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DISCLAIMERS

This publication or its contents do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of Frontex 
concerning the legal status of any country, territory or city or its authorities, or concerning the delimitation 
of its frontiers or boundaries.

All maps and charts included in this report are the sole property of Frontex and any unauthorised use is 
prohibited. Frontex disclaims any liability with respect to the boundaries, names and designations used 
on the maps.

Throughout the report, references to Kosovo* are marked with an asterisk to indicate that this designation is 
without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo 
declaration of independence.

The term “illegal border-crossing” used throughout the report refers to cases of crossings of the external 
borders of the EU considered unauthorised at the time of the crossing under the Schengen Borders Code. This 
number might include persons intending to apply for asylum. The term refers to statistical data of events 
occurring at the border and does not presume the final legal status of the detected persons.

SOURCE MATERIAL

Insights on the development of the risks described in this document are based upon monthly statistics 
exchanged among Member States within the framework of the Frontex Risk Analysis Network (FRAN). The 
annex provides a partial overview and breakdowns of the indicators which the Agency collects. In particular, 
for cross-border crime analysis, EUROSUR incident reports were considered, alongside a dedicated “Request 
for Information” (RFI). The analysis of secondary movements incorporates asylum information provided by 
the European Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA), and returns data has recently been collected via the Return 
Data Collection (RDC).

Member States were not requested to answer specific questions in support of this analysis. Rather, bimonthly 
analytical reports and incident reports from Member States routinely collected by the Agency, as well as 
other Member States’ contributions submitted in 2020, were used, especially as regards analysis of routes 
and modi operandi. Intelligence derived from debriefing activities carried out within Joint Operations was 
also analysed.

Open-source information was used, especially in identifying the main ‘push and pull factors’ for irregular 
migration to the EU. These sources included reports issued by government agencies, international and non-
governmental organisations, as well as mainstream news agencies and EU bodies.
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Foreword

The recent threats and challenges at 
our external frontiers have tested the 
European Border and Coast Guard 
community.

The war in Ukraine has transformed 
Europe and the way all of us see the East-
ern Borders, which until now have not 
experienced any events of this scale.

This first changed with the hybrid ag-
gression by Belarus in mid-2021 through 
the creation of an artificial migration 
route and was soon followed by Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine – which brought 
millions of refugees at the EU’s door-
steps and border management chal-
lenges for years to come. These may 
include a rise in trafficking in human 
beings, especially children, as well as a 
rise of smuggling in weapons and other 
illegal goods.

The war may also have a massive im-
pact thousands of kilometres away in 
places like Africa, with a disruption of 
vital grain imports from Ukraine could 
add to already existing challenges, such 
as weather changes and water short-
ages caused by climate change, as well 
as COVID. This could put additional im-
petus behind the already rising number 
of irregular migrants venturing towards 
Europe. Other factors, such as the situa-
tion in Afghanistan following the return 

of the Taliban, may also play a crucial 
role in testing the European integrated 
border management – both national au-
thorities and Frontex, the European Bor-
der and Coast Guard Agency.

These unprecedented and challeng-
ing times call for reliable intelligence 
and risk analysis that identifies key the-
matic, geographical and operational 
risks for the border management com-
munity, allowing all its participants to 
better prepare and plan future opera-
tional activities at the borders.

For this reason, I am proud to present 
the Annual Risk Analysis 2022/23 that not 
only presents the events of the past year 
and the current picture at the borders, 
but also aims to predict and highlight 
the future challenges all of us may have 
to face – from growing migrant smug-
gling and the widening gap between 
return decisions and effective returns 
to the uncertain future role of COVID.

I am proud to say that in the face of 
these many challenges, as well as in-
ternal turmoil Frontex has undergone 
in recent years, we are continuing to 
support Member States and neighbour-
ing countries with border management 
tasks and we have taken on many addi-
tional ones in the aftermath of Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine.

Frontex remains a reliable partner for 
the rest of the European integrated bor-
der management community.

Aija Kalnaja
Executive Director ad interim
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Executive summary
The Annual Risk Analysis 2022/23 identi-
fies the most important thematic risks 
for European integrated border man-
agement and the most affected regions 
at the EU external border. While joint 
European Border and Coast Guard op-
erations are already underway in many 
regions with the highest risk levels, the 
land border with Russia, which was not 
an issue until the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine in February 2022, is a new cause 
for concern. However, Russian actions 
and responses to sanctions go beyond the 
realm of border management, but may 
result in significant refugee flows from 
Ukraine and migratory movements from 
Russia and other third countries. Rapid, 
large-scale refugee inflows pose mani-
fold challenges for the European Border 
and Coast Guard also related to funda-
mental rights of persons on the move. 
The challenges to comprehensive regis-
tration of the refugees in order to ease 
their entry into the EU could curtail ef-
fective access to referral mechanisms and 
coverage of specific protection needs or 
render persons more vulnerable to crim-
inal networks.

Considerable investments will have 
to be devoted to the EU’s eastern neigh-
borhood. This is also because after many 
years in which irregular migration on 
the Eastern land borders was relatively 
insignificant, the hybrid aggression by 
Belarus through the creation of an arti-
ficial migration route and the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine in early 2022, turned 
the spotlight onto what had been a rela-
tively well-secured and well-functioning 
border. Volatile geopolitics in the region 
will continue to put the European Bor-
der and Coast Guard to the test.

The impact of the war in Ukraine on 
the European Border and Coast Guard, 
beyond the more obvious immediate 
term, will be profound. One of the ma-
jor threats to the Union may stem from 
the potential undetected entry of high-
risk individuals mixing among the ref-
ugees fleeing Ukraine. The presence of 
foreign fighters will raise security con-
cerns and highlight the need for checks 
and registrations. Criminal networks 
may adjust their business model to the 
new reality and exploitable opportuni-
ties, considering the prior relevance of 
Ukraine as a source and transit country 
of cross-border criminality.

Further afield, developments in sev-
eral key regions of origin foreshadow 
increasing migratory pressure on the 
EU external borders: for example, the 
Taliban’s  takeover in Afghanistan in 
August 2021 and the deteriorating socio-
-economic and humanitarian conditions 
as well as the poor fundamental rights 
situation could force more Afghans to 
flee to neighboring countries and trig-
ger migration flows to Europe.

Migrant smuggling will remain an in-
creasing trend. The almost 14 000 detec-
tions of facilitators in 2021 represent the 

highest annual total in Frontex records. 
Europol reports that migrant smuggling 
activities along most of the routes to and 
within the EU increased compared to the 
previous year. Indeed, according to Fron-
tex data, detections of people smugglers 
on the EU’s external borders in 2021 grew 
by 41 % compared with 2020 and by 24 % 
compared with 2019. Migrant smuggling 
criminal networks continue to display 
their agility and adaptability, respond-
ing not only to demand, but also to new 
business opportunities and law enforce-
ment measures.

The gap between return decisions and 
effective returns in 2020 and 2021 con-
tinues to widen, representing another 
continuing risk trend. Between 2011 and 
2015, the number of effective returns 
amounted to between 60 % and 70 % of 
the number of return decisions issued to 
third-country nationals, but by 2019 this 
share had decreased to 46 %. In 2020, ef-
fective returns amounted to only 21 % of 
decisions and only marginally improved 
in 2021, to 22 %.

In 2022/2023, COVID-19 is likely to con-
tinue to affect European integrated bor-
der management, although possibly to 
a  lesser extent. The progress achieved 
through vaccination programs has been 
stalled by the emergence of new corona-
virus variants, and the virus is far from 
eradicated.
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Detections of illegal border-
crossing at the EU's external
borders on entry
 200 101
 (126 423)

46 395
16 711
16 527

01 Jan - 31 Dec 2021
(01 Jan - 31 Dec 2020) {Syria

Afghanistan
Tunisia

Top three nationalities
Routes (on entry)

* The Western Balkan route includes figures reported by Croatia
   from its borders with Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro,
   by Romania from its border with Serbia, and by Bulgaria from
   its borders with Serbia and North Macedonia.

** Source: MSs (France, Belgium, Netherlands)
Refers exclusively to sea crossings 
(EU attempts + UK successful crossings)

@

Western Mediterranean Sea

17 378
(17 197) { Algeria

Morocco
Sub-Sah. Nat.

11 659
5 228

323

1 033
20
16

Circular route from
Albania to Greece

1 092
(1 365) { Albania

Cuba
Egypt

4 814
616
485

Eastern Borders

8 160
(677) { Iraq

Afghanistan
Syria

38 723
12 297

1 652

13 638
6 823
6 818

Western Balkan*

61 735
(26 969) { Syria

Afghanistan
Turkey

{
Western African

22 351
(24 087)

Sub-Sah. Nat.
Morocco
Bangladesh

14 749
7 561

25

0
0
0

Black Sea

0
(0) { n.a.

n.a.
n.a.

15 675
8 506
7 848

Central Mediterranean

67 724
(35 673) { Tunisia

Egypt
Bangladesh

1 084
880
730

Eastern Mediterranean Sea

5 160
(10 431) { Afghanistan

Somalia
Syria

3 938
2 578
1 443

Eastern Mediterranean Land

15 412
(9 849) { Syria

Turkey
Nigeria

The Channel (on exit) **

52 157
(15 284) {Unknown

Iran
Sri Lanka

*  https://frontex.europa.eu/we-know/
situational-awareness-and-monitoring/
ciram/

Introduction

This document presents the key risks to 
the EU’s external borders and their po-
tential impact on EIBM. The focus of this 
public version is on the threat dimen-
sions of risks according to the Common 
Integrated Risk Analysis Model (CIRAM)* 
that will play a likely role in the short 
term, with an approximate time hori-
zon of one year from the time of writing.

The key risks for IBM in 2021 were ana-
lysed and projections were made in order 

to provide an outlook in all chapters of 
the Annual Risk Analysis 2022/2023. The 
analysis of different risk categories pro-
vides a comprehensive picture of chal-
lenges and threats that jeopardise the 
security and functioning of the EU’s ex-
ternal borders. Risks are grouped into 
three broad categories: irregular migra-
tion, secondary movements and returns, 
and cross-border crime. The report’s con-
clusions provide an outlook of the over-
arching risks the EIBM might face over 
the next year

In 2021 in total about 200 000 illegal 
border-crossings were reported by EU 
Member States. This was the highest 

number of registered IBCs since 2017. 
The Central Mediterranean, Western Bal-
kan, and Western African routes were 
the top-three routes with the highest 
volumes of IBCs on entry recorded over 
the whole of 2021.

Overall, in 2021/2022 the COVID-19 
pandemic continued affecting passen-
ger and traveller flows. The hybrid ag-
gression at the EU border with Belarus 
and ultimately the Russian military in-
tervention in Ukraine in 2022 are core 
factors with a broad influence on differ-
ent components of EU integrated border 
management.
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In 2021, Member States detected 112 616 
illegal border-crossings at the blue bor-
ders, the highest number since 2018. 
While this number was 29 % higher than 
that of 2020, it was only 6 % above the 
pre-pandemic 2019 level. However, these 
illegal border-crossing figures by them-
selves do not adequately represent the 
overall migratory pressure at the sea bor-
der as key transit countries intensified 
surveillance and interdiction activities 
at their maritime borders.

With 60% of all IBC detections at sea, 
the Central Mediterranean played an out-
sized role in 2021, with migratory pres-
sure not seen in this region since 2017, 
also due to the highest number of arriv-
als from Tunisia (over 20 000) and from 
Turkey (almost 13 000 – predominantly 
migrants smuggled in leisure boats from 
Turkey to the Central Mediterranean) on 
record. The Western African Route saw 
only slightly less pressure than in 2020, 
during its peak. With almost 20 000 ar-
rivals from Morocco, 2021 only saw fewer 
arrivals on this route due to decreasing 
arrival numbers from Senegal. The sea 
corridors pertaining to the Eastern Med-
iterranean saw decidedly fewer reported 
arrivals, whereas the Western Mediter-
ranean route reported constant numbers 
compared with 2020.

Faced also with stringent require-
ments for legal migration to Europe, 
often the only choice open to migrants 
is irregular migration which oftentimes 
results in a dire humanitarian situa-
tion: At the sea borders, unscrupulous 
people smugglers endanger migrants’ 
lives by placing them onto unseawor-
thy vessels with inadequate safety equip-
ment and insufficient fuel. This is one 
of many unsafe practices and poses sig-
nificant challenges to Search and Res-
cue (SAR) operations. As a result, in the 
Mediterranean in 2021, 2 048 migrants 
were reported missing or dead, accord-
ing to IOM.

The years 2022 and 2023 will likely see 
a further significant increase in irregu-
lar migration at sea borders. There exist 
political and socioeconomic push factors 
at the national level in a wide range of 
key countries of origin and transit, as 

well as higher-level push factors such 
as persisting global inflation. In this re-
spect, food prices were projected to re-
main high throughout 2022 even before 
the added impact of the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine. These factors will dispropor-
tionally affect the livelihood of low-in-
come populations. The link between food 
insecurity and migration however is not 
straightforward: the European Commis-
sion’s  Joint Research Centre finds that 
food insecurity increases aspirations to 
migrate, but not necessarily rates of mi-
gration. The UN was expecting a record-
breaking 274 million people globally to 
need humanitarian assistance in 2022 
(+17 % on 2021) even before factoring in 
the impact of the drop in Ukraine’s ex-
ports. As most of the people needing hu-
manitarian aid live in the Middle East, 
as well as North, West, and Central Af-
rica, this poses a high risk for European 
Border Management taking into account 
the size of the affected populations.

Moreover, the pandemic will continue 
to have a major impact on all aspects of 
irregular migration to Europe. While 
there is some chance that COVID-19 will 
become endemic, 2022/2023 may well be 
further transition years, especially if new 
variants of the virus emerge. However, 
if the trends set in 2021 continue, global 
mobility will likely rebound1 as human-
ity learns to live with COVID-19 and new 
mitigation measures and treatments be-
come available. This will allow would-be 
migrants who have been stranded during 
the pandemic to resume their journeys. 
The recovery of international flight net-
works and permissive border manage-
ment regimes in place in some Northern 
African countries will also fuel the depar-
ture of non-regional migrants from the 
African shores towards the EU. As a re-
sult, a gradual return to pre-pandemic 
routings can also be expected.

1 However, countries that opted for a zero 
COVID policy, such as China, will be less 
likely to return to normal. While these 
states currently have negligible contri-
butions to irregular migration towards 
the EU, China has a certain importance 
regarding regular passenger traffic.

An important positive aspect of easing 
COVID-related travel restrictions will be 
the revival of the tourism sector, which 
is vital in key countries of origin. This 
may actually encourage some would-be 
migrants not to leave their countries. 
Geopolitical risks abound in the Medi-
terranean area and may well result in 
migration events impacting the blue 
borders: In the Eastern Mediterranean, 
geopolitical/socio-economic and secu-
rity-related tensions are compounded 
by the rising competition for energy re-
sources and sovereignty and boundary 
disputes. Looking further south, there 
is considerable lingering instability and 
the Sahel region is plagued by militant 
Islamist violence and state fragility (ac-
cording to the Fund for Peace’s 2022 Frag-
ile State Index, three countries of the 
region are amongst the countries whose 
conditions have deteriorated the most ac-
cording to the employed conflict assess-
ment framework). In the region’s east, 
the UN estimates that over 50 million 
people will face acute food insecurity 
this year, triggered by a combination of 
shocks of climate extremes, conflict and 
macroeconomic challenges.
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Figure 1.  Illegal border-crossings on 
entry by border type 2019 to 2021
Source: FRAN data as of 19 August 2022



Irregular migration at the green border

15 of 58

Frontex · Risk Analysis for 2022/2023

Member States reported a total of 87 485 
detections of illegal border-crossing on 
the green borders in 2021, the highest 
reported figure since 2016. This is a 124 % 
increase on 2020 and a 146 % increase on 
the pre-pandemic year, 2019. However, 
a substantial part of this growth was due 
to detections of repeated attempts on the 
Western Balkan route. At the Western 
Balkan borders, an increasing trend of 
reported IBCs by migrants who are being 
allowed visa-free entry to select Western 
Balkan countries, has been registered. 
While in 2020, these nationalities were 
responsible for just over 400 IBCs, their 
numbers grew in 2021 to over 3 000. Ac-
cording to Europol, facilitated crossings 
of the green borders on foot either oc-
curred with the people smugglers accom-
panying the irregular migrants, acting 
as local guides, or the people smugglers 
providing instructions to the migrants 
remotely. An outsized share of 60 599 il-
legal border-crossings on entry were re-
ported on the EU’s borders with Serbia 
(69 % of all crossings at the land borders). 
Joining the ranks of the most used land 
routes was the Belarusian border, which 
reported significant detections (7 528) for 
the first time since data collection re-
cords commenced. At the EU’s land bor-
ders with Turkey, the number of arrivals 
(5 692) was similar to 2020.

Belarus’ abrupt decision to cease co-
operating on border management and 
its aggressive instrumentalisation of mi-
gration in a hybrid campaign were the 

most significant developments at the ex-
ternal land borders in 2021.

2022/2023 will likely see an increase 
in migratory pressure at the land bor-
ders. Some of this pressure will be the 
ordinary knock-on effect of increased 
pressure on sea routes (e.g., traffic on 
the Eastern Mediterranean route lead-
ing to more secondary migration via the 
Western Balkans). Significant lingering 
political risks (low likelihood/very high 
impact) remain in the Western Balkans.

Russia’s aggression on Ukraine has in 
the subsequent months resulted in the 
orderly crossing of millions of Ukrainian 
refugees via BCPs into the EU (including 
also via Moldova). The EU’s Temporary 
Protection Directive has been activated for 
the first time. As it was mostly vulnerable 
groups (women, children and the elderly) 
comprising this refugee inflow, challenges 
to protect those vulnerable groups of size 
have arisen and may well rise again.

The protraction or potential escala-
tion of the conflict in the east, as well 
as the impact of Western sanctions act-
ing as economic push factors, could im-
pact the EU’s land borders with Russia. 
The impact may materialise in the form 
of illegal border-crossings (or via other 
means, for instance by using document 
fraud when leaving Russia).

Concerning developments in some 
countries of origin, the situation in Af-
ghanistan under Taliban rule remains of 
great concern. This is not an exclusive con-
cern for land borders, although 82 % of all 

IBCs of Afghans in 2021 were recorded at 
the land borders. Available data indicate 
that Afghans largely flee to neighbouring 
countries, mainly due to their geographic 
proximity and linguistic and religious sim-
ilarities, as well as migrants’ lack of finan-
cial resources. The precarious situation in 
Afghanistan, where the Afghan banking 
and financial systems are close to collapse 
while the economy continues to freefall, 
could lead to a further outflow of migrants. 
This would add to the pressure on Afghan-
istan’s neighbours, who are increasingly 
demanding the international community 
share responsibility for managing migra-
tion flows. In view of the strengthening 
of border management at important bor-
der sections on the established migration 
routes from Afghanistan to Europe, it is 
conceivable that new migration routes to 
the external borders of the EU will form. 
The rise in the number of asylum applica-
tions lodged in EU Member States by Af-
ghan nationals towards the end of 2021 is 
likely foreshadowing a trend.

Syrians are another top nationality 
detected for irregular migration at the 
land borders. In Syria, violence contin-
ued throughout 2021 and hostilities have 
re-intensified. In January 2022 the Islamic 
State conducted its largest attack since 
2019 amid ongoing insecurity in north-
west Syria, suggesting that the security 
situation will likely continue to be volatile. 
This comes on top of Syrian economic woes 
and the failure to make any breakthroughs 
towards peaceful reconstruction. In 2021, 
the number of asylum applications lodged 
by Syrian nationals in EU Member States 
was over 70 % higher than in 2020 and al-
most 50 % higher than in 2019.

Beyond Afghanistan or Syria, develop-
ments in many other countries of origin 
are pointing towards increased migra-
tory pressure on Europe: Ultimately the 
route chosen – be it over the external land 
or sea borders – will be determined to 
a large degree by migrants’ cost-benefit 
analysis under imperfect information. In 
addition to the migration routes supplied 
by people smugglers, migration move-
ments caused and organized by state ac-
tors in third countries will create new 
challenges in the future.
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Figure 2.  Detections of people smugglers (‘facilitators’) reported at the 
external border by place of detection
Source: FRAN data as of 19 August 2022
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Illegal border-crossings at border-cross-
ing points, or clandestine entries, con-
tinue to pose a challenge to the European 
Border and Coast Guard, and are likely 
to do so even more in the future.

Migrants hiding in vehicles at sea-
ports and land BCPs, particularly those 
handling large vehicle, cargo or train 
traffic, have been a problem for a long 
time. Between 2020 and 2021 there was 
a 15 % increase in illegal border-cross-
ing attempts on entry at land and sea 
BCPs. The 2021 figure was the highest 
since 2015.

This is a high-risk modus operandi asso-
ciated with a particular migrant popula-
tion. It tends to be used by males (96 % in 
2021), who are predominantly young (at 
least 57 % under the age of 34). Over the 
past few years, Afghan migrants have 
been by a  large margin the most nu-
merous among those detected for clan-
destine entry at the external borders: In 
2021, 55 % of all cases involved Afghan 
migrants. The second most reported na-
tionality, Syrian, accounted for little 
more than 7 %.

The most frequently used modi operandi 
at the external borders reported in the 
Frontex Risk Analysis Network is hiding 
in and under trucks. Hiding on ferries is 
the most commonly reported practice at 
sea borders. Europol notes that migrant 
smugglers used various types of (rented) 

vehicles, cars, vans, (mini) buses, lor-
ries and trailers, campers or taxis at the 
external borders. According to Europol, 
migrant smugglers also concealed ir-
regular migrants in the cargo area of 
trains, in hidden compartments, in re-
frigerated lorries or among goods, with 
or without the knowledge of the driver. 
At land borders, a good share of the de-
tections of cases result from customs 
controls rather than border checks, as 
customs inspections are more likely to 
lead to the discovery of hidden passen-
gers. The typical size of a group of mi-
grants in this type of incident tends to 
be under ten. Linked to this, there has 
been an increase in the reporting of ar-
tificial (hidden) compartments in vans 
and lorries to smuggle migrants.

Over 65 % of all cases of reported clan-
destine entry at the external borders 
were reported from only four border-
crossing points, all of them in the West-
ern Balkans. This geographical focus may 
be considered to some extent as an indi-
cator of the migrants’ resolve in the re-
gion and the level of border security, also 
expressed by the repeated attempts by 
migrants on the region’s green borders.

From the perspective of European in-
tegrated border management and inter-
nal security, the impact of clandestine 
entry at the EU’s external borders is far-
reaching. Successful clandestine entry 

enables unknown numbers of high-risk 
individuals to enter EU territory unde-
tected. It also enables unimpeded sec-
ondary movements through the area of 
free movement (and hence potentially 
enables high-risk individuals such as 
terrorists to get to their theatres of oper-
ation). Moreover, the increasing sophis-
tication of attempts to hide migrants 
in vehicles creates an increased opera-
tional imperative to employ expensive 
and time-consuming measures to mit-
igate the threat, potentially impacting 
the functioning of the external borders 
by slowing down bona fide cross-border 
traffic as well as diverting resources from 
other tasks. Furthermore, there is a hu-
manitarian impact, as many modi operandi 
employed in clandestine entry endanger 
the lives of those smuggled. Numerous 
casualties in recent years attest to this. 
It is often the greed of people smugglers 
that leads to perilous journeys, in over-
crowded hidden compartments, without 
sufficient levels of oxygen or to hazard-
ous journeys in (sealed) refrigerated 
compartments.

In the near future, a further increase 
in clandestine entry is expected. As over-
all migratory pressure on Europe is likely 
to increase (see preceding chapters), at-
tempts to cross the borders clandestinely 
at BCPs will most probably rise, too. In 
this context, the high share of Afghan 

Male

Female

Not available

Adult (18+)

Not available

Minor

Figure 3.  Demographics of individuals detected for 
clandestine entry at land and sea BCPs in 2021: AGE
Source: FRAN data as of 19 August 2022

Figure 4.  Demographics of individuals detected for 
clandestine entry at land and sea BCPs in 2021: GENDER
Source: FRAN data as of 19 August 2022
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migrants reported using this modus op-
erandi may be significant. The expected 
increase in Afghan migrants coming to 
Europe may lead to a proportionate rise 
in clandestine entry attempts.

It is also possible that those looking 
to enter the EU will adapt to circum-
stances and instead of attempting to 
cross the green and blue borders will at-
tempt clandestine entry at BCPs. Closed 
or controlled reception structures, the 
wider use of administrative detention 
for those intercepted at the green and 
blue borders, and the proliferation of 

technical obstacles on the eastern and 
south-eastern green borders may con-
tribute to an increase of clandestine en-
tries. Faced with these challenges, it is 
possible that some migrants will find in-
creasingly sophisticated modi operandi, or 
find other ways to circumvent checks.

Finally, exit checks of neighbouring 
countries play a crucial role: Diligent 
exit checks prevent unknown shares of 
clandestine entries and save lives at risk, 
and hence cooperation with neighbour-
ing countries is essential.

However, in the context of emerging 
geopolitical confrontations over (but not 
limited to) the war in Ukraine, the com-
mitment to exit checks of certain neigh-
boring states are cast into doubt.

Croatia-Serbia

Hungary-Serbia

Croatia-Bosnia & Herzegovina

3 194 (2 443)
Number in parenthesis is for 2020

Detections of illegal border-crossing at BCPs
by border section  (people hiding in vehicles), 2021

200

(only values higher than 200 
are stipulated)

Source: FRAN data as of 19 August 2022



In 2021, the overall use of fraudulent doc-
uments as reported within the European 
Union Document Fraud Risk Analysis 
Network (EDF-RAN) increased by more 
than 20 % in relation to 2020. EU Mem-
ber States/Schengen Associated Countries 
reported in total 19 500 fraudulent docu-
ment users who used 25 000 fraudulent 
documents at the EU’s external borders 
and on intra-EU/Schengen secondary 
movements in 2021. The increased num-
ber of detections in 2021 resulted mostly 
from COVID-19 pandemic and related 
restrictive measures, which made bor-
der crossings much more difficult than 
before the COVID-19 outbreak. Apart 
from the increased number of counter-
feit health/vaccination certificates there 
were a  lot of other supporting fraudu-
lent documents, in particular work-re-
lated documents, justifying the purpose 
of border crossings for certain categories 
of third country nationals who would 
otherwise not have been able to enter 
the EU/Schengen area.

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only 
heavily impacted the travel industry, 
but also document fraud. For instances, 
while some types of documents were used 
less frequently, others such as health/
vaccination certificates were more exten-
sively used. Although it may be hard to 
predict COVID-19 developments, a return 
to fewer restrictions could take place. 
With rising passenger flows following, 
changes in migrants’attempts to enter 

the EU illegally can be expected. For ex-
ample, fraudulent travel documents may 
be more widely used at BCPs.

Hand in hand with the lifting of 
travel restrictions, the number of fraud-
ulent supporting documents at the ex-
ternal borders could start to decrease as 
the requirements to present them when 
crossing the borders should be lower.

Traditionally, one of the main modi op-
erandi used by migrants to enter the EU/
Schengen area relatively easily without 
a visa is transit visa waiver abuse. These 
migrants subsequently apply for asy-
lum in the transit area of the interna-
tional airport. The airports most affected 
are usually the biggest air hubs in the 
EU. Even though this modus operandi does 
not necessarily require migrants to use 
fraudulent documents, there have been 
numerous instances when the travellers 
have used complex routings while trans-
iting the EU’s main airports on counter-
feit travel documents to apply for asylum 
as well. The use of this modus operandi will 
likely continue in 2022/2023 at current or 
similar levels to 2021.

In terms of secondary movement, 
there was an increase in the number of 
detections particularly in Western Eu-
rope from Southeastern Europe. This 
development could have been caused by 
intensified checks of health/vaccination 
certificates against ID cards or passports 
which enabled border officials to detect 
a higher number of (poor) counterfeit 

EU ID documents. Now that health/vac-
cination certificates are rarely required 
for travel, the number of detections per-
taining to secondary movements could 
artificially decrease due to fewer checks 
of travel documents.

Looking ahead, document forgers are 
likely to continue to make strides in the 
quality of their forgeries, making the 
detection of such fraud even more com-
plex. Meanwhile, identity fraud will be 
used more often in reaction to improve-
ments put forward in the security fea-
tures of travel documents.

The war in Ukraine may offer other 
migrants and criminals – residing in the 
country prior the conflict for instance – 
to mix in the flow of mostly Ukrainian 
refugees entering the EU/Schengen area 
from Ukraine equipped with fraudulent 
documents, which may impact inter-
nal security.

Regarding another of the manifold 
impacts of the war in Ukraine, an in-
creased demand for fraudulent docu-
ments by Russian nationals intent on 
entering the EU MS/SAC under altered 
travel conditions (including under the 
impact of the suspended visa facilita-
tion agreement) is possible. Frontex 
data indeed suggests that the number 
of Russian nationals with fraudulent 
documents on entry to the EU MS/SAC 
from third countries has risen since the 
onset of the war in Ukraine.
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Figure 5.  Persons using fraudulent 
documents on entry from third 
countries per border type
Source: FRAN data as of 19 August 2022



The continuous abuse of health/
vaccination certificates, which is still 
needed in certain regions and countries, 
may negatively impact public health as 
the pandemic is not yet over and new 
COVID-19 variants may still appear. 

Mislabelling is a form of document 
fraud which is used to smuggle various 
substances that are used in the produc-
tion of illicit drugs.

Fraudulent documents are also 
used for purposes other than migrant 

smuggling. In 2021, other forms of 
cross-border crime involving the use of 
fraudulent documents were frequently 
recorded. The expected increase in the 
use of fraudulent documents in 2022/2023 
will impact the EU’s  internal security. 
Notably, FTFs are among those who use 
fraudulent documents to enter the EU. 
Increased passenger flows may bring 
more FTFs travelling on fraudulent doc-
uments to the EU’s external borders as 
they will have a higher chance of hiding 

among traveller flows. Identity fraud 
seems to be a safer way of circumvent-
ing border controls for this category of 
travellers.

There are, however, also financial im-
pacts arising from persons using fraud-
ulent documents, such as tax evasion, 
which is linked to the trade in biodiesel, 
and the mislabelling of tobacco prod-
ucts etc.
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Secondary Movements/Returns



Most secondary movements in EU MSs/
SACs start from the entry points of the 
main irregular migration routes in the 
Mediterranean Sea. In 2021, the phenom-
enon of secondary irregular migration re-
turned to the high levels seen before the 
pandemic. Data reported to Frontex show 
that secondary movements from Medi-
terranean MSs increased significantly. 
Recently secondary movements from 
countries bordering Belarus have gained 
significance following the migration cri-
sis at the external borders with Belarus.

Countries in the geographic centre of 
the European Union will likely remain 
the chief destination countries that mi-
grants try to reach. It is also worth not-
ing that the main non-EU destination 
of secondary movements through the 
MSs/SACs is the United Kingdom. Ir-
regular migrants typically reach the UK 
aboard small boats or by hiding on ve-
hicles transported by ferries or the Eu-
rostar train.

Irregular secondary movements from 
the EU’s  southeast towards other EU 
MSs/SACs, with the support of crimi-
nal networks, will most likely continue 
on intra-EU flights with migrants us-
ing false and impostor documents. Sea 
routes will also continue to be used, but 
most migrants arriving on the Eastern 
Mediterranean route to mainland Eu-
rope will continue to cross the West-
ern Balkan states and again reach the 
Schengen area.

Secondary movements do not only 
take place right after the illegal cross-
ing of the EU’s external borders espe-
cially in the Mediterranean Sea, but 
also towards EU MSs/SACs that are fur-
ther north and west. Reports from Mem-
ber States indicate intra-EU routes of 

irregular migrants in all regions and di-
rections, very frequently with the inten-
tion of submitting a second or further 
asylum application. Substantial irreg-
ular migratory movements not directly 
deriving from the external borders are 
for example seen from northern Europe 
southwards.

When apprehended in a transit coun-
try, migrants often try to continue their 
trip by applying for asylum and soon af-
terwards, absconding. That is shown by 
the high rate of implicitly withdrawn 
applications1 and Dublin procedures on 
take back requests.2

The reasons for secondary movements 
are multifaceted and difficult to gen-
eralise. One important aspect might 
be differences in reception conditions 
across EU MSs/SACs. Although recogni-
tion rates for some nationalities differ 
strongly across EU MSs/SACs, it is not 
clear to what extent this might encour-
age secondary migration. For example, 
there is evidence that secondary move-
ments also took place after protection 
status had been granted in another EU 
MS/SAC. In such cases, the actual con-
tent of protection status and related in-
tegration and livelihood opportunities, 
which differ greatly between EU MS/SAC, 
may be a determining factor.

Inadequate registration procedures 
after detection at the EU’s external bor-
ders complicate the subsequent identi-
fication of arrivals in other EU MSs/SACs 

1 An application is withdrawn implicitly 
where an applicant can no longer 
be located and is considered to have 
abandoned the procedure.

2 Requests under the Dublin III Regulation 
(EU 604/2013) to take back are sent when 
a third-country national or a stateless 
person has made an application in 
another EU MS/SAC, withdrawn an 
application in another EU MS/SAC or 
been issued a rejection on an application 
in another EU MS/SAC.

and hinder the transfer to those EU MSs/
SACs, on the external borders, through 
the Dublin procedure. If irregular mi-
grants are not registered (e.g. via Eu-
rodac), they cannot be returned to the 
EU MS/SAC of first arrival. This signifi-
cantly facilitates secondary movements.

Available data point to insufficient 
Eurodac registrations. In 2020, 36 % – 
more than 45 000 of those persons ap-
prehended for illegal border-crossing 
according to FRAN data – were not reg-
istered in Eurodac (category 2) according 
to EU-Lisa data.

The discrepancies between the num-
ber of those subject to the registration 
process and that of successful registra-
tions vary: In the Member States along 
the main Mediterranean routes registra-
tion rates fluctuated from 68 % to close 
to 100 % in relation to the reported IBCs.

Secondary movements may put pres-
sure on host countries and may also in-
clude individuals posing a major risk to 
the internal security of the EU, such as 
radicalised persons and travelling ter-
rorists/FTFs. Moreover, migrants who 
use people smugglers expose themselves 
to danger, for instance, by being con-
cealed in lorries or other vehicles. Dur-
ing secondary movements, vulnerable 
persons oftentimes remain outside of 
the scope of authorities and therefore 
lack protection, making them particu-
larly vulnerable for trafficking. Second-
ary movements, especially those leading 
to multiple asylum applications, also in-
crease the workload of EU MS/SAC au-
thorities involved in asylum.

The current increase in irregu-
lar crossings of the EU’s external bor-
ders implies that the risk of secondary 
movements growing in 2022/2023 is 
high, which further underlines the 
importance of registration and ac-
commodation of migrants crossing 
the EU’s external borders illegally. The 

Secondary movements*

*  Chapter prepared in cooperation with 
the EUAA
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recent examples of quickly evolving mi-
gratory phenomena further stress the 
need for solid contingency planning 
that enables the rapid expansion of ac-
commodation capacity should the need 
arise. Increasing cases of irregular mi-
grants hiding in lorries to remain unde-
tected e.g., during reinstated controls 
of the internal borders between MSs, 
particularly highlight the importance 
of tracking and identifying secondary 
migration routes by increased coopera-
tion between EU MSs/SACs. Ultimately, 
addressing gaps in the return systems of 
individual EU MSs/SACs may go a long 
way towards discouraging irregular 

migrants from undertaking dangerous 
movements across Europe.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine was met 
with the first-ever activation of the Tem-
porary Protection Directive (TPD). While 
those who in the first days of the war 
applied for asylum in an EU/SAC coun-
try and since then have moved onward 
to another EU/SAC country may techni-
cally be considered cases of secondary 
movements, since the TPD introduction 
Ukrainians may legally move onward. En 
route to their potentially distant destina-
tions, vulnerable groups may lack ade-
quate protection, including from human 
traffickers. For those who lack effective 

prove of having crossed the border after 
24 February 2022, additional burdens to 
the TPD applicants may arise, associ-
ated with the risk for those concerned 
of being left unprotected and without 
a proven legal status in the EU, which 
could undermine effective access to 
rights. This underlines the need for ex-
haustive registration of all refugees upon 
arrival to EU MS/SAC.
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Figure 6.  Asylum and other applications vs first instance decisions and detections of illegal border-crossings in 2021
The statistics presented in this analysis are based on data collected by the European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) and the European Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA) under different indicators; direct comparisons 
between these data are thus not possible. EUAA data are provisional and cover EU Member States plus Norway and Switzerland.
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2022/2023 are likely to become challeng-
ing years for returns for a growing num-
ber of reasons. During the first months 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in March and 
April of 2020, the number of return deci-
sions and effective returns dropped rap-
idly. 2020 registered a 50 %-decrease in 
returns compared to 2019.

Shortly after the first health meas-
ures and travel restrictions imposed in 
March 2020 were lifted, the number of 
return decisions issued by EU MS/SAC 
exceeded pre-pandemic levels. In this 
regard, it is worth noting that irregular 
migration pressure on the EU’s external 
borders also increased. Eventually, with 
350 000 return decisions, 2021 became 
the year with the largest number in re-
lation to this indicator since return data 
collection commenced in 2011. In fact, 
the figure exceeded the previous record 
year’s (2020) by over six percent.

In 2021, the number of illegal border-
crossings on the EU’s external borders 
surpass the figure for 2020, but it was 
also the highest since 2017. In contrast, 
the number of effective returns (around 
78 000) was only somewhat higher in 
2021 than in 2020, which was the low-
est since Member States began reporting 
return data to Frontex in 2011.

It is worth noting that when com-
paring the two main return indicators, 
multiple return decisions may have been 
issued to the same individual. Moreover, 
because of reporting and time gaps, and 
procedural issues, comparisons should 
be undertaken with caution. Neverthe-
less, a  long-term comparison shows 
a continuously increasing gap between 
reported return decisions and effective 
returns in EU MSs/SACs. While between 
2011 and 2015, the number of effective 
returns amounted to between 60 % and 
70 % of return decisions issued to third 
country nationals, this share had fallen 
to 46 % by 2019. In 2020 and 2021, effective 
returns amounted to only 21 % and 22 % 
respectively of return decisions.

Efforts to harmonise effective returns 
and return decisions in 2022/2023 will 
not only be complicated by health-re-
lated developments, but also by several 
other factors.

The spread of COVID-19 and its var-
iants has led to the adoption of drastic 
measures in most countries around the 
world, severely affecting international 
travel, including returns. Although the 
first set of restrictions adopted by author-
ities in 2020 were often replaced by more 
tailor-made and adjusted approaches 
during following waves of infections, 
limitations to international travel still 
persist.

Difficulties are reported when the 
concerned third-country nationals re-
fuse COVID-19 tests as required by many 
third countries before boarding their 
flights. Receiving test results on time 
combined with quarantine measures 
upon entry and/or return pose challenges 
not only for third-country national con-
cerned, but also for escorts, monitors 
and other on-board staff. Quarantine 
provisions require additional planning. 
Variants with higher transmission rates 
increase the likelihood of the concerned 
individuals to test positive. For this rea-
son, contingency planning needs to en-
sure the timely conduct of return flights 
as agreed with third countries.

Even more problematic are travel re-
strictions that imply flight bans, coun-
tries’ of destination or airlines’ capping 
of the number of third-country national 
concerned on board flights or limitations 
on the number of flights to certain third 
countries. Additionally, limited capaci-
ties especially for forced returns on com-
mercial or charter flights continue to 
exist in relation to some regions.

Another obstacle to return relates to 
consular cooperation, which suffered 
under the pandemic. While in 2019, 
third-country authorities issued more 
than 20 000 emergency travel documents 
(ETD), this number decreased to fewer 

than 12 000 in 2020. Apparently, consu-
lar activities did not return to normal in 
2021, e.g., due to limited prospects for 
return to some destination countries on 
account of the continued lack of flight 
connections and limitations on identi-
fication interviews with returned third-
country nationals (both due to social 
distancing and limited travel possibili-
ties for identification missions), which 
resulted in the issuance of only around 
19 000 ETDs.

Considering the expected return 
workload for 2022/2023, consular coop-
eration is a bottleneck that could how-
ever be resolved by e.g., the promotion 
of contactless identification, including 
via third country readmission case man-
agement systems, and identification in-
terviews through video technology, as 
well as the organisation of identifica-
tion missions when international travel 
is feasible.

The number of third countries to 
which forced returns needed to be sus-
pended due to security reasons has lately 
been increasing. The importance of thor-
ough and timely assessments of the se-
curity and fundamental rights situation 
in relation to countries of origin is grow-
ing. Recent examples of a  (temporary) 
suspension of forced returns due to a de-
teriorating security situation are Afghan-
istan, Sudan, Ethiopia and Kazakhstan.

In particular, the invasion of Ukraine 
by the Russian Federation led to the sus-
pension of forced returns to Ukraine (in-
cluding the return of other third-country 
nationals other than Ukrainian). The ex-
isting tensions moreover affect returns 
to the Russian Federation.

Starting from 2020, deteriorated re-
lations with Belarus reduced the num-
ber of returns also to this country. The 
number of forced returns diminished 
further in 2021 to only a couple of cases 
per month on account of the migration 
crisis at the EU’s external borders with 
Belarus.

Risks to return operations
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With irregular migration surpass-
ing pre-pandemic levels in 2021 and the 
number of return decisions surpassing 
2019 figures, return authorities in EU 
MSs/SACs are confronted with an in-
creasing backlog performing returns be-
cause of health-related restrictions and 
other reasons. Data, however, point to 
differences between the types of return. 
While, due to the pandemic, forced re-
turns decreased by 64 % between 2019 and 
2020, voluntary departures declined by 
a lower rate – 41 %.

A particular example for the signif-
icance of voluntary departures are na-
tionals of Central and South America: 
while forced returns in 2021 were 73 % 
lower than in 2019, this decline could 
to a large part be compensated by volun-
tary departures that doubled within the 
same period. Testing and other health-
related requirements for travel, with the 
support of EU MSs/SACs and/or Frontex, 
can be more easily complied with if the 
third-country national returns on a vol-
untary basis.

With regard to returns supported 
by Frontex, 2021 observed a significant 
growth in returns mainly due to the in-
crease of voluntary returns and volun-
tary departures that were, among others, 
carried out utilising Frontex’s scheduled 
flights mechanism, which offers an in-
creased availability of routes as well as 
an easier and safer way of carrying out 
returns of individuals and smaller groups 
while taking into account COVID-19 cir-
cumstances and limitations.

The arrival of voluntarily returned 
third-country nationals in their home 
countries is supported through reinte-
gration programmes of MSs/SACs and 
formerly by the European Return and 
Reintegration Network (ERRIN). In the 
course of the ERRIN transfer to Frontex, 
a call for Framework Partnership Agree-
ments (FPA) was launched in 2021 to pro-
vide reintegration services to non-EU 
nationals returning to their countries 
of origin. The evaluation of the propos-
als was finalised in the following year. 
Consequently, six reintegration partners 

were granted an FPA. The Frontex Rein-
tegration Programme has started its re-
integration services as of 1 April 2022 in 
26 priority third countries. Frontex is 
currently expanding the range of ser-
vices offered within the Joint Reintegra-
tion Services and is looking into opening 
more destination countries.

Notably, Member States are showing 
an increased interest in hosting return 
specialists covering different sub-activ-
ities. A continuation of this trend is ex-
pected and is already a reality for 2022. 
Considering new tools and services pro-
vided by Frontex (e.g. reintegration as-
sistance) and the role of the Return 
Counsellors in this process, the need 
for Return Specialists is expected to con-
tinue to increase in the coming years.
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Figure 7.  Return Decisions versus Effective Returns over the last decade
Source: FRAN data as of 19 August 2022
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Cross-Border Crime



2021 was another record-breaking year 
for drug seizures in Europe. Moreover, 
huge drug busts in main producer coun-
tries and en route to Europe showed an 
alarming picture of the magnitude of 
drug-related crimes in recent years.

In 2021, Frontex supported the na-
tional authorities of Member States and 
third countries in the framework of Fron-
tex-coordinated joint operations, which 
resulted in 609 drug-related reports and 
the seizure of 16 tonnes of illicit drugs.

Overall, in 2021, cooperation with 
Frontex led to significant results against 
drug trafficking with over 1 400 reports 
and 372 tonnes of seized drugs, an in-
crease of 57 % compared to 2020. Most 
of the cases concerned the smuggling 
of hashish (730 cases, 310 tonnes), al-
though cocaine seizures almost doubled 
year-on-year (189 cases, 47 tonnes). These 
two categories of drugs were mainly re-
ported on the shores, and to a lesser ex-
tent, at the air borders of Member States. 
Seizures of cannabis herb were mostly re-
ported inland and at internal land bor-
ders, while the most affected external 
borders were in the Mediterranean. De-
spite the persisting supply, heroin re-
mained underreported. Detections at EU 
airports included regular small to me-
dium-sized seizures of cocaine, heroin, 
khat and synthetic drugs.

Over the course of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, drug trafficking networks have 
become more inventive and daring, seiz-
ing every opportunity to make a quick 
profit by offering large quantities on the 
illicit drug market. Traffickers include 
more intermediate stops at EU and non-
EU ports, trying to disguise the real prov-
enance of the goods. Poly-criminality 
was also a distinctive feature of the or-
ganised crime. According to Europol, 
in 2021 migrant smuggling networks in 
the Western Balkans, Morocco and the 
Canary Islands were also reported for 
smuggling drugs such as cocaine, can-
nabis and/or synthetic drugs.

Containerized cocaine traffick-
ing from Latin America towards Eu-
rope’s main seaports in the North Sea 
and North Atlantic remained most no-
table, with consecutive record-high 

quantities registered over the last few 
years. The high capacity and geograph-
ical location of the ports in the north of 
Europe has made them ideal entry points 
for cocaine, heroin, synthetic drugs and 
precursors for the whole of Europe and 
further east towards Russia and Central 
Asia. In 2021, the North Sea coast over-
took the Iberian Peninsula as the pri-
mary point of entry for cocaine reaching 
Europe.1 Illicit market demands in the 
British Isles add to the complexity of 
drug smuggling, impacting ferry and 
maritime cargo transport to the British 
Isles, as well as via the Channel Tunnel, 
with regular outflows of drugs.

Traditional links with Latin American 
countries have made the Iberian Penin-
sula one of the most targeted areas in 
terms of cocaine imports in Europe. In 
2021, over 17 tonnes of cocaine were re-
ported2. Organised hashish smuggling 
from Morocco to European shores, with 
any means available from swimmers and 
backpackers to large mid-sized boats, re-
lies on a well-functioning criminal in-
frastructure, which could be used for 
the trafficking of almost anything on 
demand, from people to illicit commod-
ities. Transhipment hotspots in West 
and North Africa, the Canary Islands 
and the Azores also contributed to the 
rising drug supply to Europe.

The Mediterranean region contin-
ued to be affected by illicit trafficking 
in drugs, where smuggling networks 
took advantage of fast developing trans-
port hubs and new transport corridors 
from Latin America to the Aegean and 
the Adriatic, in order to diversify traffick-
ing routes. Land routes in the Western 
Balkans contribute to the distribution 
of various drugs (cocaine, heroin, syn-
thetic etc) imported into the Adriatic or 
from Turkey. The region has also been af-
fected by persistent cannabis smuggling, 
either produced in the Western Balkans 

1 UNODC-Europol, 2021, Cocaine Insights, 
https://www.europol.europa.eu/cms/
sites/default/files/documents/cocaine-
insights-1.pdf

2 EUROSUR, 2021, Information from MS 
reports

or imported into the region by sea from 
North Africa and the Middle East.

Heroin trafficking remained largely 
the same with land routes still domi-
nant. Significant amounts seized in Tur-
key last year, as well as seizures in the 
EU, which passed through the filter of 
the EU’s external borders, indicated a re-
turn to pre-pandemic levels of traffick-
ing. Heroin exports on maritime routes 
from ports in Iran and Pakistan, or Geor-
gia, are expected to bring about a resur-
gence in the trafficking of Afghan heroin 
towards EU ports in the Mediterranean 
or in the Black Sea.

In addition, a more extensive distri-
bution of synthetic drugs towards Eu-
rope on maritime and land routes can 
be expected, following the booming pro-
duction of captagon (Syria and Lebanon) 
and methamphetamine (Afghanistan) 
and the flooding of regional markets in 
Saudi Arabia, India, and Pakistan in re-
cent years.

Increased security and military pres-
ence at the Eastern land borders, as a re-
sult of the crisis in Belarus and the war 
in Ukraine, have reduced the odds for 
opportunistic smugglers to successfully 
smuggle drugs across the EU’s borders. 
Notably, the region was mostly impacted 
by the outbound smuggling of hashish 
to Belarus and Russia.

Beside regular drug smuggling by pas-
sengers on air routes from Latin America 
and Africa, air cargo and postal deliveries 
have been increasingly used as a conse-
quence of the pandemic. Busy EU air-
ports, considered the main passenger 
and cargo hubs in Europe, reported most 
of the seizures in 2021 (which included 
mostly cocaine, heroin, methamphet-
amine, ketamine, etc.), but other air-
ports across Europe likely faced a similar 
impact.

Containerised import of drugs at EU 
seaports will be the main threat ma-
terialising the surging drug supply 
and the resilience of the criminal net-
works. According to Europol, trafficking 
routes are set to diversify further, in re-
sponse to law enforcement actions, tak-
ing advantage of new transport links or 
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increasingly attractive transit hubs such 
as those in African countries.

Beside the huge physical impact on 
people and infrastructure, drug smug-
gling has also become more integrated 
with online trade, reducing the num-
ber of intermediaries at both ends of 
the supply chain. Contaminated cargo 
and postal packages passing through air 
cargo terminals will be a common occur-
rence at many EU airports, contribut-
ing to the import of drugs to Europe or 
transit to other continents (Asia, North 
America, and Australia).

Criminal networks will try to max-
imise their profits by getting involved in 
various criminal activities, using avail-
able criminal infrastructure and busi-
ness models. The infiltration of control 
authorities and legal business structures 
using corruption and bribery, violence 
and intimidation could severely worsen 
the security environment at important 
entry points of Europe.

Another risk is the possibility of in-
strumentalising criminality in conflict 
regions to exert pressure on the EU. The 
availability of arms and rising violence 
could increase the influence of criminal 
networks, involved in various crimes, 
including drug smuggling and distri-
bution. The conflict in Ukraine will defi-
nitely disrupt the drug trafficking routes 
in Eastern Europe. The impact on so-
cioeconomic activities in Eastern Eu-
rope and the Black Sea region will shape 
the medium- and long-term develop-
ments in drug trafficking, but the per-
sistent drug supply will most likely lead 
to higher intensity of drug smuggling on 
other routes and via regional drug deal-
ing networks.
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Figure 8.  Drug seizures in 2021 
by type of drug (~1 400 seizures)

Figure 9.  Quantity of seizured 
drugs in 2021 by type of drug 
(~371 000 kg)

Figure 10.  Drug seizures in 2021 
by border type



Illegal firearms are instrumental in vio-
lence, enable terrorism and other crimes 
involving coercion and intimidation, and 
influence the population’s perception of 
safety. While large-scale smuggling to 
the EU is rare, the most common form 
of weapons trafficking involves small 
arms and light weapons smuggled by 
various types of criminal networks. Fire-
arms smuggled across the EU’s exter-
nal borders (both on entry and on exit) 
are typically either diverted from legal 
supply chains, converted or reactivated. 
Some of those coming into the EU may 
also originate from stockpiles of weap-
ons in third countries.

In recent years, cheap and easy-to-
convert blank firing weapons have be-
come popular among criminals and 
consequently subject to trafficking.

Terrorist attacks in the EU in recent 
years, as well as related seizures of fire-
arms in various cross-border and inland 
operations illustrate the multidimen-
sional and multi-criminal nature of the 
illicit firearms trade. Moreover, once 
they start being illegally circulated, fire-
arms pose a lifetime risk. Thus, firearms 
trafficking is considered as a high threat.

In 2021, border authorities continued 
to seize numerous weapons, mostly ap-
prehended during border checks. Most 
were cold arms or prohibited pepper 
sprays and stun guns – but also firearms 
and ammunition. The majority of such 
seizures were not associated with large-
scale arms trafficking, but with smug-
gling for personal use or protection or 
violations of gun ownership regulations.

While smuggling activities were se-
verely affected by travel restrictions and 
changes in control intensity, 2021 was 
marked by a return to old levels and a few 
major seizures. A total of 3 720 firearms 
were reportedly1 smuggled in 2021. Ex-
cluding major seizures, reports increased 
by a factor of four and the quantity of 
firearms seized by a  factor of eight. 
The fact that nearly 387 000 rounds of 

1 16 EU Member States and EFTA countries 
sharing aggregated statistics on seizures 
at the external borders (as of 10 February 
2022)

ammunition were seized points to a ris-
ing trend in ammunition contraband.

As much as 78 % of all firearms and 
63 % of the ammunition were seized at 
land borders. While the major seizures 
were related to shipments in vans and 
lorries, the use of passenger cars con-
tinued to dominate. These smuggling 
cases usually let to the apprehension of 
single perpetrators.

In Ukraine, considered a hotspot for 
access to illicit firearms prior also to the 
war, a significant proportion of these 
weapons assembled from parts and con-
verted firearms was recognised. This was 
also true for a major seizure of inade-
quately documented weapons from Tur-
key discovered at the EU land border on 
entry to Ukraine.

Other major seizures in the region, 
also at the borders with Moldova, point 
to a thriving market for such weapons 
in the neighbouring countries and imply 
a shift from smuggling of small quanti-
ties to organised trafficking blended in 
with legal flows of goods.

Turkey is known as one of the main 
manufacturers of blank firing weapons, 
which can be cheaply converted into 
live-firing firearms. Many such weap-
ons have recently been discovered both 
in the Balkan region and throughout Eu-
rope. The seizure of 175 converted pistols 
from Turkey on entry to the EU under-
scores the importance of border checks 
to disrupt smuggling.

The Western Balkan region, consid-
ered as a popular source of firearms, is 
also increasingly seen as a transit area 
for converted blank firing firearms from 
Turkey, usually destined for criminal 
markets across Europe. In 2021, the 
Border Police forces of the six regional 
Western Balkan partners continued to 
detect weapons and ammunition. At 
the regional level, the reporting in-
cludes, among others, 103 firearms, 2 
converted and 31 gas-powered weapons, 
and almost 17 000 rounds of ammuni-
tion. The amount of ammunition confis-
cated is back to the long-term average, 
and firearms discoveries remain at a sim-
ilar level as in recent years. While sei-
zures made by national authorities in the 

neighbouring post-conflict areas attest to 
a significant potential, the same volume 
of smuggling could not be confirmed by 
detections at the external borders.

Larger quantities of firearms are usu-
ally trafficked aboard vessels. The year 
2021 was again characterised by minor 
detections at sea which were most re-
ported by customs authorities.

The chance of arms and ammunition 
contraband being detected at airports is 
generally high due to the use of metal 
detectors, X-rays, and the detection of 
traces of explosives. In 2020, the number 
of seizures on international flights was 
additionally reduced by travel restric-
tions. In 2021, 73 % of all cases of firearms 
detection and 90 % of all ammunition sei-
zures were reported at airports. Despite 
a high number of cases recorded, they 
accounted for around 9 % of all firearms 
detected. Frequent seizures related to 
small parcel and courier shipments in-
dicate that the trend towards shipping 
disassembled weapons or essential parts 
has also reached the EU market.

The developments at the EU’s exter-
nal borders reflect global trends in arms 
trafficking. In the future smugglers can 
be expected to further explore the exist-
ing loopholes, such as the conversion of 
alarm weapons originating from Turkey. 
Smuggled firearms, broken down into 
their components, special components 
and accessories altering the lethality or 
completing sets of 3D-printed parts will 
pose additional challenges for border 
and customs controls. Moreover, there 
is a growing phenomenon of so-called 
‘ghost weapons’, produced from unreg-
istered, illegally manufactured firearms 
parts, 3D-printed parts, and components 
which can be legally obtained on ex-
ternal markets. In this way, criminals 
and terrorists can obtain fully untrace-
able weapons. However, online trade 
and 3D-printing will also increase the 
availability of weapons to people with 
no criminal connections.

Crises typically increase the per-
ceived uncertainty, fear, and the de-
sire for self-protection. The resulting 
demand may be a motivation to turn 
to illegal suppliers. Moreover, the post 
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pandemic period generated an increased 
volatility, competition and violence be-
tween crime groups, leading to an arms 
race. The economic fallout caused by 
the current health crisis will increase 
the risk that firearms held – legally or 
illegally – by civilians and small busi-
nesses might end up in criminal cycles, 
as people are looking for ways to cope fi-
nancially. Increased availability coupled 
with a growing demand drive black mar-
kets resulting in a threat of trafficking.

Looking forward, the war in Ukraine 
will completely transform the patterns 
of illicit firearms flows in Europe. There 
are multiple scenarios. Due to the ongo-
ing conflict a large quantity of military 
weapons is uncontrolled, and the pro-
liferation of weapons and explosives is 
likely to continue in Ukraine. Once hos-
tilities are over, there is the possibility 
that such weapons will be subject to traf-
ficking. Organised smugglers will most 
likely take advantage of the opportuni-
ties this will provide – irrespective of 
whether they smuggle weapons into or 
out of Ukraine.

A WCO report highlights that 82 % of 
all detections made during customs con-
trol were based on risk profiling. This 
underscores the significance of cooper-
ation between border guards, customs 
officers, and other authorities enabling 
targeted detailed checks of travellers and 
shipments. The necessary exchange is 
often not implemented systematically.

Furthermore the results of Joint Ac-
tion Days show that intense measures 
focusing on the means of transport as 
well as targeted border checks lead to in-
creased detections of firearms trafficking 
and other smuggling activities. How-
ever, addressing increasing cross-border 
crime inevitably ties up additional re-
sources and thus slows down the cross-
border traffic.

The trade in illegal firearms is an ena-
bler for other criminal activities such as 
drug trafficking and amplifies the threat 
they pose to the internal security of the 
EU. Armed criminals and violent crimes 
carried out using illegal firearms create 
a sense of insecurity and undermine pub-
lic confidence in the rule of law.

Sea

Land

Air

6.8%

14.0%

11.7%

9.3%

77.9%

72.8%

Volume of s
ei

zu
re

s

Number of se
izu

re
s

Figure 11.  Cases and volume of firearms seized at the external border in 2021 
per border type based on aggregated statistics shared by 16 EU Member States 
and EFTA countries
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The smuggling of stolen vehicles and 
parts continues to be a common problem 
at the EU’s external borders. The high 
registration levels of new car thefts in 
2021 highlighted that organised crimi-
nal networks continued to engage in the 
theft of motor vehicles.

In 2021, during Frontex-coordinated 
joint operations, 197 stolen vehicles were 
seized (145 at the EU’s external borders 
and 52 in the Western Balkans). Addi-
tionally, 24 cases of smuggling of stolen 
car parts and 69 cases of vehicle-related 
document fraud were registered (mostly 
at the Eastern land borders). Despite the 
year-on-year increase of 40 %, report-
ing in 2021 remained significantly lower 
than in pre-pandemic years. In addition, 
authorities carrying out border control 
and surveillance activities in EU Member 
States reported 260 stolen vehicles, seized 
either at the EU’s external borders (132) 
or at internal borders and inland (128).

Most of the information referred to 
stolen passenger cars (77 %) and lorries 
and semitrailers (15 %), but other types 
of vehicles like motorcycles, campers, 
agricultural and construction machines 
were also targeted. The detections re-
sulted mostly from a SIS II or Interpol 
hit (62 %), but VIN manipulation (13 %) 
and use of false registration documents 
and licence plates (12 %) were on the rise 
in 2021.

In the majority of the detections the 
cars were driven or towed on a trailer 
through land BCPs. Cases of cars and 
parts concealed inside semitrailers or 
cargo vans were increasingly reported. 
Containerised traffic of stolen cars and 
parts through EU seaports was also 
detected.

In 2021 the main impact of stolen ve-
hicle smuggling was at land BCPs on the 
main transport corridors. Different types 
of vehicles were trafficked in order to meet 
criminal market demands. The Eastern 
land borders, which reported 66 % of all 
stolen vehicle-related incidents in Frontex 
operations last year, continued to be the 
most affected. While cases involving the 
trafficking of stolen vehicles to Ukraine 
and Moldova frequently occurred, the bor-
ders with Belarus and Russia continued to 

report a high rate of vehicle-related doc-
ument fraud. Alterations of data in vehi-
cle registration certificates with the aim 
of reducing or avoiding import and reg-
istration fees, as well as using counter-
feit licence plates were among the most 
common violations.

The Western Balkans were impacted 
by frequent detections of stolen vehi-
cles at land borders and seaports, re-
porting roughly 23 % of the incidents in 
2021. Changing drivers and transport 
means during different legs of the jour-
ney across Europe was a usual modus op-
erandi, which also included software 
manipulation, counterfeiting of docu-
ments, registration certificates and li-
cence plates.

Although fewer cases were reported in 
2021, trafficking of vehicles and parts at 
EU seaports had a big financial impact. 
For instance, in 2021, cases of defraud-
ing the EU of hundreds of thousands of 
Euros at different seaports indicated an 
elevated risk of vehicle-related financial 
fraud. Containerised imports of stolen or 
damaged vehicles from the US and Can-
ada, false registration documents, cus-
toms declarations with a significantly 
lowered value, VAT fraud, imports of sub-
standard vehicles and parts, etc. were 
among the various criminal offences 
prevented by law enforcement authori-
ties. The export of vehicles to North and 
West Africa was also characteristic for 
EU ports in the north of Europe and in 
the Mediterranean.

The resilience of the criminal networks 
and the law-enforcement countermeas-
ures against motor vehicle crime deter-
mine the specific risks of trafficking of 
stolen vehicles and parts at the EU’s exter-
nal borders. In addition, socio-economic 
factors influencing the car industry in 
Europe, such as increased demand for 
personal mobility in times of COVID-19, 
industry slowdown and stricter environ-
mental requirements, also have an in-
direct effect on crime by reducing the 
accessibility of new and used vehicles.

According to Europol, thefts of vehi-
cles and spare parts in the EU feed both 
EU and non-EU illicit markets. Crimi-
nal networks involved in vehicle crime 

can be described as mobile, collaborative 
and networked, often breaking down the 
different stages of trafficking between 
the different actors involved. Europol 
notes that for the purchase and sale of 
stolen vehicles and spare parts, differ-
ent types of legal business structures 
are infiltrated by criminal networks in-
volved in motor vehicle crime, such as 
official and second-hand car dealers or 
repair shops, among others.1

Incentivised by the increased demand 
and rising prices of new and used vehi-
cles, resulting from the reduced pro-
duction capacity of the car industry, 
criminal groups will try to maximise 
their profits by stealing desired cars and 
equipment and selling them in EU Mem-
ber States or abroad in third countries. 
Transporting vehicles to neighbouring 
Member States or immediately exporting 
stolen vehicles through land BCPs, will 
be the preferred modus operandi.

In addition, the fast change to elec-
tric mobility stimulates the increase 
of imports at EU seaports of new and 
used vehicles from North America and 
Asia, which could bring new risks of ris-
ing document fraud and customs viola-
tions. Changing customer preferences 
also create a niche for criminal activi-
ties. The different pace of adoption of 
electric mobility within Europe incen-
tivises internal EU trafficking of stolen 
vehicles, as well as registration and in-
surance fraud. While in northern Eu-
rope a growing market of electric and 
hybrid cars is expected, in south-east-
ern Europe, the secondary market of 
10- to 15-year-old combustion engine ve-
hicles remains dominant. Based on op-
erational reports, south-eastern Europe 
is often considered a destination for ve-
hicles and spare parts, stolen in differ-
ent Member States. Moreover, criminal 
networks try to smuggle stolen vehicles 
to Eastern Europe and the Middle East, 
using the cover of unlawfully changed 
EU vehicle registration.

1 Europol 2021, European Union Serious 
and Organised Crime Threat Assessment 
(EU SOCTA 2021), accessible at https://
www.europol.europa.eu/sites/default/
files/documents/socta2021_1.pdf
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Vehicle-related document fraud is 
a common risk on the EU’s external bor-
ders. Cases involving counterfeit vehi-
cle registration documents, insurance 
policies, lease contracts, registration 
plates (either false or not matching the 
vehicle they were mounted on), have 
been reported from most of the BCPs 
on the Eastern land borders and in the 
Balkans. Additional sets of registration 
plates, found inside vehicles (mostly on 
entry from Morocco), are an indication 
of possible misuse in criminal activities.

Stolen vehicles have often been used 
as a means for facilitating other crim-
inal activities like migrant smuggling 
and drug trafficking. The misuse of sto-
len vehicles for other unlawful purposes 
is a persistent threat, especially in re-
gions with a worsening security envi-
ronment. Stolen cars could be used for 
violent and extremist acts in border re-
gions with mounting tensions.

On the other hand, the war in 
Ukraine and the altered security situ-
ation in Eastern Europe may make the 
region much less attractive for trading 
in stolen vehicles, and criminal groups 
may hence direct their attention to other 
black markets in Europe and Africa. Spik-
ing inflation and the dampened eco-
nomic outlook in Europe and globally 
may stimulate the trade in more afford-
able used spare parts, many of them 
sourced from stolen vehicles in scrapy-
ards across Europe.

The reduced availability of cars and 
spare parts, as well as limited cross-bor-
der mobility (as a result of the recent 
health, economic and political crises), 
have stimulated the growth in stolen ve-
hicles, spare parts, and equipment with 
individual postal and cargo deliveries be-
ing sold online. Anonymous online trad-
ing will be a preferred modus operandi, with 
customers and transport companies of-
ten unaware that they have bought and/
or delivered a stolen item. The trafficking 
through the borders of stolen car parts 
or dismantled vehicles with the aim of 
reassembling those vehicles in the coun-
try of destination is expected to continue 
at a similar pace in 2022/2023.
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Figure 13.  Detection of stolen 
vehicles in 2021 by reason for 
detection

Figure 14.  Detection of 
stolen vehicles in 2021 by 
transportation method 
through the borders

33 of 58

Frontex · Risk Analysis for 2022/2023



In 2019, the World Bank estimated that 
the global illicit tobacco trade generates 
enormous proceeds (between USD 40 and 
50 billion per year), which clearly shows 
the importance of fighting the smug-
gling of tobacco products.

Significant price differences between 
Member States and between Member 
States and neighbouring countries are 
the main incentives for criminal net-
works involved in this profitable crim-
inal activity. The United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) warned 
that COVID-19 has created new oppor-
tunities for organised crime to profit.

According to a study (commissioned 
by the tobacco industry), despite a gen-
eral decline in consumption, the Eu-
ropean market (EU, UK, Norway, and 
Switzerland) for illicit cigarettes contin-
ued to increase, to EUR 34 billion (7.8 % 
of the total cigarette consumption in 
2020) and generated a tax loss of about 
EUR 8.5 billion. A study from 2017 esti-
mated that border authorities managed 
to intercept almost 10 % of the illicit cig-
arette flow into the EU market.

Based on operational findings of the 
European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF), il-
licit cigarettes destined for EU markets 
mainly originate from the Far East, fol-
lowed by the Balkans, Eastern Europe, 
and Turkey.

In 2021, Frontex-coordinated opera-
tional activities in the Member States 
resulted in the seizure of around 23.3 
million cigarettes and almost 3 tonnes 
of tobacco, which is more than in 2020 
(both in the volume and number of de-
tections) but still below pre-pandemic 
levels. Member States1 reported a signif-
icant increase in smuggling activities in 
2021, with 288 million cigarettes (+46 %) 
and 528 tonnes of tobacco (18 times more 
than in the previous year) seized at the 
border. Large-scale, organised cigarette 
smuggling activities can be detected at 
all border types.

1 18 EU Member States and EFTA countries 
sharing aggregated statistics on seizures 
at the external borders (as of 10 February 
2022)

The land border was the most affected 
in terms of the total volume of seizures. 
As much as 72 % of all seized cigarettes 
and 96 % of the seized tobacco were re-
lated to land border crossings, mostly 
on entry. Generally, the volume of in-
dividual seizures increased. The contra-
band was in most cases blended in with 
the flow of goods, hidden in lorries and 
trains, using ‘covering shipments’ or 
specially built compartments. The use 
of cargo trains was a steadily increas-
ing phenomenon. The number of ille-
gal Belarusian cigarettes discovered on 
trains in Lithuania in 2021 was as high 
as the sum total of the past seven years. 
The external land borders with Belarus, 
Ukraine, and Turkey were the most tar-
geted in 2021.

Frequently observed modi operandi in-
cluded smugglers carrying voluminous 
packages crossing the border on foot, of-
ten across the border river. When spot-
ted, the smugglers would abandon the 
contraband and escape, mostly back to 
the other side of the border. Such inci-
dents were usually committed by smaller 
local groups, with drivers picking up the 
contraband on the EU side. Addition-
ally, the use of drones and small planes 
was reported, as well as the use of GPS-
tracked rafts in rivers. Such cases show 
smugglers are constantly adjusting their 
modus operandi.

According to Europol, large-scale 
smuggling in shipping containers tar-
gets major seaports and free economic 
zones before entering the EU.

Such contraband is either smuggled 
to the EU directly, e.g. through Bulgar-
ian and Romanian ports or indirectly via 
Ukraine, an important hub for cigarette 
smuggling, or the Western Balkans. In 
2021, the number of illicit cigarettes 
seized at the EU sea borders almost quad-
rupled and accounted for 22 % of the total 
volume of cigarette/tobacco smuggling to 
the EU. Due to the high consumer prices 
in Ireland and the UK, both countries 
are high-profit markets for contraband 
originating from and transiting the EU.

A strong rebound in detections was 
observed at air borders. While this bor-
der type is responsible for the highest 

number of detected cases (78 % of all sei-
zures), the volume of the contraband 
accounts for only 4 % of all seized ciga-
rettes and less than 2 % of seized tobacco. 
The most reported modus operandi involved 
items being concealed in passengers’ lug-
gage. Other, less common, methods in-
cluded air mail and shipments.

The pandemic and associated re-
strictions temporarily disrupted sup-
ply chains in 2020. However, criminal 
groups were quick to prove that they 
are highly flexible, creative, and will-
ing to invest to adapt to the situation 
and continue profiting from this illicit 
trade. The global health crisis and finan-
cial downturn has created the conditions 
for criminal networks to further exploit 
public demand for cheap goods while 
the strained economic situation of many 
households increases the appeal of such 
offers. In particular, cigarette trafficking 
is perceived as a ‘victimless crime’ and 
the smugglers face much lighter conse-
quences than in the case of smuggling 
other illicit goods.

At the same time, the tobacco indus-
try especially in Belarus and China has 
an active interest in meeting the demand 
of European black markets and in en-
couraging new generations of smokers 
to pick up the unhealthy habit. Moreo-
ver, the issue of illicit tobacco trade is 
no longer limited to cigarettes. Water 
pipe tobacco and raw tobacco has been-
increasingly smuggled in recent years. 
Criminals are eager to take advantage 
of the growing demand for innovative 
nicotine products, such as e-cigarettes 
and disposables, and profit from smug-
gling and selling illegal and potentially 
harmful counterfeits. The fact that 1.75 
million forged tax/excise stamps have 
been seized on their way from Turkey 
to Ukraine is another indication of the 
scale of international collaboration of 
criminal networks.

As the demand is being fed by the 
pressure on consumers’ purchasing 
power and non-domestic producers strive 
to take a share of the European black 
market, smuggling of different tobacco 
products, raw tobacco, and other compo-
nents will be a continuous threat – even 
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if the general consumption is decreas-
ing. The threat will materialise along 
the land borders of the EU, especially in 
the East, at sea borders in major ports 
and, to a  lesser extent, at air borders. 
Thus, it will continue to be a challenge 
for customs and border controls as well 
as border surveillance. Enhanced bor-
der control measures and sanctions will 
hamper smuggling activities at the land 
border with Russia and Belarus. The lat-
ter will continue to face a high risk of cig-
arette smuggling. The war in Ukraine, 
which was identified as a hub for smug-
gling activities, will influence smug-
gling activities in the region and beyond. 
Not only that an established routes is 
disrupted, also sanctions may influence 
production capacities in eastern Europe. 
Shipments from the Far East will address 
other harbours. A high level of volatility 
in smuggling routes is expected. Traf-
fickers will constantly optimise their 
operations making use of the latest tech-
nology, attempting to evade the border 
management measures in place.

Besides constituting a burden on bor-
der management, cigarette smuggling 
has a much broader impact. Each year, 
smuggling activities cause large losses 
in the Member States’ budgets (roughly 
EUR 10 billion annually at EU level), bol-
ster organised crime, and are considered 
a catalyst for other criminal activities. 
The availability of illicit cigarettes does 
not only undermine anti-smoking and 
public-health campaigns. It also poses 
a serious risk to the consumers’ health 
both directly – as the production is not 
properly controlled – and indirectly – as 
smoking is the single largest avoidable 
health risk factor and the most signifi-
cant cause of premature death in the EU, 
responsible for nearly 700 000 deaths 
every year. To mention just one envi-
ronmental impact, each year 5 trillion 
cigarette butts, that are not properly 
disposed of around the globe, generate 
around 770 million tonnes of toxic waste 
and release toxic chemicals into the air, 
water, and soil.
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Figure 15.  Cases and volume of cigarettes seized at the external borders in 
2021 per border type based on aggregated statistics shared by 18 EU Member 
States and EFTA countries.
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The European Union continues to be 
a destination for victims of human traf-
ficking originating in third countries. 
Sexual exploitation (46 %) remained the 
prominent form of trafficking in the EU, 
followed by labour exploitation (21 %). 
Some victims were forced into criminal 
activities (12 %) while others were victims 
of domestic servitude (4 %). Women and 
girls comprised the largest group of THB 
victims, both among the EU and non-
EU identified nationals, this fact being 
strongly correlated with the main pur-
pose of trafficking – sexual exploitation.1

Among the non-EU nationals, victims 
from Nigeria, Albania and China were 
most often trafficked for sexual exploita-
tion, while Sudanese, Vietnamese, Chi-
nese, Indian, Eritrean nationals were 
trafficked for the purpose of labour ex-
ploitation in various Member States. In 
this context, Africa remains an impor-
tant source region for victims of human 
trafficking in the EU. Nonetheless, the 
data on nationalities is dynamic and 
often follows recent developments of 
humanitarian crises around the world.

Child trafficking often remains invisi-
ble to society, hidden behind family and 
religious customs of different national 
and ethnic groups. Reported cases in-
volved sexual exploitation, forced beg-
ging and forced involvement in crime 
such as cannabis cultivation, the sell-
ing of drugs or pickpocketing. The rising 
number of unaccompanied children on 
the move during health and humanitar-
ian crises significantly increases the risk 
of child exploitation. An estimated 42 % 
of all forcibly displaced people in 2020 
were children2, a sign of exposure to vi-
olence and exploitation in origin, tran-
sit, and destination countries.

Conflict-induced migration and in-
ternal displacements were a growing 

1 European Commission, Directorate-
General for Migration and Home 
Affairs, Data collection on trafficking in 
human beings in the EU, Publications 
Office, 2020, https://data.europa.eu/
doi/10.2837/897741

2 UNHCR, Global Trends, Forced displace-
ments, 2020, https://www.unhcr.org/
flagship-reports/globaltrends/

concern in 2021. The rising number of 
persons on the move due to armed con-
flicts and socio-political turmoil exposed 
vulnerable groups of individuals to the 
influence of organised crime. Criminal 
networks take advantage of the char-
acteristics of post-conflict situations 
and put large number of unaccompa-
nied children, widows, and homeless in 
acute forms of exploitation such as using 
children in armed activities, including 
suicide attacks, selling children, forced 
marriages, sexual slavery, etc.3

Despite the difference between mi-
grant smuggling and human trafficking, 
the lack of legal and safe travel routes 
exposes migrants and refugees to vari-
ous forms of trafficking and creates big 
profit opportunities for criminal net-
works. Criminal activities such as the 
use of direct threats or force might be 
easy to spot, but more subtle ways of 
exploitation remain invisible. Migrants 
are victimised not only in the country 
of desired destination, but also along 
the route, in transit points and migra-
tion camps. Victims often become finan-
cially indebted to the traffickers and are 
thus obliged to work for the traffickers 
to pay back exorbitant amounts of debt. 
Exploitation and degrading attitudes in 
countries of origin could also be reasons 
for fleeing the country and seeking asy-
lum in the EU.

2021 saw a significant growth in the 
number of sub-Saharan females arriving 
on the Western African route, reaching 
its peak in May. Worryingly, suspicious 
activity indicative of human trafficking 
remained high, as debriefing activities 
indicated female victims, who had been 
exploited either in housekeeping in Mo-
rocco, or in prostitution in Europe.

Changing migration trends in the 
Central Mediterranean indicate that the 
region is once again perceived as an at-
tractive option to reach the EU. Certain 
nationalities have been increasingly 

3 UNODC, Countering Trafficking 
in Persons in Conflict Situations, 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/
human-trafficking/2018/17-08776_
ebook-Countering_Trafficking_in_
Persons_in_Conflict_Situations.pdf

targeting Libya as an alternative to the 
Western and Eastern Mediterranean 
routes. Additionally, the socioeconomic 
situation in some African countries has 
led to a 45 % increase in the number of 
newly registered refugees in Tunisia, 
with a large part of them being Ivorian 
(38 %). The significant number of mi-
nors in the Central Mediterranean (47 % 
of all children and 91 % of all unaccom-
panied minors (UAM) in 2021 were Tu-
nisian, Egyptian and Bangladeshi) is 
another high-risk indicator for poten-
tial exploitation.

In 2021, the Eastern Mediterranean 
region saw a significant increase in ar-
rivals of African nationals. Beside the 
overall rise in the number of migrants 
from Central Africa, the notable share 
of female migrants raised concerns for 
possible sexual exploitation along the 
route and in destination countries. Af-
rican women have been recruited by 
criminal networks with various delu-
sive campaigns for work and education, 
and subsequently victimised and con-
trolled based on fear, shame and reli-
gious beliefs.

The misuse of fraudulently obtained 
or forged EU identity documents addi-
tionally facilitates the secondary move-
ments and the exploitation of vulnerable 
African nationals in different EU Mem-
ber States with established African 
communities.

Migration from Afghanistan on the 
Eastern Mediterranean route could im-
pact the EU with increased criminality, 
as nearly 700 000 people have been newly 
displaced in Afghanistan4 and many of 
them were left homeless, in poverty and 
indebted to their traffickers.

Western Balkan countries have been 
impacted by the migration of both their 
own residents migrating to the EU and 
people from non-European third coun-
tries passing through the region with 
the aim of entering the EU. Many of 
these migrants become victims of THB 
mainly for the purpose of sexual and 

4 UNHCR, Afghanistan emergency, 
https://www.unhcr.org/afghanistan-
emergency.html

Trafficking in human beings
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labour exploitation. The steady presence 
of migrant children travelling along the 
Western Balkan route in recent years 
points towards the persisting risk of vic-
timisation and exploitation.

The unprecedented flow of people at 
the Eastern land borders, fleeing from 
the war in Ukraine, is presenting op-
portunities for trafficking networks for 
luring vulnerable people into prostitu-
tion or exploiting them in poor work 
conditions. The exceptional humani-
tarian crisis and difficulties to indepen-
dently sustain their living expose many 
female refugees and children to traffick-
ing. A prolonged military conflict will 
result in many civilian casualties and 
many children losing their relatives, 
thus increasing the number of UAM at 
the borders. While in the short term 
the pressure will be most evident on the 
countries bordering Ukraine, in the me-
dium- and long-term the effects of the 
unprecedented displacement of people 
will be seen in all Member States, fac-
ing an increasing number of cases of 

exploitation. In this regard, maintaining 
the reception capacities of the Member 
States is vital for providing immediate 
protection, but long-term care to vulner-
able people and especially to children is 
also essential. While the majority of peo-
ple fleeing the war are Ukrainians, the 
situation has also had a severe effect on 
other foreign nationals who might ex-
perience greater integration difficulties.

Vulnerabilities in the prevention of 
THB at the borders relate to the possible 
overlooking of signs of human traffick-
ing. Specialised training of border guards 
and working jointly with national bor-
der guard units competent for address-
ing THB and human rights counsellors, 
disseminating information on THB-re-
lated risks and where to seek help, is 
recommended for ensuring timely help 
to THB victims.

Economic and social vulnerabilities in 
many third countries, fuelled by differ-
ent crisis situations around the world, 
as well as limited institutional response 
for supporting large groups of vulnerable 

people, will continue to generate risks 
for human trafficking at the EU’s exter-
nal borders.

According to Europol, the sustained 
demand for sexual services will continue 
to drive the sexual exploitation of vic-
tims. Irregular migrants run the risk of 
being victimised in exploitative work-
ing and living conditions, and in some 
cases as a means to repay their debt for 
migrant smuggling services.

African migrants, as well as chil-
dren and women, arriving on sea and air 
routes could be considered most exposed 
to trafficking. Nonetheless, push factors 
for migration make all migrants vulner-
able to different forms of exploitation.
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Following the Taliban takeover in Af-
ghanistan, less attention has been paid 
to the low-level insurgency operated by 
ISIS remnants across Syria and Iraq to 
exploit governance and security vacu-
ums to strengthen their position. Their 
recruitment efforts allegedly continue 
in displaced persons’ camps in north-
ern Syria, where easy access and dire 
humanitarian conditions may offer 
a population ripe for indoctrination. Re-
gardless, the locus of terrorist violence 
has been steadily shifting to the Sahel 
over recent years. Al-Qaeda and ISIS af-
filiates have shown their political abili-
ties by exploiting governance vacuums, 
local conflicts, and ethnic dynamics to 
recruit followers, hone their skills and 
project power southward. While this 
may indicate growing intentions and 
capabilities, the overall focus of the vi-
olence remains local. To date, the vio-
lence in the central Sahel has resulted 
in about three million Internally Dis-
placed Persons (IDPs); a condition which 

could generate migratory pressure to-
wards the EU.1

Outside conflict areas the threat will 
continue to spread through the internet. 
The pandemic increased the risk of ex-
posure to extremist propaganda as peo-
ple spend more time online – a condition 
which raises concerns of less sophisti-
cated/high impact ‘lone’ actor attacks.2 
In this sense, ‘we must defeat ISIL in 
cyberspace.’3 With terrorist activities 
scattered across diverse battlefields, so-
cial media platforms become the pri-
mary operational space for recruitment 
and disseminating propaganda. If this 
is allowed to continue, counterterrorism 

1 https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/ 
sahelcrisis

2 Letter dated 12 February 2021 from 
the President of the Security Council 
addressed to the Secretary-General 
and the Permanent Representatives of 
the members of the Security Council 
(securitycouncilreport.org)

3 Ibid

efforts will only result in short-term tac-
tical results.

Overall, thousands of FTFs who 
fought in the ranks of ISIS in the Le-
vant are still unaccounted for. To avoid 
capture some might have left one bat-
tleground to relocate elsewhere, taking 
their skills and experience with them. 
Tracking them becomes complicated as 
they may have moved between several 
countries over a long period of time be-
fore joining other fronts or attempting 
to get to Europe. That said, undetected 
entries of high-risk individuals at the ex-
ternal border – such as FTFs and/or sub-
jects linked to some extent to terrorism 
– will continue posing a major security 
challenge to the EU. Hence the need for 
synergies with security constituencies 
to strengthen multilateral intelligence 
sharing and cooperation and to better 
tackle their mobility and reduce the con-
sequent impact on the internal security 
of the Schengen area.

The Schengen Borders Code requires 
systematic checks of all persons enter-
ing/exiting the external borders against 
relevant databases. Identifying and ad-
dressing operational gaps in database 
checks is hence paramount. This is of 
particular concern during the summer 
when malicious individuals may try to 
take advantage of busy maritime routes 
between North Africa and Southern Eu-
rope to enter the Schengen area. Frontex 
support to Member States by screening 
passengers and referring ‘subjects of in-
terest’ for detailed second-line checks, 
e.g., during JO Neptune III, has in this 
context been proving itself of value. Yet, 
the pressure stemming from the con-
flict in Ukraine has also shown the dif-
ficulties in exercising effective control 
at land borders; a condition which may 
be leaving space for manoeuvre to FTFs/
subjects of interest to attempt illegal 
border-crossing.
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Security threats to the EU do not solely 
stem from travelling terrorists though. 
Operational information shows how the 
criminal economy intersects with mil-
itants’ and terrorist groups’ economic 
and political aspirations. Local/regional 
marriages of convenience may further 
strengthen these bonds.

To this end, their ambitions will be 
increasingly intertwined with the exploi-
tation of the migratory flow for financial 
gains. People smugglers might also take 
advantage of the crisis in Ukraine to offer 
migrants currently stranded in Belarus 
viable options to resume their journey 
or to deflect toward Ukraine to blend in 
as legitimate workers/residents in the 

country to move to the EU. It cannot 
be ruled out that people linked to some 
extent to terrorism might seize this op-
portunity to mix amongst these groups. 
This also applies to foreigners fighting 
in the Ukrainian conflict who may de-
cide to enter/return to the EU. Available 
information shows that so far, these in-
cluded individuals from the central Asian 
republics, traveling through Ukraine 
and/or residing in these countries prior 
the conflict. Infiltration by returning 
fighters could have a severe impact on 
the EU’s internal security. This becomes 
particularly relevant when considering 
FTFs’ family members. The challenge 
here is avoiding re-victimisation, while 

ensuring accountability for those indi-
viduals who have committed or played 
an active role in violent acts, in line with 
international law.

A number of people have joined the 
conflict in Ukraine, includingsome in-
dividuals (loosely) linked to the far-right 
milieu, yet also – and mostly – regular 
citizens and/or adventure seekers. The 
risk here for the internal security of the 
Union is their return with combat experi-
ence/exposure to atrocities/traumas. Yet 
this might also give extreme elements 
more credibility/legitimacy to recruit/
spread their ideology upon returning to 
their home countries.
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Outlook



The key risks affecting European Inte-
grated Border Management in 2022/23 
are: irregular migration on the well-
-established migratory routes to the EU; 
cross-border crime and terrorism; in-
strumentalisation of migration as a po-
litical pressure tool; and the increasing 
gap between return decisions and effec-
tive returns. All these risks are expected 
to be exacerbated by the multifaceted, 
long-term consequences of the war in 
Ukraine.

The ripple effects of the war in 
Ukraine are likely to be critical for in-
ternational and irregular migration. In-
flationary pressures, food and energy 
shortages most severely affecting the 
least resilient countries, supply chain 
reorganisation and the withdrawal or 
redeployment of Russian troops and 
mercenaries are likely to trigger a wide 
range of economic, security and political 
repercussions that may affect not only 
European but also international border 
management.

Less clear are the specific implica-
tions of the war on the EBCG’s long-term 
operational posture. Much depends on 
the evolution and eventual outcome 
of the war, Russia’s response to sanc-
tions, and on whether hitherto effec-
tive cross-border cooperation in the east 
can be salvaged. A return to Cold War-
style, militarised border management 
on the Eastern borders, with very lim-
ited cross-border cooperation but heavily 
secured and thus impermeable borders, 
may be the most likely scenario. A situ-
ation where the instrumentalisation of 
migration as a pressure tool becomes the 
“new normal” on the EU’s eastern bor-
ders is likewise conceivable.

People smuggling over the green and 
blue borders, and the considerable gap 
between return decisions and effective 
returns of third-country nationals, will 
continue to be two of the most enduring 
challenges for European border manage-
ment. The risk persists of irregular mi-
grants being victimised in exploitative 
working and living conditions, in some 
cases as a means to repay their debt to 
migrant smugglers.

These developments will com-
bine with the lingering impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which has exacer-
bated socio-economic problems in many 
countries of origin and widened the gap 
between the affluent West and the rest of 
the world. The interplay with other meg-
atrends, most notably climate change as 
outlined in the Frontex Strategic Risk 
Analysis 2022, will intensify push and 
pull factors for migration. Migration 
trends in 2022/2023 will therefore likely 
reflect the strong rebounding effect ob-
served in 2021: 200 000 detected illegal 
border-crossings between border-cross-
ing points in 2021 is the highest figure 
since 2017 and is a 58 % increase com-
pared with 2020 and a 41 % increase com-
pared to 2019.

The UK will remain a major desti-
nation country, and significant out-
flows of migrants will likely continue 
in 2022/2023, calling for enhanced bor-
der surveillance and search-and-rescue 
(SAR) operations to prevent fatalities in 
the English Channel.

Considering crucial regions of transit 
and origin, developments in the Sahel 
region, which continues to be plagued 
by militant Islamist violence, are of par-
ticular concern. Despite international 
counterterrorism efforts, violence has 
also increased in Somalia, northern Mo-
zambique and the Sinai Peninsula. In 
the long term, the deteriorating socio-
economic and security situation in the 
Sahel region might push migrants to-
wards the EU.

Regarding cross-border crime, in 
2022/2023 and beyond, the crime-as-a-
service approach (where experienced 
criminals develop tools or services that 
are either put up for sale or rent to others) 
will drive poly-criminality, with crimi-
nal groups at different levels ready to 
smuggle anything through the EU’s ex-
ternal borders, from cigarettes through 
illicit drugs and weapons to desperate 
irregular migrants. Global online trade 
and encrypted/untraceable communi-
cation will require ever more focus on 
efficient customs controls at cargo termi-
nals at sea, land and air borders, which 

in turn calls for timely intelligence and 
precise cargo profiling.

European border management will 
likely have to contend with the effects 
of an increasingly turbulent, volatile 
and hostile international environment. 
Crises of different nature, hybrid inter-
ference, and a higher frequency of ex-
treme events around the world acting as 
push factors will have far-reaching con-
sequences. Crisis preparedness, as well 
as stronger links between border man-
agement authorities and the wider law 
enforcement, customs and security con-
stituencies, will therefore be crucial as 
EU border management will very prob-
ably continue to be tested. To respond 
to emerging threats with agility, EBCG 
rapid border interventions are crucial 
in supporting EU MSs/SACs, as seen in 
Greece (2020) and Lithuania (2021). Rapid 
deployment to a third country (Moldova) 
was demonstrated in 2022.
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Statistical annex
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LEGEND
Symbols and abbreviations: n.a. not applicable

           : data not available
Source: FRAN and EDF-RAN data as of 19 August 2022, unless otherwise indicated
Note:   ‘Member States’ in the tables refer to FRAN Member States, including 

both 27 EU Member States and three Schengen Associated Countries.
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Annex Table 1.  Illegal border-crossing between BCPs, on entry
Detections at the external borders by border type, gender and age group

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Border Type Nationality

Sea 113 643 106 246 87 390 112 616 56 29 Tunisia (14%)

Land 35 474 35 600 39 033 87 485 44 124 Syria (49%)

Gender Nationality

Female 28 547 32 987 10 781 16 916 8.5 57 Syria (15%)

Male 113 770 106 690 109 510 169 942 85 55 Syria (26%)

Not available 6 800 2 169 6 132 13 243 6.6 116 Tunisia (21%)

Age Group Nationality

Adult 114 183 96 947 86 362 119 517 60 38 Morocco (12%)

Minor 30 948 32 554 15 159 22 038 11 45 Tunisia (12%)

Not available 26 430 4 009 3 522 4 762 2.4 35 Unspec. sub-Saharan nationals (24%)

Accompanied 765 23 542 5 996 6 391 3.2 6.6 Afghanistan (19%)

Unaccompanied 3 753 5 003 5 641 10 885 5.4 93 Tunisia (19%)

Not available 3 986 12 345 24 902 58 546 29 135 Syria (66%)

Total 149 117 141 846 126 423 200 101 100 58



Annex Table 2.  Illegal border-crossing between BCPs, on entry
Detections reported by border type and top ten nationalities at the external borders

2018 2019 2020 2021 Share of total % change on prev. year

All Borders

Syria 14 378 24 339 21 631 46 395 23 114

Afghanistan 12 666 34 154 10 140 16 711 8.4 65

Tunisia 5 230 2 799 13 185 16 527 8.3 25

Morocco 13 498 8 020 17 594 16 482 8.2 -6.3

Unspecified 
sub-Saharan nationals

69 14 346 13 250 15 077 7.5 14

Algeria 6 101 5 314 12 987 13 702 6.8 5.5

Egypt 709 996 1 519 9 218 4.6 507

Bangladesh 2 043 2 254 5 426 9 041 4.5 67

Iraq 10 114 6 433 2 066 8 690 4.3 321

Turkey 8 412 7 880 3 947 4 673 2.3 18

All Other 75 897 35 311 24 678 43 585 22 77

Total all borders 149 117 141 846 125 223 200 120 100 60

Land Border

Syria 6 083 7 546 18 697 43 149 49 131

Afghanistan 2 863 5 812 5 746 13 640 16 137

Iraq 3 348 2 256 977 5 771 6.6 491

Turkey 7 954 7 322 3 709 4 377 5.0 18

Pakistan 2 883 2 109 1 071 1 911 2.2 78

Somalia 343 248 255 1 623 1.9 536

Nigeria 92 328 358 1 486 1.7 315

Morocco 112 197 674 1 468 1.7 118

Congo (Kinshasa) 26 41 181 1 242 1.4 586

Albania 4 576 2 055 1 429 1 160 1.3 -19

All Other 7 194 7 686 5 936 11 658 13 96

Total land borders 35 474 35 600 38 956 87 509 100 125

Sea Border

Tunisia 5 204 2 699 12 988 15 680 14 21

Unspecified sub-Saharan 
nationals

69 14 191 13 237 15 072 13 14

Morocco 13 386 7 823 16 920 15 014 13 -11

Algeria 5 943 5 089 12 719 13 342 12 4.9

Egypt 578 693 1 174 8 713 7.7 642

Bangladesh 1 188 868 4 539 7 955 7.1 75

Côte d'Ivoire 5 219 1 462 2 310 4 009 3.6 74

Iran 774 2 160 1 165 3 976 3.5 241

Syria 8 295 16 793 2 934 3 246 2.9 11

Afghanistan 9 803 28 342 4 394 3 071 2.7 -30

All Other 63 184 26 126 15 010 22 538 20 50

Total sea borders 113 643 106 246 87 390 112 616 100 29
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Annex Table 3.  Illegal border-crossing between BCPs, on entry
Detections reported by routes and top three nationalities at the external borders

Routes 2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year

Central Mediterranean Route 23 485 14 003 35 673 67 724 34 90

Tunisia 5 182 2 690 12 985 15 675 23 21

Egypt 276 267 1 124 8 506 13 657

Bangladesh 583 750 4 447 7 848 12 76

All Other 17 444 10 296 17 117 35 695 53 109

Western Balkan Route 5 869 15 152 26 969 61 735 31 129

Syria 323 4 643 16 644 38 723 63 133

Afghanistan 1 669 5 338 5 251 12 297 20 134

Turkey 407 623 155 1 652 2.7 966

All Other 3 470 4 548 4 919 9 063 15 84

Western African Route 1 323 2 718 24 087 22 351 11 -7.2

Unspecified sub-Saharan nationals 0 1 709 11 230 14 749 66 31

Morocco 902 949 11 972 7 561 34 -37

Bangladesh 0 1 9 25 0.1 178

All Other 421 59 876 16 0.1 -98

Eastern Mediterranean Route 56 561 83 333 20 280 20 572 10 1.4

Land 22 547 17 370 9 849 15 412 75 56

Syria 5 733 2 897 2 031 3 938 26 94

Turkey 7 468 6 619 3 486 2 578 17 -26

Nigeria 85 328 356 1 443 9.4 305

All Other 9 261 7 526 3 976 7 453 48 87

Sea 34 014 65 963 10 431 5 160 25 -51

Afghanistan 9 597 28 273 3 473 1 084 21 -69

Somalia 737 2 630 898 880 17 -2.0

Syria 8 173 16 707 2 665 730 14 -73

All Other 15 507 18 353 3 395 2 466 48 -27

Western Mediterranean Route 56 245 23 969 17 370 18 466 9.2 6.3

Sea 54 820 23 557 17 197 17 378 94 1.1

Algeria 4 339 4 007 11 195 11 659 67 4.1

Morocco 11 881 6 336 3 775 5 228 30 38

Unspecified sub-Saharan nationals 69 12 482 2 007 323 1.9 -84

All Other 38 531 732 220 168 1.0 -24

Land 1 425 412 173 1 088 5.9 529

Mali 216 102 63 332 31 427

Sudan 0 9 21 208 19 890

Morocco 0 0 13 158 15 1 115

All Other 1 209 301 76 390 36 413

Eastern Borders Route 1 084 722 677 8 160 4.1 1 105

Iraq 90 43 43 4 814 59 11 095

Afghanistan 37 54 41 616 7.5 1 402

Syria 8 4 20 485 5.9 2 325

All Other 949 621 573 2 245 28 292

Circular Route from Albania to Greece 4 550 1 944 1 365 1 092 0.5 -20

Albania 4 319 1 867 1 326 1 033 95 -22

Egypt 0 0 0 16 1.5 n.a.

All Other 231 74 33 23 2.1 -30

Black Sea Route 0 2 0 0 n.a. n.a.

Other 0 3 2 1 0 -50

Total 149 117 141 846 126 423 200 101 100 58
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Annex Table 4.  Clandestine entries at land and sea BCPs
Detections reported by border type, age group, gender and top ten nationalities

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Border Type Nationality

Land 1 998 2 119 1 823 2 480 95 36 Afghanistan (58%)

Sea 260 431 464 141 5.4 -70 Tunisia (28%)

Age Group Nationality

Adult 1 709 2 436 1 726 1 644 63 -4.8 Afghanistan (49%)

Minor 391 113 93 51 1.9 -45 Iraq (27%)

Not available 158 1 468 926 35 98 Afghanistan (67%)

Gender Nationality

Female 145 84 114 102 3.9 -11 Iraq (15%)

Male 2 101 2 464 2 170 2 516 96 16 Afghanistan (57%)

Not available 12 2 3 3 0.1 0 Tunisia (33%)

Top Ten Nationalities

Afghanistan 1 041 1 646 1 275 1 436 55 13

Syria 64 51 134 195 7.4 46

Pakistan 245 69 60 125 4.8 108

Turkey 65 49 51 113 4.3 122

Morocco 43 45 125 104 4.0 -17

Iraq 120 52 13 77 2.9 492

Serbia 1 0 13 72 2.7 454

Kosovo* 36 9 39 64 2.4 64

Tunisia 59 263 146 58 2.2 -60

Bangladesh 84 33 33 50 1.9 52

All Other 500 333 398 327 12 -18

Total 2 258 2 550 2 287 2 621 100 15

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo* declaration of independence.
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Annex Table 5.  Facilitators
Apprehensions reported at the external borders, by place of detection and top ten nationalities

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Place of Detection Nationality

Inland 4 958 4 912 4 657 5 775 42 24 Unknown (12%)

Not available 3 033 3 765 2 651 4 286 31 62 Spain (19%)

Land 2 139 1 804 1 979 3 202 23 62 Romania (10%)

Sea 402 404 310 286 2.1 -7.7 Turkey (17%)

Air 110 104 78 77 0.6 -1.3 Georgia (10%)

Top Ten Nationalities

Unknown 614 488 704 937 6.9 33

Spain 477 507 418 842 6.2 101

Morocco 696 1 039 616 748 5.5 21

France 655 595 568 644 4.7 13

Romania 176 213 342 643 4.7 88

Syria 522 460 485 631 4.6 30

Albania 609 758 418 535 3.9 28

Turkey 319 403 299 519 3.8 74

Venezuela 11 19 299 466 3.4 56

Algeria 226 326 233 466 3.4 100

All Other 6 337 6 181 5 293 7 195 53 36

Total 10 642 10 989 9 675 13 626 100 41
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Annex Table 6.  Illegal stay
Detections reported by place of detection, age group, gender and top ten nationalities

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Place of Detection Nationality

Inland 273 807 307 248 274 235 375 325 80 37 Afghanistan (10%)

on Exit 91 929 92 411 95 885 90 684 19 -5.4 Moldova (34%)

Not available 1 530 3 419 4 395 2 710 0.6 -38 Pakistan (25%)

Age Group Nationality

Adult 236 900 359 515 344 206 415 843 89 21 Moldova (9%)

Minor 21 052 22 227 18 074 32 502 6.9 80 Afghanistan (36%)

Not available 109 314 21 336 12 235 20 374 4.3 67 Afghanistan (27%)

Gender Nationality

Female 38 957 62 069 63 351 73 401 16 16 Moldova (19%)

Male 154 294 247 782 243 250 316 031 67 30 Syria (9%)

Not available 174 015 93 227 67 914 79 287 17 17 Algeria (12%)

Top Ten Nationalities

Afghanistan 14 104 15 675 18 129 40 396 8.6 123

Moldova 9 536 13 990 20 425 36 177 7.7 77

Syria 9 248 9 433 16 172 34 991 7.5 116

Algeria 16 383 21 409 22 647 33 320 7.1 47

Morocco 21 891 32 669 33 164 32 275 6.9 -2.7

Ukraine 36 299 39 759 46 012 32 099 6.8 -30

Albania 21 639 24 994 21 940 25 892 5.5 18

Iraq 21 850 19 933 11 552 21 081 4.5 82

Mali 3 160 4 597 4 436 14 086 3.0 218

Pakistan 15 605 19 207 14 335 13 629 2.9 -4.9

All Other 197 551 201 412 165 703 184 773 39 12

Total 367 266 403 078 374 515 468 719 100 25
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Annex Table 7.  Refusals of entry
Refusals of entry at the external borders reported by border type, age group, gender and top ten nationalities

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Border Type Nationality

Land 131 641 145 494 102 456 93 726 73 -8.5 Ukraine (51%)

Air 54 952 62 859 26 628 31 025 24 17 Albania (12%)

Sea 4 037 4 129 2 845 4 487 3.5 58 Albania (51%)

Not available 28 5 1 0 0 -100 n.a.

Age Group Nationality

Adult 141 049 175 356 123 907 122 250 95 -1.3 Ukraine (41%)

Minor 14 757 19 411 5 030 3 547 2.7 -29 Ukraine (28%)

Not available 34 852 17 720 2 993 3 441 2.7 15 Russia (14%)

Gender Nationality

Female 42 185 53 271 30 740 29 502 23 -4.0 Ukraine (48%)

Male 105 198 132 998 92 881 89 872 70 -3.2 Ukraine (41%)

Not available 43 275 26 218 8 309 9 864 7.6 19 Brazil (12%)

Top Ten nationalities

Ukraine 57 576 70 313 56 004 51 512 40 -8.0

Albania 24 386 21 630 11 653 17 725 14 52

Moldova 6 378 6 174 8 668 7 798 6.0 -10

Serbia 7 658 7 198 6 321 7 274 5.6 15

Turkey 4 836 4 767 3 140 4 124 3.2 31

Bosnia and Herzegovina 4 142 3 316 6 672 3 759 2.9 -44

Russia 25 951 34 546 8 271 3 344 2.6 -60

Georgia 4 094 5 154 1 900 2 831 2.2 49

Belarus 7 955 7 691 5 514 2 820 2.2 -49

North Macedonia 2 739 2 664 1 877 2 303 1.8 23

All Other 44 943 49 034 21 910 25 748 20 18

Total 190 658 212 487 131 930 129 238 100 -2
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Annex Table 8.  Reasons for refusals of entry
Refusals of entry at the external borders reported by reasons for refusal and top ten nationalities

Refusal persons 
Total

Reasons for refusals of entry (see description below) Reasons 
TotalA B C D E F G H I n.a.

Top Ten nationalities

Ukraine 51 512 81 50 1 410 7 14 165 4 276 1 809 5 733 19 441 5 315 52 287

Albania 17 725 122 47 338 4 8 106 990 472 4 065 3 829 120 18 093

Moldova 7 798 10 1 286 5 4 776 327 72 1 428 608 313 7 826

Serbia 7 274 193 93 270 6 1 783 1 911 112 1 573 1 389 13 7 343

Turkey 4 124 212 56 1 762 39 958 269 289 184 433 32 4 234

Bosnia and Herzegovina 3 759 73 13 66 0 2 760 130 119 383 259 2 3 805

Russia 3 344 30 11 911 102 536 65 49 147 1 595 88 3 534

Georgia 2 831 20 1 135 1 857 121 68 1 186 498 83 2 970

Belarus 2 820 11 1 459 2 298 105 33 97 1 526 366 2 898

Brazil 2 211 20 5 486 1 807 26 185 171 623 115 2 439

All Other 25 840 2 687 649 6 089 344 5 538 785 1 270 1 602 7 505 2 773 29 242

Total 129 238 3 459 927 12 212 511 40 584 9 005 4 478 16 569 37 706 9 220 134 671

Descriptions of the reasons for refusal of entry:
A has no valid travel document(s);
B has a false / counterfeit / forged travel document;
C has no valid visa or residence permit;
D has a false / counterfeit / forged visa or residence permit;
E has no appropriate documentation justifying the purpose and conditions of stay;
F has already stayed for three months during a six months period on the territory of the Member States of the European Union;
G does not have sufficient means of subsistence in relation to the period and form of stay, or the means to return to the country of origin or transit;
H is a person for whom an alert has been issued for the purposes of refusing entry in the SIS or in the national register;
I  is considered to be a threat for public policy, internal security, public health or the international relations of one or more Member States of the European Union;



Annex Table 9.  Persons using fraudulent documents
Detections on entry at the external borders by border type and top ten nationalities

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Border Type Nationality Reported

Land 1 324 1 085 2 079 4 828 67 132 Ukraine (62%)

Air 3 131 3 450 1 494 2 295 32 54 Georgia (9%)

Sea 848 693 179 46 0.6 -74 Morocco (78%)

Top Ten Nationalities

Ukraine 392 249 1 258 3 067 43 144

Moldova 56 99 167 351 4.9 110

Turkey 286 402 265 350 4.9 32

Georgia 19 20 64 257 3.6 302

Unknown 313 244 210 205 2.9 -2.4

Serbia 71 64 75 198 2.8 164

Russia 224 119 172 198 2.8 15

Iran 384 406 74 154 2.1 108

Kosovo* 99 155 92 143 2.0 55

Bosnia and Herzegovina 15 12 10 141 2.0 1 310

All Other 3 444 3 458 1 365 2 105 29 54

Total 5 303 5 228 3 752 7 169 100 91

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo* declaration of independence.
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Annex Table 10.  Fraudulent documents used
Detections on entry at the external borders, by country of issuance of the document and type of document

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Country of issuance Type of Document

Poland 433 286 1 455 3 121 36 115 Other (93%)

Ukraine 47 46 97 723 8.3 645 Other (98%)

France 581 720 377 451 5.2 20 Passport (37%)

Italy 574 616 217 400 4.6 84 Visa (29%)

Germany 374 439 260 365 4.2 40 Visa (38%)

Hungary 115 101 169 329 3.8 95 Border Stamp (88%)

Spain 1 037 895 324 314 3.6 -3.1 Residence Permit (27%)

Serbia 40 96 86 265 3.0 208 Other (55%)

Belgium 192 186 144 231 2.7 60 Residence Permit (42%)

Bosnia and Herzegovina 11 10 8 211 2.4 2 538 Other (97%)

All Other 3 225 3 205 1 639 2 293 26 40 Passport (38%)

Type of Document Type of Fraud

Other 184 164 1 551 4 601 53 197 Counterfeit (97%)

Passport 2 374 2 691 1 006 1 294 15 29 Impostor (35%)

Border Stamp 810 699 740 963 11 30 Counterfeit (93%)

Visa 1 231 1 150 456 700 8.0 54 Fraudulently obtained (51%)

Residence Permit 904 855 530 668 7.7 26 Counterfeit (64%)

Id Card 1 126 1 041 493 477 5.5 -3.2 Counterfeit (65%)

Total 6 629 6 600 4 776 8 703 100 82
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Annex Table 11.  Return decisions issued
Decisions issued by age group, gender and top ten nationalities

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Age Group Nationality

Adult 170 159 154 894 257 406 265 813 76 3.3 Albania (9%)

Minor 10 096 9 741 20 420 18 674 5.3 -8.6 Iraq (12%)

Not available 125 727 137 388 51 541 65 773 19 28 Algeria (20%)

Gender Nationality

Female 48 346 49 738 64 224 66 096 19 2.9 Albania (6%)

Male 205 064 204 824 258 882 273 281 78 6 Morocco (9%)

Not available 52 572 47 461 6 261 10 883 3.1 74 Afghanistan (29%)

Top Ten Nationalities

Morocco 22 151 23 553 25 472 25 613 7.3 0.6

Albania 17 273 17 272 24 036 24 561 7.0 2.2

Algeria 11 375 12 727 19 566 22 543 6.4 15

Pakistan 14 458 17 086 20 217 18 656 5.3 -7.7

Ukraine 33 903 33 406 21 247 18 055 5.2 -15

Afghanistan 18 969 18 516 22 467 17 029 4.9 -24

Mali 8 809 4 131 7 357 12 793 3.7 74

Iraq 16 816 13 272 10 342 12 546 3.6 21

Syria 7 559 13 590 15 435 12 272 3.5 -20

Turkey 6 207 7 553 11 685 10 151 2.9 -13

All Other 148 462 140 917 151 543 176 041 50 16

Total 305 982 302 023 329 367 350 260 100 6.3

Note: Data are not available for France and Iceland. Data from Denmark are not available for April 2020. Data for Portugal are not available for July 2020.
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Annex Table 12.  Effective returns
People effectively returned to third countries by age group, gender and top ten nationalities

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Age Group Nationality

Adult 76 380 96 053 56 158 61 201 79 9 Ukraine (15%)

Minor 2 963 5 411 5 375 5 517 7.1 2.6 Georgia (13%)

Not available 68 472 37 913 8 237 11 132 14 35 Colombia (18%)

Gender Nationality

Female 16 259 21 374 16 337 17 977 23 10 Ukraine (14%)

Male 56 958 75 211 52 852 59 119 76 12 Albania (13%)

Not available 74 598 42 792 581 754 1.0 30 Brazil (20%)

Top Ten Nationalities

Ukraine 27 264 26 594 11 580 9 633 12 -17

Albania 19 243 15 629 7 935 8 702 11 9.7

Georgia 5 021 7 344 4 774 5 316 6.8 11

Serbia 3 548 3 261 3 382 3 222 4.1 -4.7

Turkey 2 451 2 887 1 935 2 712 3.5 40

Pakistan 4 305 2 984 1 986 2 699 3.5 36

Colombia 1 313 1 850 1 644 2 550 3.3 55

Moldova 3 531 4 027 2 579 2 537 3.3 -1.6

Tunisia 3 854 3 564 2 429 2 419 3.1 -0.4

Russia 4 628 4 820 2 180 2 273 2.9 4.3

All Other 72 657 66 417 29 346 35 787 46 22

Total 147 815 139 377 69 770 77 850 100 12

Note: Data are not available for France Data for November 2021 are not available for Belgium.
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Annex Table 13.  Effective returns by type of return
People effectively returned to third countries by type of return and top ten nationalities

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

TYPE OF RETURN Nationality

Forced return 75 030 71 672 26 351 29 051 37 10 Albania (19%)

Not applicable 0 0 26 351 29 051 100 10 Albania (19%)

Enforced by Member State 54 015 50 614 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Not available 18 741 17 218 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Enforced by Joint Operation 2 274 3 840 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Voluntary return 72 773 67 656 42 087 47 068 60 12 Ukraine (17%)

Without assistance 33 335 34 342 29 397 29 463 63 0.2 Ukraine (22%)

Not applicable 0 0 12 690 17 605 37 39 Georgia (10%)

IOM Assisted 1 538 22 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Not available 27 556 22 223 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Others 8 442 4 758 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

AVRR 237 4 179 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

AVR 1 665 2 132 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Not available 12 49 1 332 1 731 2.2 30 Albania (21%)

Total 147 815 139 377 69 770 77 850 100 12

TOP TEN NATIONALITIES

Forced

Albania 16 341 12 505 4 801 5 398 19 12

Tunisia 3 545 3 347 2 232 2 254 7.8 1.0

Georgia 2 290 3 514 1 703 1 942 6.7 14

Morocco 9 977 9 074 2 098 1 722 5.9 -18

Turkey 1 478 1 342 932 1 578 5.4 69

Ukraine 2 635 2 542 2 027 1 485 5.1 -27

Serbia 2 594 2 126 1 470 1 398 4.8 -4.9

Moldova 1 092 1 848 1 072 1 211 4.2 13

Pakistan 1 434 1 168 708 1 093 3.8 54

Kosovo* 1 868 1 278 674 964 3.3 43

All Other 31 776 32 928 8 634 10 006 34 16

Total Forced Returns 75 030 71 672 26 351 29 051 100 10

Voluntary

Ukraine 24 629 24 052 9 537 8 131 17 -15

Georgia 2 731 3 824 3 000 3 202 6.8 6.7

Albania 2 901 3 095 2 771 2 944 6.3 6.2

Colombia 441 699 1 269 1 950 4.1 54

Serbia 954 1 135 1 769 1 705 3.6 -3.6

Russia 2 946 3 040 1 663 1 684 3.6 1.3

Iraq 3 945 2 667 1 314 1 665 3.5 27

Pakistan 2 871 1 816 1 270 1 575 3.3 24

Moldova 2 439 2 179 1 496 1 296 2.8 -13

Brazil 1 153 1 118 1 424 1 164 2.5 -18

All Other 27 763 24 031 16 574 21 752 46 31

Total Voluntary Returns 72 773 67 656 42 087 47 068 100 12

* This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244 and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo* declaration of independence.
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Annex Table 14.  Passenger flow on entry
Data reported (on voluntary basis) by border type and groups of nationalities

2018 2019 2020 2021
Share of 

total
% change 

on prev. year Highest share

Border Type Nationality

Air 184 938 437 183 234 297 46 197 350 56 058 336 49 21 Unknown (37%)

Land 101 249 852 104 334 084 45 877 456 55 043 835 48 20 Unknown (18%)

Sea 18 912 570 16 752 610 2 618 651 3 827 018 3.3 46 Unknown (63%)

Groups of nationalities

EU MS/SAC 89 587 420 89 644 947 32 536 351 48 659 959 42 50

Third-country 74 583 251 74 123 935 22 585 236 33 434 596 29 48

Not specified 140 930 188 140 552 109 39 571 870 32 834 634 29 -17

Total 305 100 859 304 320 991 94 693 457 114 929 189 100 21

Not reported Member States: 
Austria, Ireland, Portugal (data available since 2021), Sweden (data available since 2021)      

Data not available for: 
Land: Belgium (data available since 2020), Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, Portugal, Slovenia, Sweden and Switzerland      
Sea: Cyprus, Denmark, Iceland, Malta (data available since 2021), the Netherlands, Sweden      
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Notes on FRAN data sources and methods

The term ‘Member States’ refers to FRAN 
Member States, which includes the 
27 Member States and three Schengen As-
sociated Countries (Iceland, Norway and 
Switzerland). For the data concerning 
detections at the external borders of the 
EU, some of the border types are not ap-
plicable to all FRAN Member States. This 
pertains to data on all FRAN indicators 
since the data are provided disaggregated 
by border type. The definitions of detec-
tions at land borders are therefore not 
applicable (excluding borders with non-
Schengen principalities) for Belgium, 
the Czech Republic, Denmark, France, 
Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Lux-
embourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Por-
tugal, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK. 
For Cyprus, reported detections along the 
Green Line are linked to arrivals of mi-
grants by sea or air in the areas where 

the Government of the Republic of Cy-
prus does not exercise effective control. 
The Green Line does not constitute an 
external border of the EU according to 
Council Regulation EC No. 866/2004. For 
sea borders, the definitions are not ap-
plicable for land-locked Member States 
including Austria, the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Luxembourg, Slovakia and 
Switzerland.

In addition, data on detections of il-
legal border-crossing at land, air and 
sea BCPs (1B) are not available for Aus-
tria, Iceland, Ireland and Switzerland.

Data on detections of illegal border-
crossing between sea BCPs (1A) are not 
available for Ireland. For 2013, data from 
Slovenia include detections at the EU ex-
ternal borders only until June 2013.

Data on apprehension (FRAN Indica-
tor 2) of facilitators are not available for 

Ireland, Portugal and the UK. Data for 
Italy and Norway also include the facil-
itation of illegal stay and work. For Ro-
mania, the data include land Intra-EU 
detections on exit at the border with 
Hungary.

Data on refusals of entry (FRAN In-
dicator 4) at the external EU borders are 
not disaggregated by reason of refusal 
for Ireland and the UK.

The data on passenger flow are not 
available for Austria, Ireland, Portugal 
and the UK. Data on passenger flow at 
the air border are not available accord-
ing to the definition for Spain. Data at 
the sea border are not available for Cy-
prus, Denmark and the Netherlands.

For all indicators, data from Croatia 
are available only starting with July 2013.

57 of 58

Frontex · Risk Analysis for 2022/2023







Plac Europejski 6 
00-844 Warsaw, Poland

T +48 22 205 95 00 
F +48 22 205 95 01

frontex@frontex.europa.eu 
www.frontex.europa.eu

Paper version: 
TT-AC-22-002-EN-C 
ISBN 978-92-9467-513-2 
doi:10.2819/097884

PDF version: 
TT-AC-22-002-EN-N 
ISBN 978-92-9467-514-9 
doi:10.2819/469148


	List of acronyms used
	Foreword
	Executive summary
	Introduction

	Irregular Migration
	Irregular migration at the blue border
	Irregular migration at the green border
	Clandestine entry
	Document fraud


	Secondary Movements/Returns
	Secondary movements*
	Risks to return operations


	Cross-Border Crime
	Smuggling of illicit drugs
	Firearms smuggling
	Detection of stolen vehicles and vehicle parts
	Tobacco smuggling
	Trafficking in human beings
	Terrorism


	Outlook
	Statistical annex

