In Focus
Leaving the European Union: Frontex and UK Border
Security Cooperation Within Europe
Summary
The European Border and Coast Guard Agency, commonly known as Frontex, is the body responsible
for coordinating and improving the border security of the Schengen area. In recent years, with the rise
in refugees and migrants attempting to reach Europe, the profile of Frontex and the demands placed on
it have increased. During this period, while the UK has not been a full member, it has been represented
on its management board, and its involvement in Frontex operations has increased. With the UK now
leaving the EU, but expressing in its Article 50 notification a desire to maintain existing arrangements for
security and border cooperation, the UK’s relationship with Frontex may need to be re-examined.

Background
Frontex became operational in 2005.1 Based in Warsaw, its primary objective was to establish a
coherent approach to integrated border management across the Schengen area. Its tasks included:
planning and co-ordinating rapid border interventions, and staff and equipment more generally, across
the external borders of the Schengen area; coordinating return operations for foreign nationals staying
illegally across the EU; developing common training standards and tools; and conducting risk analyses
across the EU’s external borders.2 In 2007, Frontex also developed a rapid response capability in the
form of the Rapid Border Intervention Teams (RABITs, later renamed European Border Guard Teams),
a common pool of staff supplied by national border agencies who could be deployed at short notice to
help shore up the EU’s external borders.3 Since 2013, Frontex has also been supported by Eurosur, an
information-exchange framework which allows intelligence and information concerning the EU’s external
borders to be shared between member states.4
Frontex focuses on coordinating the work of existing border agencies across Europe, rather than direct
management of the borders, and this is reflected in the arrangements for staff and equipment. These are
loaned by their respective countries for particular operations, making Frontex almost entirely
dependent on these resources being forthcoming.

Recent Developments
The last five years has seen Frontex expand its role and, in the process, come under increased scrutiny.
During this period the number of migrants attempting to seek refuge in Europe, often via dangerous sea
crossings in the Mediterranean, greatly increased.5 With sharp increases in deaths from attempted sea
crossings, and after Italy cancelled its national Mare Nostrum naval search and rescue operation in 2013
on cost grounds, Frontex began to take the lead in coordinating and deploying resources across the
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Mediterranean for border control, surveillance and search and rescue.6 This included the Triton and
Poseidon Joint Operations, naval missions which covered the main central and eastern Mediterranean
routes used by migrants, as well as operations to support local authorities dealing with the refugee crisis
in Italy and Greece. The Bureau of Investigative Journalism has argued that, while these operations were
successful in many ways—most notably in terms of the 173,500 lives saved across the Mediterranean in
2014 alone—these operations did however expose severe weaknesses in the structure of Frontex and
the powers granted to it.7
In response to criticisms that Frontex was underfunded and underpowered, the European Commission
published a proposal for its reform in 2015.8 Under this proposal, a new EU border force would be
created, with greater powers to intervene in situations requiring “urgent action” if it believed that
member states were failing to guard their external borders effectively.9 Resources and staffing would
also increase, with at least 1,500 national border guards available for deployment at short notice.
However, a number of member states, including Poland, Greece and Sweden, were critical of this plan,
in particular the strengthened powers of intervention.10 The Regulation which followed in September
2016, authorising the new European Border and Coast Guard Agency (with Frontex retained as its
working title) reflected these criticisms, and contained arguably weaker provisions for intervention.11
The reformed Frontex became operational in January 2017, and over the next three years will become
larger but not significantly more powerful than its predecessor, according to several academic experts
on EU border affairs.12 The new agency has been granted a budget of €281 million in 2017, increasing to
€322 million in 2020, while staff numbers are projected to grow from 402 in 2016 to 1,000 in 2020.13 As
in the 2015 proposals, Frontex is tasked with monitoring and verifying the effective functioning of the
external borders of the member states. However, if a member state is found to be repeatedly resisting
its recommendations for reform, the ultimate sanction will be the reestablishment of internal borders
relevant to that member state, rather than mandatory intervention by Frontex.14

UK’s Involvement in Frontex
When Frontex was first established, the UK sought full membership, but was excluded on the grounds
that the UK does not participate in the Schengen agreement.15 The UK, however, has attended Frontex
Management Board meetings as an observer without the right to vote. The UK may also participate in
operations, although this must be authorised on a case-by-case basis by an absolute majority of the
Frontex Management Board.16 One notable example of this was the deployment of HMS Bulwark as part
of Operation Triton in the summer of 2015, during which it rescued over 4,747 people.17 That year the
UK participated in at least six separate Frontex operations, and organised a Joint Return Operation to
Albania.18 This cooperation is also supported by exchanges of border surveillance data. Article 19 of
Regulation 1052/2013, which established the Eurosur surveillance system, also empowers member states
(but not Frontex directly) to conclude bilateral or multilateral agreements with the UK and Ireland,
allowing them share certain limited sets of data and information.19
Quantifying the UK’s overall financial contribution to Frontex is complex, as it has previously taken the
form of a direct financial contribution, against which is offset the cost of supplying staff and equipment.20
The Home Office has stated that the UK “does not contribute towards the administrative costs of
Frontex”, but estimates that between 2006 and 2015 the UK’s direct financial contributions “has
remained stable” at £500,000 per year.21 However, this has often been entirely reimbursed, as
contributions in staff and equipment have exceeded this sum.22 In 2014, the European Court of Auditors
suggested that the UK’s contributions should be reviewed, given “the considerably extended range of
activities in which they are involved”, a view reiterated by the Home Office.23 In 2015, the Home Office
announced a revised approach, whereby the UK’s direct financial contributions to Frontex would cease.
Instead, equipment and staff would continue to be supplied on a case-by-case arrangement by the UK,

but at “nil cost to Frontex”, replacing the reimbursement mechanism.24 It stated that this “significantly
reduces the administrative burden on both Frontex and the Border Force”.25

Possible Implications of Brexit on UK-Frontex Border Force Cooperation
The extent to which Brexit will impact upon the UK’s current relationship with Frontex remains
unclear. The UK’s current arrangement with Frontex is covered by Article 51 of Regulation 2016/1624,
which states that “the Agency shall facilitate operational cooperation of the member states with Ireland
[which has an identical arrangement] and the United Kingdom in specific activities”, and makes no
specific reference to the UK’s EU membership.26 This is also the case with respect to Article 19 of
Regulation 1052/2013, governing exchanges of data between the UK and Eurosur.27 In July 2016, the
House of Commons Home Affairs Committee called on the Government to “make clear how it intends
to engage with the new EU border agency and how its engagement will differ from its current
relationship with Frontex once the UK leaves the EU”.28 On 27 March 2017, Baroness Williams of
Trafford, the Minister of State for the Home Office, stated that “the UK will not take part in the new
[European Border and Coast Guard] Agency. However, [the UK Government] will continue to provide
support to its operations on a voluntary basis, as we have done with its predecessors”.29
There are precedents for non-EU member states cooperating with Frontex on operational matters. A
number of non-EU member states, including Switzerland, Norway and Iceland, have assisted Frontex
operationally for many years. In the case of Iceland, a third of the country’s entire coast guard fleet has
been loaned, and in 2014/15, it was estimated to have generated a surplus of over €7 million through
these arrangements.30 However, all of these countries are members of the European Economic Area
(EEA), or have signed agreements of association with the Schengen area, or both.
Frontex regulations do contain further provisions for cooperation with ‘third countries’. The
organisation has working arrangements with the authorities of 18 non-EU/EEA countries, and is
negotiating arrangements with a further eight.31 So far the most active partnerships have been with
authorities in third countries from which migrants are either originating from or transiting through, such
as Turkey, and so the potential for maintaining the UK’s current level of operational co-operation
through third country arrangements is still relatively untested. There are currently no non-EU or
non-EEA countries who are invited to attend the Management Board of Frontex, and at least one British
expert on Frontex has expressed the view that the UK might lose its right to participate in Frontex
operations altogether.32
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