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Mass illegal border crossings, terrorist threat, 
humanitarian and health crises, increasing organised 
crime, hybrid threats, temporarily closed internal 
borders: the challenges of the last decade, mainly 
security-related, have had a significant impact on the 
Schengen external borders and the internal life of the 
region. In response to these challenges, the fight 
against irregular migration has permeated the 
renewal of the European Union’s rules, policy 
strategies, external action and partnership policies on 
immigration, asylum and border management. 
As a reaction  to the changing security environment, 
the Schengen Borders Code [(EU) 2016/399], which 
contains the tasks of the external border surveillance, 
has been amended several times, most recently in 
June 2024, to enhance the resilience of the borders 
[(EU) 2024/1717]. 

The management and protection of the EU’s external 
borders is primarily a national competence, but the 
European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) 
has a key role to play in this area within the  
framework of the European Integrated Border 
Management (EIBM) [(EU) 2019/1896]. In addition, 
since 2016, Europol has also been increasingly 
involved in the fight against cross-border migrant 
smuggling, with a framework applicable until 2025 set 
out in the renewed Action Plan against migrant 
smuggling [COM(2021) 591 final].

Trafficking in human beings – the crime of facilitating 
illegal entry and stay – is embedded in a broad 
context of international serious and organised crime. 
It poses a significant security threat to the irregular 
migrants who use it, to the countries of destination 
and to the European Union. According to Europol’s 
analysis (2024), smuggling networks: 
• are mostly also active in other serious crime areas; 
• have a high level of adaptability;
• exploit geopolitical, economic, environmental and 

social crises;
• cooperate intensively with criminal networks inside 

and outside the EU;
• use, if necessary, extended violence against 

irregular migrants, law enforcement agencies or
competing criminal networks;

• adapt quickly to new digital technologies. 

Europol (2024) also points out that migrant smuggling 
can be linked to terrorism and trafficking in human 
beings, which further increases the security threat 
to the EU. 

The fight against human trafficking has been a top 
priority for the EU for decades. At a time of an 
unprecedented wave of migration in Europe, the 
European Commission has set out the way forward in 
the fight against migrant smuggling, initially in the 
European Agenda on Migration [COM(2015) 240 final]
and then in the Action Plan against migrant smuggling 
for 2015-2020 [COM(2015) 285 final]. As a result, 
Europol’s mandate and tasks were extended in 2016 
[(EU) 2016/794], and Europol’s European Migrant 
Smuggling Centre was established to support Member 
States’ law enforcement authorities through 
information sharing, analysis and forecasting, 
coordination and capacity building. Migrant smuggling 
has been included in the priorities of EU policy cycle 
for organised and serious international crime in both 
2015 and 2021 (European Multidisciplinary Platform 
Against Criminal Threats, EMPACT) (8665/21). 
The Commission has also published a renewed action 
plan against migrant smuggling in 2021 [COM(2021) 
591 final], and in 2022 and 2023, it developed specific 
action plans for each migratory route (European 
Commission, 2023). 

The external dimension of the fight against migrant 
smuggling is a key part of the implementation of the 
Pact on Migration and Asylum [COM(2024) 251 final]. 
However, according to the State of Schengen report 
the police cooperation and the legislative 
environment also need to be improved due to 
increased migrant smuggling into and within the EU 
and the rise of cross-border crime [COM(2024) 173 
final]. The Commission has therefore published a new 
legislative package in 2023 and launched a Call to 
Action for a Global Alliance to Counter Migrant 
Smuggling. In support of these objectives, the 
European Council called for a strengthening of the 
EU's overall toolbox (EUCO 1/23; 7/24; 15/24). The 
first proposal of the package [COM(2023) 754 final] 
aims, among others, to enhance Europol and police 
cooperation, the negotiating mandate for which was 
agreed by Member States’ representatives in 2024 
(Council of the EU, 2024). ◆
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32016R0399
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=OJ:L_202401717
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32019R1896
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2021:591:FIN
https://www.europol.europa.eu/cms/sites/default/files/documents/Tackling_threats__addressing_challenges_-_Europol%E2%80%99s_response_to_migrant_smuggling_and_trafficking_in_human_beings_in_2023_and_onwards.pdf
https://www.europol.europa.eu/cms/sites/default/files/documents/Tackling_threats__addressing_challenges_-_Europol%E2%80%99s_response_to_migrant_smuggling_and_trafficking_in_human_beings_in_2023_and_onwards.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52015DC0240
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2015:285:FIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32016R0794
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/law-enforcement-cooperation/empact-fighting-crime-together_en
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8665-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0591
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0591
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/api/files/document/print/en/ip_23_4994/IP_23_4994_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/api/files/document/print/en/ip_23_4994/IP_23_4994_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52024DC0251
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52024DC0173
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52024DC0173
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/61997/2023-02-09-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/70880/euco-conclusions-2122032024.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/qa3lblga/euco-conclusions-27062024-en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52023PC0754
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/06/19/migrant-smuggling-enhanced-role-of-europol-in-fighting-migrant-smuggling/
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DEAD AND MISSING ON THE MEDITERRANEAN 
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ILLEGAL BORDER CROSSINGS AT EXTERNAL 
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ILLEGAL STAY AND RETURN 
IN THE EU, 2019–2023 
In thousands
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ILLEGAL BORDER CROSSINGS AT THE EU 
EXTERNAL BORDERS, 2019–2023 (in thousands)
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(including 1,300 
children).
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THIRD COUNTRY NATIONALS FOUND 
TO BE ILLEGALLY PRESENT IN THE EU
BY NATIONALITY, 2023 
In thousands; over 30,000
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More than 

90 % of 

irregular migrants 
arriving in the 
European Union 
use the services of 
human trafficking 
networks.
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SECONDARY IRREGULAR MIGRATION* 
WITHIN THE EU (in thousands)
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*Travel by persons 
without a permission 
to stay.

NUMBER OF MIGRANT SMUGGLERS ARRESTED IN 
EMPACT OPERATIONS, 2019–2023 
In thousands
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NUMBER OF MIGRANT SMUGGLERS ARRESTED,
EU-27 (in thousands)
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In the five 
years under review, 
more than 60,000 
migrant smugglers 
were arrested.

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Between 
2019 and 2023, 
18,700 human 
smugglers were 
arrested under 
EMPACT 
cooperation.

1 | 2 Frontex: Detections of illegal border-crossings statistics | 3 IOM: Missing migrants project | 4 Eurostat: [migr eipre]; 
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https://www.frontex.europa.eu/assets/Migratory_routes/2024/Monthly_detections_of_IBC_2024_08_05.xlsx
https://missingmigrants.iom.int/region/mediterranean?region_incident=All&route=3861&month=All&incident_date%5bmin%5d=&incident_date%5bmax%5d=
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/migr_eipre/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/migr_eiord/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/migr_eirtn/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/migr_eirfs/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/migr_eipre/default/table?lang=en
https://www.frontex.europa.eu/assets/Publications/General/ARA_2023.pdf
https://www.frontex.europa.eu/assets/Publications/General/Annual_Brief_2023.pdf
https://www.europol.europa.eu/crime-areas/facilitation-of-illegal-immigration
https://www.frontex.europa.eu/assets/Publications/General/ARA_2023.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49962/factsheet.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50209/empact_factsheet_20.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/58310/2022_291_empact-factsheets-2021_web_final.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/65450/2023_225_empact-factsheets-2022_web-final.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/siolrhsj/empact-factsheets-2023.pdf
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