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Abstract: The European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) plays a crucial role in 

safeguarding the external borders of the European Union and reinforcing its internal security. 

As security threats increasingly transcend national and institutional boundaries, cooperation 

between the EU and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) has become strategically 

significant. This paper examines the role of Frontex within the EU security framework and 

analyzes its cooperation with NATO in addressing contemporary security challenges, including 

irregular migration, hybrid threats, organized crime, and maritime insecurity. Frontex 

contributes through joint border operations, advanced risk analysis, surveillance, and return 

operations, while NATO provides strategic intelligence, maritime capabilities, and military 

deterrence. The synergy between Frontex and NATO, particularly in maritime operations in the 

Mediterranean and the Aegean Sea, enhances situational awareness and crisis response 

capacity. At the same time, this cooperation raises legal, political, and ethical considerations 

regarding mandates, civilian–military coordination, and respect for fundamental rights. The 

paper argues that strengthened institutional cooperation between Frontex and NATO 

contributes to a comprehensive and integrated European security architecture, balancing border 

control, collective defense, and humanitarian obligations. Ultimately, effective EU–NATO 

collaboration reinforces Europe’s resilience against complex and evolving security threats. 

Keywords: Frontex, EU Security, NATO, Border Management, Maritime Security 

 

 

                                                 
* Tryfon Korontzis: tmkoront@otenet.gr    

Tryfon Korontzis, ORCID: 0009-0001-2494-0617 

Lambros Sdrolias, ORCID: 0009-0008-3250-981X 

 

 

mailto:tmkoront@otenet.gr


International May Conference on Strategic Management – IMCSM26 

May 2026, Belgrade, Republic of Serbia 

 

 

29 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The security environment of the European Union (EU) has undergone profound 

transformation over the past two decades (Korontzis, 2014). Globalization, regional instability, 

irregular migration, transnational organized crime, and hybrid threats have blurred the 

traditional distinction between internal and external security. Within this evolving context, the 

protection of the EU’s external borders has become a strategic priority. The European Border 

and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) constitutes a central mechanism through which the EU 

seeks to ensure border security while preserving freedom of movement within the Schengen 

Area. This paper adopts a qualitative, conceptual analysis based on official EU and NATO 

documents, policy reports, and academic literature (Carrera & Guild, 2019). 

Simultaneously, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) remains the 

cornerstone of collective defense in Europe. Although Frontex and NATO have distinct 

mandates, their operational environments increasingly overlap, particularly in maritime 

domains and crisis management. This paper explores the role of Frontex in EU security and 

examines the growing importance of cooperation between Frontex and NATO in addressing 

complex and multidimensional threats. 

 

2. THE ROLE OF FRONTEX IN EU SECURITY 
 

Frontex was established in 2004 to enhance cooperation among EU Member States in 

managing external borders. Over time, its mandate has expanded significantly, particularly after 

the 2015 migration crisis, which exposed vulnerabilities in EU border governance. Today, 

Frontex supports Member States through joint operations, rapid border interventions, training 

programs, and technical assistance (Official Journal of the European Union, 2019) 

A core function of Frontex is risk analysis, which involves collecting and analyzing data 

related to migration flows, cross-border crime, and emerging security threats. These analyses 

inform strategic decision-making at both national and EU levels. Furthermore, the 

establishment of the European Border and Coast Guard standing corps has enhanced the 

agency’s operational autonomy and capacity for rapid deployment during border emergencies. 

(Frontex, 2022) 

By strengthening border surveillance and coordination, Frontex contributes directly to 

the EU’s internal security (Korontzis, 2021b), reducing risks associated with irregular 

migration, human trafficking, and cross-border criminal networks (Korontzis, 2024). 

 

3. FRONTEX AND THE EVOLUTION OF EU BORDER SECURITY 
 

Frontex was established in 2004 in response to the growing need for coordinated 

management of the European Union’s external borders (Korontzis, 2021a). At its inception, the 

agency’s primary role was to facilitate cooperation among national border authorities by 

coordinating joint operations and providing technical assistance. However, successive 

migration crises and increasing security pressures revealed the limitations of a purely 

coordination-based approach (Official Journal of the European Union, 2019). 

The 2015 migration crisis marked a turning point in EU border governance. Large-scale 

and uncontrolled migration flows exposed structural weaknesses in border management and 

highlighted the need for stronger EU-level intervention. As a result, Frontex’s mandate was 

significantly expanded through new regulations, transforming it into the European Border and 

Coast Guard Agency. The introduction of a standing corps of border guards enhanced the 

agency’s operational autonomy and rapid response capability. 



International May Conference on Strategic Management – IMCSM26 

May 2026, Belgrade, Republic of Serbia 

 

 

30 

 

Today, Frontex supports Member States through joint operations, border surveillance, 

risk analysis, training programs, and return operations (Korontzis, 2024). By collecting and 

analyzing data on migration routes, smuggling networks, and cross-border crime, the agency 

contributes to early warning mechanisms and strategic planning. These functions position 

Frontex as a key actor in safeguarding internal EU security through effective external border 

management (Frontex, 2022). 

 

4. NATO’S ROLE IN EUROPEAN SECURITY 
 

NATO’s primary mission is collective defense, crisis management, and cooperative 

security. While traditionally focused on military threats, NATO has increasingly adapted to 

non-traditional security challenges, including terrorism, cyber threats, and maritime security. 

The Alliance plays a critical role in intelligence sharing, strategic deterrence, and maritime 

surveillance, particularly in the Mediterranean and Eastern Europe. 

NATO operations such as Operation Sea Guardian demonstrate the Alliance’s capacity 

to support maritime situational awareness, counter-terrorism, and freedom of navigation. These 

functions complement the EU’s civilian-led border management approach, creating 

opportunities for institutional synergy (NATO, 2020). 

NATO has historically focused on collective defense and deterrence against military 

threats. However, the post–Cold War security environment has compelled the Alliance to adapt 

to a broader range of challenges, including terrorism, cyberattacks, and instability along 

Europe’s periphery. Maritime security has become an increasingly important area of NATO 

activity, particularly in the Mediterranean region. 

Operations such as NATO’s maritime surveillance missions have contributed to 

monitoring sea lanes, countering terrorism, and enhancing situational awareness. These 

activities do not directly involve border control, yet they generate valuable intelligence and 

strategic assessments relevant to migration and security dynamics. NATO’s advanced 

technological capabilities, including reconnaissance aircraft, naval assets, and intelligence-

sharing mechanisms, provide a strategic layer of security that complements civilian border 

management efforts. 

In this context, NATO’s evolving role intersects with the objectives of the European 

Union, creating opportunities for cooperation with agencies such as Frontex. 

 

5. FRONTEX–NATO COOPERATION 
 

Although Frontex and NATO operate under different legal and political frameworks, 

cooperation between the two has intensified in recent years, particularly in maritime security. 

One of the most notable examples is their parallel involvement in the Aegean Sea, where NATO 

provided surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities to support efforts against migrant 

smuggling networks, while Frontex coordinated border control and search-and-rescue 

activities. 

This cooperation enhances situational awareness, allowing both organizations to detect 

security threats more effectively. NATO’s advanced military assets and intelligence capabilities 

complement Frontex’s law enforcement and border management expertise. Information 

sharing, coordination of patrols, and deconfliction mechanisms have proven essential in crisis 

response scenarios. 

However, cooperation remains informal and operational rather than institutionalized, 

reflecting political sensitivities and the need to respect each organization’s mandate and legal 

constraints. 
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Cooperation between Frontex and NATO has developed primarily at the operational 

level, particularly in maritime domains. One of the most notable examples is their parallel 

engagement in the Aegean Sea, where NATO assets supported surveillance and information 

gathering aimed at disrupting migrant smuggling networks, while Frontex coordinated border 

control and search and rescue operations. 

This cooperation enhances situational awareness by combining military-grade 

intelligence with civilian law enforcement expertise. NATO’s capacity to monitor large 

maritime areas complements Frontex’s mandate to manage borders and support Member States. 

Information sharing and coordination mechanisms help prevent duplication of efforts and 

improve crisis response. Additionally, Frontex has exchanged experts acting as liaison officers 

with EUNAVFOR MED IRINI and the NATO Operation in the Aegean Sea 

(https://www.frontex.europa.eu/what-we-do/beyond-eu-borders/liaison-officers/). 

Additionally, «Transatlantic cooperation remains an important part of Frontex’s cooperation 

efforts in responding to the more evolving global threats, mainly by exchange of knowledge 

and best practices. The United States of America, Canada, and Australia are among valuable 

interlocutors in this regard. Interconnected with the EU in a wide range of areas, including on 

countering of global threats to security at the borders - such as terrorism and transnational crime, 

these countries share common challenges and similar capacities with the EU. The agency 

continues to strengthen collaboration with strategic partners through the exchange of expertise 

and good practices in areas such as ETIAS, fundamental rights, operational response and law 

enforcement» (https://www.frontex.europa.eu/what-we-do/beyond-eu-borders/areas-of-

cooperation/). 

Nevertheless, cooperation remains cautious and limited, reflecting political sensitivities 

and the need to respect institutional boundaries. Frontex operates under EU law with a strong 

emphasis on fundamental rights, whereas NATO follows military rules of engagement. 

Ensuring compatibility between these frameworks remains an ongoing challenge. 

 

6. LEGAL AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
 

The cooperation between Frontex and NATO raises important legal and ethical 

questions. Frontex operates under EU law and is bound by fundamental rights obligations, 

including respect for the principle of non-refoulement and international refugee law. NATO, as 

a military alliance, follows different rules of engagement and legal frameworks. 

Ensuring civilian control, transparency, and accountability is essential when military 

assets support border management operations. The risk of securitizing migration and blurring 

civilian–military roles necessitates clear coordination mechanisms and robust oversight. 

Maintaining compliance with international law and humanitarian principles remains a central 

challenge in Frontex–NATO cooperation. The interaction between Frontex and NATO raises 

significant legal and ethical considerations. Frontex is bound by EU law, international human 

rights standards, and refugee protection principles, including the obligation to respect non-

refoulement. NATO, as a military alliance, operates under different legal regimes and strategic 

priorities. 

The involvement of military assets in border-related activities risks the securitization of 

migration and the blurring of civilian and military roles. This necessitates clear mandates, 

transparent coordination, and robust oversight mechanisms. Democratic accountability and 

respect for fundamental rights must remain central to any cooperative framework. 

Politically, cooperation reflects a broader trend toward integrated security governance 

in Europe. However, it also raises concerns about sovereignty, responsibility sharing, and the 

balance between security and humanitarian obligations. 

https://www.operationirini.eu/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_128746.htm
https://www.frontex.europa.eu/what-we-do/beyond-eu-borders/liaison-officers/
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7. STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS FOR EU SECURITY 
 

The cooperation between Frontex and NATO reflects a broader shift toward an 

integrated security approach within Europe. By combining civilian border management with 

military capabilities, the EU and NATO enhance their collective ability to respond to hybrid 

threats, maritime insecurity, and cross-border crises (Frontex, 2021). 

This synergy contributes to burden-sharing, improves crisis resilience, and strengthens 

Europe’s external border governance. At the same time, it underscores the importance of 

maintaining institutional clarity, democratic accountability, and respect for fundamental rights 

in security operations. 

 

8. CONCLUSION 
 

The European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) plays a vital role in the EU’s 

security architecture by managing external borders and addressing complex migration and 

security challenges. As threats become increasingly interconnected, cooperation with NATO 

has emerged as a strategic necessity, particularly in maritime security and crisis response. 

While Frontex and NATO have distinct mandates, their complementary capabilities 

enhance Europe’s overall security posture. Effective cooperation, grounded in legal clarity and 

respect for human rights, strengthens the EU’s resilience against evolving threats. The future 

of European security will depend on balanced and well-coordinated partnerships that integrate 

border management, defense, and humanitarian responsibility. 
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