member States need to trust Frontex as risks to public security would materialise in 
a reasonably foreseeable and not purely hypothetical manner as evidence for example 
shows that migrant smugglers employ direct violence or the threat of violence against 
law enforcement officers when avoiding apprehension3; is of the opinion that 
cooperation between Frontex and the Member States is at risk if information and data is 
asked to be disclosed further; calls on the Commission to strengthen the trust between 
Frontex and the Member States and to ensure binding rules for the protection of 
information and data; 

7. Regrets the Court´s observation that there are shortfalls in Frontex’s fight against illegal 
immigration and cross-border crime; highlights the structural deficiencies in 
information provided by the Member States on the EU´s external borders; highlights 
that fragmentation leads to uncoordinated, non-transparent and insufficient action; calls 
on the Member States to enhance cooperation with Frontex and significantly increase 
the willingness to share skills and information; notes that Frontex operates in a highly 
complex environment that, depending on the Member State in question, requires 
coordination with multiple national agencies working on illegal migration and cross-
border crime in different capacities; is of the opinion that Frontex’s performance needs 
to be evaluated  in the broad context of it being a part of the European border and coast 
guard forces;  

8. Recalls that Frontex, as regards the common integrated risk assessment model, cannot 
assess risks and monitor the situation sufficiently because of differences in reporting 
across countries in terms of frequency, format, data or definition of cases; further notes 
that Member States inconsistently report on cross-border crime; draws attention to the 
updated EUROSUR Regulation which still lacks substance in the information that is 
given to Frontex as Frontex only receives partial information to fight cross-border crime 
and illegal migration; regrets that the needed exchange between Frontex and the 
Member States to fight against illegal migration and cross-border crime is hampered; 
concludes that Frontex cannot sufficiently fulfil its mandate because of missing data; 

9. Welcomes the adoption of the new implementing regulation on the situational pictures of 
the European Border Surveillance System (EUROSUR) on 9 April 2021; calls on the 

1. Article 114(2) of the EBCG Regulation provides that “[t]he Agency shall communicate on matters falling within the 
scope of its tasks on its own initiative. It shall make public relevant information […] and shall ensure, without prejudice 
to Article 92, in particular that the public and any interested party are rapidly given objective, detailed, comprehensive, 
reliable and easily understandable information with regard to its work”.

2 “It shall do so without revealing operational information which, if made public, would jeopardise attainment of the 
objectives of operations”.

3 Europol, ‘European Migrant Smuggling Centre - 5th Annual Report, Publications Office of the European Union’, (2021), 
13 https://www.europol.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/emsc_5th_annual_report.pdf
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Commission to work together with Frontex on addressing the shortcomings in reporting 
in different Member States in terms of frequency, format, data or definition of cases;

10. Regrets the ECA´s observation that Frontex is not yet ready to implement its 2019 
mandate effectively; notes that only two years after the previous amendment came into 
force, the European Commission put forward a proposal for a new regulation for the 
agency in absence of an impact assessment for the new legislation; calls on the 
Commission and the agency to quickly find an adequate solution to ensure a proper and 
timely implementation of the agency's new mandate, urges the Commission and the 
ECA to regularly assess Frontex’s and the Member States’ performance to identify 
areas for improvement, including in the respective legal bases for Frontex’s activities, 
and also in the light of results and impacts achieved;

11. Comes to the conclusion that the unwillingness of some Member States, as shown in 
several of the Court’s observations, less stringent coordination by the Commission, as 
illustrated for example the failure of Frontex to have access to data hosted on eu-LISA’s 
pan-European systems, is a prime reason for not fulfilling its mandate; is of the opinion 
that bureaucracy is the main cause that Frontex is not sufficiently effective today; notes 
that the fight on illegal migration and cross-border crime often requires immediate 
action; notes that bureaucracy hinders a fast and effective border management; calls on 
the Commission and the Member States to reduce the bureaucratic burden; calls on the 
Member States to enhance national administrative capacities; 

12. Highlights that the Court has not audited the Member States’ activities; notes that 
Frontex´s effectiveness is highly dependent on Member States’ activities and support; 
calls on the Court to assess the Member States’ assistance to Frontex and issue Member 
State-specific recommendations for improvement; reminds the Council, European 
Parliament and Commission of the obligation to formulate a clearer catalogue of tasks 
for Frontex, focusing on border protection, regulated migration procedures and the fight 
against external border crime; 

13. Notes that especially law enforcement relies on public trust and requires transparency; 
stresses furthermore, that the exercise of power is commensurate with a high-level of 
responsibility and due diligence; reminds all parties involved to mutually respect their 
competences and engage in constructive cooperation to overcome challenges related to 
the fast expansion of the agency and to fulfil further the mission and strategic objectives 
of the agency;


