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Abstract
Agencies are an integral part to the EU, and Frontex as its external border protection service is no different. The migration crisis 2015 has led to this agency in particular to be in the focus of both the EU’s institutions and its member states. With an ever increasing independence being granted to agencies in general, the question that is dealt with in this research concerns the position Frontex holds between the institutions and the member states. The answer to this will provide insights into the so-called core state power dynamics that cause tensions between these two instances. Frontex is caught in between them, and yet has to ensure that responding to either side’s demands does not result in a loss of its own reputation. To therefore arrive at a conclusion about the core state power dynamics in the EU’s migration & asylum policy, this research takes a look at how Frontex manages its reputation vis-à-vis the EU institutions and member states. 
	The analysis is conducted by using Frontex as a most likely case. This is to show whether the demands that are made to Frontex, and how it subsequently manages its reputation when implementing said demands, can provide a satisfactory conclusion about core state power dynamics within the EU. The results show that, while it was assumed to be likely that Frontex tends to be the agent of the member states, this agency is very much prone to assessing each situation separately and weighing benefits before taking a stance. Even though core state powers are the inherent domain of the member states, and they can make significant demands to Frontex that require adherence, a strategic adjustment to the institution’s demands also takes place. 
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1. Introduction 
In what has been said to be a decision reached in the 11th hour, the EU Ministers of Home Affairs have come to an agreement on a common EU asylum policy on June 8th 2023. By no means does this mean that asylum policy struggles have been resolved, but rather that they will be a salient topic during the upcoming EU elections (Sorgi & Barigazzi, 2023). Previous years have seen an ever ongoing debate about the management of the EU’s migration and asylum policy which has reached mainstream discussion with the onset of the migration crisis in 2015 (Bossong, 2019; Thielemann, 2018). The debate has flared up again when allegations of migrants being pushed back into the Mediterranean and Aegean Sea became public knowledge, drawing the EU’s external border protection agency Frontex into the centre of these debates (Waters et al., 2020). This renewed discussion also draws attention to the role and overall position of Frontex as an EU agency within the wider framework of EU politics. Frontex can be classified as a regulatory agency and as such, it enjoys a certain independence from the EU institutions. At the same time though, it only has limited decision-making powers (Nugent, 2017; Scholten & van Rijsbergen, 2014). The competences that Frontex does have are interesting to study though to see what kind of position the agency can have within the wider framework of EU politics. 
Despite there being a general disagreement about the definition of agencies, recent years have seen a definite increase in their overall number.  Scholten and van Rijsbergen (2014) doubt that there has been sufficient reason behind the creation of some agencies, but they, too, have to concede that both the number of agencies as well as their powers have increased. This phenomenon has been named “agencification” (Scholten, 2017; Scholten & van Rijsbergen, 2014; Schout & Pereya, 2011). The increase in their powers also stems from their independence that is accompanying the creation of agencies. According to a White Paper issued by the Commission, independent expertise is even seen to be the “real raison d’être” (Schout & Pereya, 2011).  Basically, an agency is meant to be a collection of experts that can lend their expertise to a specific policy area and thereby relieve the workload of the Commission. The independent point of view is hence meant to ensure that an objective assessment of a policy is achieved (Nugent, 2017). At the same time, agencies are also meant to facilitate and enhance cooperation between EU member states in areas of shared policy competence. This can be especially valuable if the Commission has failed to encourage the member states to cooperate. One example in which an agency has been very valuable in facilitating cooperation in a shared policy competence is the management of the EU’s shared borders, particularly the external border. Frontex, or the ‘European Agency for the Management of Operational Co-operation at the External Borders of the Member States of the European Union’ is tasked with this policy area. Since 2016, the official name of the agency has changed to the more concise “European Border and Coast Guard” (Scholten, 2017). The function of the agency is to assist the EU member states and members of the Schengen area in the management of their external borders and harmonise border controls across the Union. This is achieved by lending its technical and personal expertise to the individual member states. The aim is to primarily coordinate the work along the Mediterranean border and the eastern land borders of Bulgaria, Romania, Poland, and Slovakia and establish a common approach to border protection (European Union, 2021). 
Frontex as a regulatory agency has the capacity to provide technical advice to both the Commission and the EU member states when issues regarding the protection of the EU’s external border arise (Nugent, 2017). This ability to provide advice became particularly salient in 2015 when the EU was affected by the migration crisis. One of the effects the crisis had was an amplified determination of the member states to make use of all the resources the EU has to offer to protect their external borders. This was reflected in an increased annual budget, but also in the intention to help the agency strengthen cooperation between the EU and third countries from which migrants were traveling into the EU. Essentially, Frontex received a higher budget from the European Parliament to ensure that sufficient personnel and materials would be available for these tasks (Perkowski, 2019). The reform also lead to more independence from the member states, even though Frontex would continue to carry out missions on member states territories (Niemann & Zaun, 2018). From 2016 on, Frontex would have supervisory powers, i.e. it gained the authority to assess individual member states’ capacity to effectively protect their external borders. If Frontex deemed the member states incapable of upholding the standard it set, the agency would be able to deploy its own personnel to the relevant border (Fjørtoft, 2022). At the same time, member states also enjoyed considerable leeway in how they wanted to tackle the migration crisis, side-lining cooperation with each other. Germany, for instance, was the first country to suspend the Dublin Regulation and accept migrants regardless of their country of first arrival. This decision allowed smaller member states who were lacking the capacity, or the will, to accept migrants to free-ride and get around making a contribution (Niemann & Zaun, 2018). This individualistic approach to border protection represented openly communicated doubt and lack of trust in how the protection of the EU’s external border was managed (Fjørtoft, 2022). 
Frontex therefore sits at an intersection between EU institutions and member states. On the one hand, we have the institutions: the Commission is the birthplace of any agency while the Parliament decides about the annual budget. Especially executive agencies which are primarily located in proximity to the Commission in Brussels are closely linked to and controlled by the Commission via the relevant Directorate General. Regulatory agencies are a tad more independent as the Commission only has the opportunity for direct influence through a minority seat in their Management Board (Nugent, 2017; Perkowski, 2019; Scholten & van Rijsbergen, 2014). Still, this opportunity to influence the agenda of an agency should not be underestimated. The member states, too, have a seat in the Management Board of each regulatory agency, and because every single member state that agreed to the creation of the agency automatically has a seat, they outnumber the Commission representative significantly (Perkowski, 2019). Furthermore, the member states reserve another way to exercise influence on the agency. When the creation of an agency is proposed by the Commission, it is possible for the member states to make adjustments to the proposal to effectively minimise the new agency’s ability to compete with the existing national system that is already in place (Schout & Pereya, 2011). From this resulted the ability of the member states to deny Frontex the ability to carry out completely independent controls along the member states’ external borders as they saw a violation of their national sovereignty in this kind of action (Bossong, 2019). Because of this, the main role of Frontex is limited to the coordination of member state action along the external border while the member states themselves carry the primary responsibility to control their borders (Leonard, 2009; Perkowski, 2019). 
Given this specific location that Frontex finds itself in in the landscape of European politics, it becomes interesting to take a closer look at the influence individual actors can have on an agency. Specifically since the migration crisis 2015, it became interesting to evaluate how the behaviour of Frontex adapted as a consequence of external pressures that come from European institutions and member states, possibly at the same time. During the migration crisis, especially the countries of first arrival, Greece, Italy, and Hungary, were very vocal in expressing what they wanted from Frontex, which was more assistance with border protection. That was because the Dublin Regulation determined that it was mandatory for them to process arriving migrants, a task that could not be passed on (Hassel & Wagner, 2016; Natali, 2016). 
These three countries, and Italy in particular, wanted to attribute more power through resources to Frontex because they needed the agency’s abilities along their external borders (Niemann & Zaun, 2018). At the same time, the EU institutions, and specifically the Commission soon launched the project to expand Frontex’ mandate by proposing the upgrade to the “European Border and Coast Guard Agency” in 2016. This was meant to foster a common approach to border management across the Union, however, the majority of the border management and contributions to Frontex (personnel & material) were left to the member states to organise (Niemann & Zaun, 2018). Thus, the common approach to border management was not achieved as intended because each member state had a preferred way for Frontex to operate (Kalkman, 2020; Niemann & Zaun, 2018). Especially in combination with the 2019 Regulation through which Frontex needs explicit permission from the member state on whose territory it wants to act (Bossong, 2019) it may be debatable whether the regulations to reform Frontex might represent a shift in who is pushing their agenda more and who Frontex prefers to respond to. Thus, it is required to investigate what the demands on Frontex are, whose demands Frontex prefers to respond to and why.
1.1 Research Puzzle
Research on Frontex has been conducted from various theoretical perspectives, for example organisational sociological theory (Perkowski, 2019) or institutionalisation theory (Schout & Pereya, 2011) to see how this agency positions itself vis-à-vis these different stakeholders and how they can affect Frontex’ responses. Research with case studies making use of selected member states exists as well (Slominski & Trauner, 2017), or analyses of activities of Frontex in general (Bossong, 2019; Leonard, 2009; Meissner, 2017). One academic perspective that has not yet been applied to Frontex is the reputation framework to determine to what extent political demands are acted upon when the stakeholder expressing them has the potential to influence Frontex’ reputation. This fits into the wider scheme of migration research to see how reputation management has the potential to influence (European) policies in this policy area (Meijers, Schneider & Zhelyazkova, 2019; Rimkutė, 2018; Rimkutė, 2019; Rimkutė, 2020; Zhelyazkova, Bolstad & Meijers, 2019). Further gaps have been identified in the debate surrounding core state power dynamics. Despite the plethora of literature on this concept in itself (Bremer & Jachtenfuchs, 2020; Genschel & Jachtenfuchs, 2015; Genschel & Jachtenfuchs, 2016; Genschel & Jachtenfuchs, 2018; Genschel et al., 2023; Freudlsperger & Jachtenfuchs, 2021), the bridge to an EU agency, and specifically Frontex, has not yet explicitly been made. This is where this research finds its academic input, and the following research question can be formulated: How is Frontex positioned in the core state power dynamics between EU member states and institutions by managing its own reputation? 
1.2 Relevance 
It has often been said that there is a lack of transparency when EU policies are concerned, and the proceedings along the European external border are no different (Bossong, 2019). Even though agencies are created with the intention of increasing transparency (Scholten & van Rijsbergen, 2014), it is important to increase this transparency even further by untangling the work of such an agency and the reasons behind the action that is taken. It is therefore important to recognise how policies can be interpreted and applied by agencies, as well as the different demands stakeholders want from an agency at different points in time, given their potential for independence (Schout & Pereya, 2011). Considering how agencies approach the demands made to them will allow us to academically understand agency behaviour and to what extent an agency’s own reputation management plays a part in that. In addition to this, insights into the dynamics between the EU member states and the institutions can be gathered. As Frontex is precariously positioned between the national governments with their national interests in mind and the EU institutions taking an EU-centric approach from Brussels, this research can provide insights on which one of them holds a more influential position over Frontex, the supranational side or the intergovernmental one. This plays into why this research is societally relevant, as it is possible from this academic understanding to extract why Frontex initiated certain action in the past, such as the pushbacks it was accused of partaking in. The combination of the academic and social levels can subsequently enhance the comprehension of how Frontex works. 
To find an adequate response, this thesis applies a case study method in form of a most likely case design. The underlying theoretical guidance for the analysis is then provided through the core state power dynamics and reputation theory. Data is subsequently gathered from both primary and secondary sources. From this set up, it can be extracted to which extent political demands are perceived within the agency and how they are consequently acted upon, as well as determine the reasoning behind the action. All this is placed in the period from July 2015, when the migration crisis officially began, until June 2023. 
The thesis will proceed in the following way: first, the relevant debates in the literature will be introduced. Based on these debates, the theoretical framework is explained and theoretically informed expectations are formulated in chapter 3. Chapter 4 then outlines the methodology of this thesis which includes the research design, method, and case selection. Following this, the analysis is presented in Chapter 5. This will all be summed up in the final chapter and the answer to the research question is presented. 
2. Literature Review 
Several concepts require an elaboration to derive the focus of this research. The first strand of literature that is introduced concerns core state powers. This concept is essential to illustrate the position of Frontex within the framework of EU politics, and why tensions can arise from the dynamic inherent to it. The fact that Frontex is at the centre of this thesis implies that the previously mentioned phenomenon of agencification requires an elaboration. That is because it provides the necessary context to understand why agency’s can perform important functions in European politics. Another reason for the importance to highlight agencification is because Frontex is acting on the national territories of the member states, but also receiving directions from the EU. It is thus an agency that can provide further insights to the debate around core state power dynamics. This will help to determine in whose area of competence Frontex sits in the most because even though it is dependent on the support of both member states and EU institutions, one side’s demands are expected to prevail over the other’s. Frontex therefore has to weigh out its options when action is taken – what action will be best for the agency to maintain its legitimacy when responding to the demands of its public? 
2.1 Core state powers 
As already explained in the introduction, Frontex sits at an intersection between the EU institutions and the member states. That is because it is not entirely clear on whose directions and requests the agency is acting. This “situationship” becomes even clearer when it is discussed in light of the debate surrounding core state powers. Defining and discussing core state powers heavily relies on the various works contributed to academia by Philipp Genschel and Markus Jachtenfuchs. 
When the EU was created, the focus was placed on increased economic and political cooperation between the founding six member states, but additional policy areas were included in this idea for cooperation as the years went on. This advancement into more policy area especially came into effect with the Single European Act (SEA) in 1986 as this additional Treaty is argued to be an advancement of the EU’s supranational institutions into the member state’s core state powers (Genschel & Jachtenfuchs, 2016). 
Traditionally, it is up to the governments of a country to make decisions that concern the core functions of their territory, such as the forces of coercion (police, military, border) and the maintenance of the bureaucracy by raising and spending public revenue via taxes (Freudlsperger & Jachtenfuchs, 2021; Genschel & Jachtenfuchs, 2015). It is generally argued that it is possible to a certain degree for the EU to take over these functions from the member states, and this has been witnessed to happen more and more through each additional treaty (Genschel et al., 2023). The SEA was thus the starting point and the Maastricht Treaty is argued to be the continuation of the EU advancing into these core state functions – one example is the creation of the European Monetary Union (EMU) which united the participating states in a monetary union through a EU Treaty (van der Veer, 2020). The EMU is also an example of the asymmetry that accompanies the EU’s advancement into core state powers, as it was possible for member states to opt out of this treaty. From this also stems an uneven distribution of burden-sharing (Freudlsperger & Jachtenfuchs, 2021). The same is the case for the common European border and migration policy which makes it difficult for the EU to successfully and convincingly advance into core state powers. These kinds of fields are very close to the essence of what constitutes national sovereignty which implies that they hold a high level of saliency in national debates. Because they are so frequently discussed and include long-lasting debates, progress to convince the national government to allow the EU to include these policy fields under the supranational banner is slow (Freudlsperger & Jachtenfuchs, 2021; Schimmelfennig et al., 2015). Yet, national governments are happy to delegate tasks that touch upon core state powers to third actors, because through regulations these actors can be bound to uphold an agreement that protects the national sovereignty and does not lead to a transferral of core state power to the EU institutions. These third actors are usually agencies that can exercise a certain degree of regulatory oversight in the field they have been charged with (Freudlsperger & Jachtenfuchs, 2021). 
2.2 Agencification 
Agencies are argued to be the middle-ground for compromise in the core state power debates (Genschel & Jachtenfuchs, 2021). One field in which an agency has presented itself to be a good vehicle for such compromise is migration and asylum policy. Frontex is the agency that has been tasked with ensuring that the European external border receives sufficient attention and safeguarding. Since the migration crisis began in 2015, this area has received even more attention, and as a direct consequence, Frontex’ mandate has been vastly expanded, in 2016 and 2019. The expansion of Frontex’ mandate falls into the newly coined umbrella-term ‘agencification’, a phenomenon observed in recent years that describes the transformation and increase of power in European regulatory agencies (Meissner, 2017; Scholten & van Rijsbergen, 2014; Schout & Pereyra, 2011). The expansion of Frontex’ mandate is examined later on to see whether it represents an advancement into the EU member states’ core state powers and how this can be reason for tension between institutions and member states, with Frontex right between them. 
Agencification is to be seen as the proliferation of European agencies, i.e. the excessive increase of more agencies in recent years, also described as the mushrooming of agencies. This increase is especially to be seen with regulatory agencies, such as Frontex. This kind is created by the Commission to independently carry out a specific task for an indefinite period of time, as opposed to executive agencies which are only created for a short period of time and work in close proximity to the Commission (European Union, 2022; Scholten & van Rijsbergen, 2014; Schout & Pereyra, 2011). Due to their independent nature, regulatory agencies also have certain decision-making and supervisory’ powers, although that does not extend to the ability to draft and implement regulation. Instead, agencies’ independence is meant to foster and enhance cooperation between involved actors, e.g. various national governments by providing them with advice and the expertise specific to their policy field. In other words, agencies are meant to act upon their “raison d’être” (Schout & Pereya, 2011). Because regulatory agencies are created by the Commission and are meant to assist the EU member states in their respective policy field, they are subordinate to both, despite their independent nature. They would lend their expert knowledge and in return receive sufficient financial support and administrative staff to carry out the task they were created for (Meissner, 2017). 
	Subordination to both Commission and European Parliament as well as to the EU member states is also the intended position for Frontex. It was created in 2004 to enhance to cooperation between member states in matters of protection of the external border in response to three main situations: increased migration throughout the 1990s, the EU’s 2004 “big bang enlargement” which added 10 member states, and 9/11. Accumulated together, these three raised concerns about the security along Europe’s external borders as it has evolved to include more landmass over time (Leonard, 2009; Scholten & van Rijsbergen, 2014). Throughout the years, the Council Regulation that created Frontex (Council Regulation EC 2007/2004) has not stayed the same, in fact, it has received a few add-ons. The addition of new clauses was especially to be seen in the second half of the 2010s following the tensions experienced through the migration crisis 2015. The first strand of literature that is introduced therefore also serves to discuss the merits of an expanded mandate for an EU regulatory agency that derives from the overall agencification phenomenon. 
2.2.1 [bookmark: _Hlk136533134]Expanded mandate – good or bad? 
Underlying the expansion of all regulatory agencies mandates are concerns about their accountability. They are already granted a certain independence in their creation process, but the added changes to an agency’s mandate through Council regulations are argued to increase their independence from the institutions even further. This in turn may raise questions about their accountability – can the management board be steered by an external actor, and if yes by whom and in which direction (Nugent, 2017; Scholten & van Rijsbergen, 2014)? From an outside perspective, it is therefore discussed who is holding agencies in any given policy area accountable if the Commission, Council, and European Parliament can be ousted from their position of influence they originally hold with every additional regulation (Scholten & van Rijsbergen, 2014). 
	Naturally, Frontex was also created through a Council Regulation, however, the way leading up to this regulation was marked with contention between the involved actors about the exact function of the agency. The disagreement between the Commission and the Council then led the member states to agree that Frontex’ task should be the enhancement of cooperation between the countries along the external border to improve their border control abilities (Leonard, 2009). This initial mandate changed quite significantly in October 2016 as a consequence of the migration crisis. The crisis made it clear that relying on cooperation between member states and the institutions alone is not enough to successfully protect the external border in the envisioned way (Meissner, 2017), thus, expanding Frontex’ mandate would be beneficial to the acquisition of a solution to the increased number of migrants along the external border. The expanded mandate decided upon in 2016 mainly contributed to increased contributions from both member states and institutions in form of financial support to hire more staff and improve material resources (Perkowski, 2019), but also some independence of Frontex from the member states (Niemann & Zaun, 2018). It was possible for the member states to agree to the increased competences for Frontex in the first place, because the mandates would not result in a power transfer to the Commission. Instead, the member states would retain control over what is happening on their territory (Scholten, 2011). 
Despite these added abilities, Bossong (2019) argues that even then Frontex would only be able to assist in selected areas along the external border, and not everywhere where action is required. That is because even with the increased independence from member states’ scrutiny when Frontex is acting on their territory (Niemann & Zaun, 2018), the member states still retain ultimate authority and responsibility for the protection of their external borders. Slominski and Trauner (2018) summarise the pros and cons of that quite concisely: this is good for the member states because they can prevent unwanted migration into their territory by asking Frontex to carry out forced returns on their behalf. At the same time, transferring this task to Frontex reduces their own sovereignty on the member states’ own territory. The member states would also prefer to not transfer more authority to the Commission when the protection of territory is concerned. If they would allow the Commission to be seen as in charge of border protection, this may be seen as a European supranational institutions advancing into what is thought to be the member states’ domain. 
As a direct consequence of this dilemma, in both 2016 and 2019, most member states rejected the assistance offered by Frontex to control and secure their borders. The reason was that they saw a violation in their national sovereignty in Frontex taking over action that can also be accomplished by national protection services (Bossong, 2019). The expanded mandates can consequently be argued to have increased Frontex’ capabilities, but not in a way that lends ultimate efficiency to these abilities: the member states retain a certain veto function on their territory that restricts Frontex’ range of action significantly. Frontex therefore has to adhere to the individual member states preference if it wants to take action in a specific territory as a consequence of the expanded mandates. 
2.2.2 [bookmark: _Hlk136533167]Tipping the scale – member state governments or supranational institutions?
With the exploration of what core state powers are, and knowing whether or not the expanded mandate of Frontex can be regarded as an effective tool in increasing the agency’s range of action, it can now be looked at who is the main decision-maker in border protection issues. Based on that, it can be explored to which extent Frontex is entering the core state powers of the member states, if the member states themselves hold on to them more still, e.g. via the European Council, or if it is actually the EU institutions, such as the Commission and Parliament, that do. Based on this, it can be further determined to whose demands Frontex can primarily be expected to respond. From there it can then be stated who holds more control over the protection of the European external border forces, i.e. an aspect of core state powers. 
	The EU has made many attempts to increase integration through both horizontal differentiation and regulations. Horizontal differentiation primarily concerns debts, taxes, border checks, and asylum procedures which are traditionally left to the national governments to complete because they are part of core state powers (Genschel & Jachtenfuchs, 2016). Through additional regulations, these policy areas are then attempted to be integrated into the EU institution’s portfolios, away from the member state’s competences. This also applies to Frontex as it was created through a Council Regulation in 2004 which therefore gives it an institutional origin, despite the Council being an intergovernmental body. Even though the member states were, and still are, hesitant to transfer powers to the institutions, they agreed to the creation of Frontex to achieve a united management of the external borders. Despite the transfer of power to the EU to ensure a common approach to migration and asylum policy, each member state maintained the ability to implement its own preferences in how this policy area should be approached. Because the external border is part of the sovereign national territory of each state, the member states preferred it if they gave directions to how Frontex should be managed themselves (Leonard, 2009). This was still the case when the migration crisis commenced in 2015. The crisis made clear that while there is an agency in place to ensure that border protection can be managed through Frontex’ expert input, there are also some deep-rooted disfunctions and shortcomings in the overall set up of asylum and border protection policy area that are rooted in the disagreement between member states and institutions (Niemann & Zaun, 2018).  
Specifically, there was a need to streamline the commitment of the member states to decide whether or not they want to commit to the transfer of core state powers to the EU institutions or if they want to hold on to them. Since border and migration policies fall into the sphere of core state powers (Freudlsperger & Jachtenfuchs, 2021; Genschel & Jachtenfuchs, 2015), the migration crisis presented the possibility for such a transfer of power, and Frontex was to be the vehicle for this transfer. As stipulated previously, national governments are in favour of using agencies to delegate tasks to a third actor to prevent the EU institutions from infringing in a matter the member states consider to be within their national sovereignty. The 2016 Regulation was meant to bring clarity into this struggle and streamline the support for the integration of this core state power into either sphere. Bremer et al. (2020) found that even though there were different levels to it in each member state, there was an overall positive attitude towards the integration of refugee assistance policies among their sample. This support was guided by voter preferences though, and not by elite preferences. This support was then subsequently used to introduce the 2019 Regulation, only three short years after the previous addition in competence. This new addition came as a surprise for many onlookers, considering that it had taken 12 years from the original regulation to the 2016 Regulation (Bossong, 2016; Fernandez-Rojo, 2020). It includes an expansion of the budget and staff capacities, but also contributes to increase the range of action for Frontex. The border protection staff, for instance, is no longer drafted from the member states, but directly employed by Frontex (Deleixhe & Duez, 2019). 
Even though the existing regulations may suggest a preliminary assumption that Frontex is more likely to adhere to the member states’ demands, this may very well not translate into real-life output. The conditions under which Frontex deals with the arising demands and tensions are therefore hypothesised in the following section to investigate whether certain demands are preferably adhered to if they have the potential to maintain or improve the agency’s reputation.
3. Theoretical framework 
Frontex has a relationship with both the EU institutions and with the member states, and depends on both for a continued existence. Therefore, neither player’s demands can be cast aside when Frontex is faced with a decision to carry out its mandate. As discussed in the literature, both EU and member states have their paths they want to follow when asylum policy and the protection of the EU’s external border are concerned. From there, each actor formulates their own expectations and demands to Frontex. Based on that, this chapter will theorise to which extent Frontex might consider either demands more – does it prefer to adhere to the member states demands or the EU’s demands? To be able to formulate expectations to see if any position might prevail over the other and for which reason, it is required to explain reputation theory. This is used to analyse the motives behind some of the decisions that Frontex takes. This allows for the formulation of the set of theoretical expectations that are then tested against real-life scenarios in the analysis.
3.1 Reputation theory 
Any explanation about an agency’s reputation stems from the primary assumption that they are faced with expectations and demands for action coming from their audience. The demands are directed to how agencies are supposed to fulfil their mandate, and the subsequent assumption is that they are aware of these expectations. Despite being considered experts in their field that know what they are doing, agencies depend on their audience for continued existence, because the audience oftentimes is the primary source of financial support. On top of that, audiences also have the ability to withdraw the agency’s mandate (Meissner, 2017;  van der Veer, 2020). To achieve the necessary support from their audience, agencies will thus strive to live up to these expectations by calculating which kind of response can ensure that they will receive the needed support (Carpenter, 2010; Rimkuté, 2020). 
Agencies not only react to demands, but also try to foresee what will be expected from them in a possibly occurring future scenario. By evaluating which kind of response will fulfil the expectations of the audience the most and acting upon that evaluation, agencies have the additional ability to alter how the audience perceives them. The evaluation process can in fact function to point out if any action may be perceived as negative after it has been carried out. Anticipating negative reactions helps agencies to foresee reputational threats that can result in a reputational loss (Rimkutė, 2019). The most desirable perception is a positive one though, since it implies that the agency is able to fulfil the task they have been mandated with. It also signals on a very fundamental level that the agency is compliant, which is what the audiences are asking for. This process generates a positive reputation. This becomes more challenging when the audience becomes heterogenous, as not all audience members may be asking the agency for the same kind of action (van der Veer, 2020). When a heterogenous audience is asking different things at the same time from an agency, it is not always possible for this agency to fulfil all the demands as they come up. The agency then has to consider what the best course of action might be. Thus, while an agency might be able to live up to the expectation of one audience member, the demands of another audience member can quite possibly be missed entirely. The consequence of this is that the agency is perceived as well equipped to carry out demands from which a positive reputation with one audience member would follow, while the other would state that the agency failed to fulfil its mandate because the other audience member’s demands were not executed, i.e. a negative reputation is generated (Rimkuté, 2019; van der Veer, 2020). 
Such weighing of which audience member’s demands are more relevant at a given time can also be challenging for Frontex. In this thesis, the demands from the member states and the EU Commission are considered, as they constitute the main players in the audience. It is important for Frontex to ensure that it maintains a positive reputation with both of them, because of the amount of influence they can have on the available finances, material and human resources, i.e. the means that ensure Frontex’ continued existence. However, it may not always be in Frontex’ interest to act upon either side’s demands, or it may be better to e.g. choose the member states over the Commission and vice versa. It is therefore important for the agency to assess which demands they want to act upon at which point in time to be sure that their overall reputation with the entire audience does not suffer too much.
Assessing the different demands from all audience members is therefore a balancing act to prevent that a given or not-given response results in reduced financial support or a withdrawn mandate (Rimkuté, 2020). This balancing act cannot be avoided though as agencies have to engage in it due to their connection to their audiences, but is also the reason why they are theorised to be conscious entities that are aware of the political currents surrounding them. Keeping their audience’s demands and perceptions of them in mind helps them to protect and manage their own reputation and subsequently secures their existence (Gilad & Yogev, 2012; Maor, 2011, Rimkuté, 2018). 
3.2 The role of core state powers 
When core state powers are concerned, it is possible for an agency to consider these dynamics separately from the need to safeguard their reputation. In this first theoretical approach, it is therefore only these dynamics that are analysed to see where Frontex is positioned between the EU member states and the EU institutions. The previously discussed literature presented EU agencies as independent to a certain degree, but subordinated to both audience members. They rely on both for financial support and administrative staff, yet the discussion of core state powers indicates that migration and asylum policy is primarily the responsibility of the national governments, i.e. the EU member states. Hence, the following conditional expectation is formulated: 
If Frontex is facing competing demands from the member states and the institutions: 
· And the member states maintain their authority in core state powers, then Frontex is expected to side with the member states
· And core state powers are transferred to the institutions, then Frontex is expected to side with the institutions
3.3 The role of reputational threats 
The potential for opposing demands coming from the audience is quite high and only increases the more heterogenous the audience becomes. That is why, to assess an agency’s response to demands and make sense thereof, it is also important to take a look at which audience member is asking what to make sense of the response itself. Taking apart the different demands allows the onlooker to determine whether any demands are responded to only because not responding might be detrimental to the agency’s reputation. Anything that can be regarded as a challenge to an agency’s reputation, e.g. allegations that claim failure to fulfil the mandate is considered to be a reputational threat (Rimkuté, 2019). A reputational threat can therefore result from an audience member articulating that the agency has, in fact, not delivered a response that is in line with its expectations. If such a claim is then supported by evidence, a reputational loss can follow. 
	Despite the very real possibility than an agency can suffer a loss in reputation, it is important to note that not all responses to demands can result in a negative evaluation of that response. As Busuioc and Rimkuté (2020) formulate it, “not all audiences are equally of consequence”, and the same logic can be extended to the demands they make to an agency. It is for this reason important to be conscious whether there is a hierarchy within the audience and between their individual demands: some demands might have more serious implication for the reputation than others, depending on the member of the audience the demands are coming from. Consequently, an agency has to consider both the hierarchy in which they place their audience, but also which audience member can pose the bigger reputational threat, resulting in a reputational loss. The tensions that can result from this relate back to the core state power dynamics: there are two potential principals that indicate to Frontex which direction they want the agency to take. However, in its deliberation process, Frontex also has to consider which audience member poses the bigger reputational threat. The choice that is made subsequently indicates who Frontex considers to be their main principal. If this principal is then both holding on to core state powers and making a demand that is directed at the core of Frontex’ mandate, then non-compliance with the demands poses a high potential for a reputational threat. That is why demands that are very close to the agency’s core task are generally addressed relatively quickly to ensure that no reputational loss is suffered others (Rimkuté, 2018; Rimkuté, 2019). The same is the case when there is the expectation that acting upon a demand has positive repercussions to the overall reputation. Quick action may therefore be expected in two kinds of situations: when the demands are pointed at the agency’s core task and non-compliance with them would lead to a decreased reputation, or when following the demands leads to an improved reputation (Busuioc, 2016). In any case, the agency has to make a choice. Based on this, the following expectation is formulated: 
If both the institutions and the member states are making demands to Frontex’ core mandate at the same time, but the demands to how this is to be executed are leading into opposing directions, then Frontex is expected to follow the member states’ demands. 
Another sub-consideration relates to the unity with which demands are made to an agency. Within the audience that Frontex is dealing with, at least in this analysis, two sides are present: the member states and the institutions. The audience is therefore heterogeneous (van der Veer, 2020). The member states, however, are also heterogeneous in themselves as they are an audience made up of 27 members. It can therefore be that they agree on an issue, but it is also possible that they disagree – in fact, this is more likely. That is why differentiated integration has become an integral part of EU decision making, and it is for example the reason why the member states that joined after 1999 are generally excluded from the monetary union and some do not have the Euro as their currency (Winzen & Schimmelfennig, 2015). Attempts to achieve integration in migration and asylum policy are also made in form of horizontal and regulatory integration, though the UK (prior to Brexit) and Ireland have opt-outs here as well. Hesitance is ever present because this policy area is so integral to the member states core state powers. Nonetheless, it is possible that all member states have a common goal in migration and asylum policy, as was the case during the migration crisis. It is therefore possible that all member states make the same demand to Frontex at the same time, but it is equally possible that the member states differ in what they want Frontex to do. If they do differ in what they demand, then the institutions can find an opening for an input of their own position. That way, their own demands can find implementation despite the intergovernmental setting of a decision. From this, the following expectation is formulated: 
If all member states hold the same position, the threat to Frontex’ reputation is bigger and quick compliance with the demands follows. However, if the member states are divided in their position, then the reputational risk is lower to Frontex. Then the institutions are expected to be the factor that determines Frontex’ reaction.
3.4 The role of saliency 
The last factor to be considered for the analysis is the saliency of an issue. Depending on how significant a topic is in the European political landscape and how much debate there is about it, it is possible that demands are made by both audience members as well. Because of Frontex’ position between the institutions and member states, and because “issues are not neutral” (Keinnijenhuis et al. 2018), Frontex would have to respond to demands whether they are salient or not. It is possible though that the saliency of an issue determines the audience member that Frontex sides with. Administrative tasks, for example, do not often make it into the newspapers, yet administrative demands to Frontex would be made anyway. Such demands usually come from the EU Commission, as it possesses an ever expanding administrative capacity. The Commission does also arguably rely on agencies to expand its administrative capacities in specific policy areas (Christensen & Nielsen, 2010). Thus, administrative tasks are considered to rank low in saliency, and from that consideration, the following expectation can be formulated:
 If demands are made to politically less salient issues, Frontex is expected to follow the Commissions demands over the member states. Conversely, if the demands are made to highly salient issues, then Frontex is expected to comply with the member states’ demands. 




4. Methodology 
4.1 Research approach 
Within this research, the aim is to investigate how Frontex is positioned in the core state power dynamics at play between the EU institutions and the EU member states. This is done by utilising reputation theory, as this can provide an explanation as to how Frontex is managing its reputation vis-a-vis both of these actors through action, when they direct their demands at the agency. The more heterogeneous the audience is, the more potential there is for conflicting demands. This is accompanied by the potential for an audience member’s demands to not be met by Frontex. Both the member states and the Commission are important principals of Frontex as the agent, because they are direction-giving for this agency, although they are not the only ones. The European Parliament and European Council also count towards these principals as key institutions of the EU, as do third-country governments that Frontex works with as well. Yet, the choice fell upon the member states and the Commission for the scope of this research: they represent the struggle between intergovernmental and supranational decision-making in core state powers, i.e. the tensions between national governments and EU institutions in the management of migration & asylum policy. The exploration of how Frontex manages its own reputation by carefully implementing the demands from both audience members can give an indication to which body prevails in the struggle for core state powers and who Frontex’ main principal is in this area. The things that Frontex therefore needs to consider are examined more closely by collecting data from various reports, the news, and legal documents like policies and regulations. There was also the intention to gather information from an interview with an MEP and an APA. The contact had been created, yet no further details to conduct the interviews could be arranged in time for this thesis which is why the information presented in the analysis is without this additional input. Lastly, information is gathered from Frontex itself in form of pre-written questions to which they provided a written answer via Email. The questions and answers to them can be found in Appendix 1.
4.2 [bookmark: _Hlk136533409]Research design & case selection 
4.2.1 Why a case study? 
In the most basic definition, a case study offers the researcher a possibility “in which a particular instance or a few carefully selected cases are studied intensively” (Kumar, 2011). An alternative definition of a case study is offered by Gerring (2004) who argues that a case study is an intensive study of a single unit to understand similar units within the wider population. This definition is supported by that of Seawright and Gerring (2008) who say that when it is the researcher’s ambition to understand a population of cases, such as European regulatory agencies, then the analysis of a single unit from the overarching population is a useful tool. Furthermore, McNabb (2015) argues that the criterion that sets the case study apart from other methods of doing research is its focus on a contemporary phenomenon that is observed in its real-life context. Emphasis is therefore also placed on the context in which the case is situated (Yin, 2013). Thus, Frontex certainly represents a single-unit study that is studied in a more detailed fashion, and that can function to provide more detailed understanding of the wider population of European regulatory agencies. This can subsequently help to understand how these types of agencies manage their reputation vis-à-vis their audience. With this approach, this research is testing the applicability of an already existing theory, reputation theory, to one unit of a wider population. Furthermore, it also analyses how agencification can enhance and contribute to a tug-of-war between the relevant audiences of an agency when reputation management is considered as well. Because of the context in which it is analysed, Frontex has the potential to clarify the struggle of core state powers that appeared due to the proliferation of EU agencies. The way Frontex is managing its reputation while being wedged between supranational and intergovernmental decision-makers may allow inferences to be made about the reputation management of other EU agencies that have to navigate their reputation with a heterogeneous audience. This uniqueness of Frontex’ situation is among the reasons why it stands apart from the other European regulatory agencies and has been chosen over them for this research. 
4.2.2 What kind of case study? 
While it is now established that this research is conducted in the form of a case study, the type of case study still requires further specification. This specification is important because there are a variety of case studies available, and depending on the way the research is set up, different ones can be considered in the writing process. Often, the kind of theory that has been chosen by the researcher and how it is interacted with determines the kind of case, as does the number of cases that are analysed. In other situations, the type of case study that is chosen determines the case that will subsequently be selected (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). Here, the goal of the thesis is to arrive at a conclusion of how Frontex’ reputation management over a period of time can be indicative of the struggle over core state powers. 
Even though there are plenty of EU agencies at this point, there are not many besides Frontex that operate in the area of core state powers. Some other examples that touch into this area include: CEPOL, which develops and organises training programmes for police services and other law enforcement officials in the EU; EBA, the European Banking Authority that works to implement standard rules for banking regulation and supervision in all EU countries; Eurojust, which supports judicial cooperation in the EU in a range of cross-border crimes such as terrorism, drug trafficking and cybercrime (European Union, 2021). If an agency dedicated to the collection of taxes would exist, then it would be the perfect example of another agency interacting in the core state power dynamics discussed already. It is thus important to see to what extent the argument made in this research through the use of Frontex can be applied and transferred to other agencies that act in the core state power domain as well. Checking for this allows to make generalisations about reputation theory, core state power dynamics, and the position European agencies hold in therein. Based on the discussed literature and presented expectations that derived therefrom, Frontex is presented as a most likely case because the expectation is that it will likely fit with the theory that has been presented. Following this logic, it is likely that similar cases, i.e. other EU agencies acting in the core state power domain, will fit the same theory, thereby increasing the theory’s validity. The results from the analysis will therefore show the extent to which this case can provide leverage to the theory or instead negatively impacts the confidence we have in its applicability (Goodrick, 2014; Levy, 2008).  
	In this research, I analyse how Frontex has managed its own reputation in various scenarios since the onset of the migration crisis in 2015 until today. This comparison allows a closer look at the relationship Frontex has with the European institutions and the EU member states by checking how the demands from both members of Frontex’ audience are implemented in the specified points in time. The unit of analysis, Frontex, is held constant in the overall comparison to ensure that the expectations can be tested in a reliable fashion. It is all other factors that are subject to variation, such as the time period chosen for the comparison, the presence / absence of the migration crisis, or demands for action that come from the audience members (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). 
4.3 Data collection method 
4.3.1 Secondary data 
In qualitative research, one of the primary starting points in collecting data is by checking secondary data. Such data can be previously conducted research, i.e. the research paper of another scholar, but also newspaper articles, information from websites, government publications, policy proposals, or court decisions. All these sources contain information and therefore data that can be synthesised into a new piece of research (Kumar, 2011). However, a few things need to be kept in mind when dealing with secondary data.
The first issue relates to validity and reliability: two news articles about the same topic can present an entirely different conclusion about it. It is therefore crucial to be aware of the overall credibility of a news outlet to be able to check whether the information is indeed reliable. At the same time, the information should be cross-checked with other publications about the same topic to ensure that the conclusion is indeed a valid one. In some cases, articles tend to represent the point of view of the person or organisation that published the information. This showcases the second issue to keep in mind as a researcher, which is the personal bias of a source. Such bias not only extends to newspaper articles, but also to governmental statements because they can relay the political ideology of the current government. It is therefore crucial to ensure that as much data is gathered from secondary sources as possible, also to overcome the third issue, availability of data. There may not always be sufficient data within the articles or documents that are read which makes it important to diversify the sources (Kumar, 2011). 
With these potential problems in mind, this research makes use of triangulation to gather enough data. Triangulation refers to the use of multiple methods of data collection to ensure that a more complete picture of the researched situation can be gathered. This is especially useful when the analysed topic is more sensitive, as can be the implementation of migration & asylum policy (McNabb, 2015; Natow, 2020). Triangulation can be achieved in several ways, by for example extracting data across an extended period of time, different locations, or perspectives. The best suited methods depend on the overall research and the goal thereof. In this research, the secondary data collected from newspapers, policy documents, and reports, are supported by answers to a questionnaire answered by Frontex, which should have also been supported by elite interviews. Triangulation is particularly useful if the recollection of events is at the centre of the research, because the additional use of secondary sources can then ensure that errors from memory gaps, ego-centric reports, or misrepresentations of events in the interviews or questionnaire can be cross-checked. 
4.3.2 Interview & Questionnaire data 
 Interviews with employees of Frontex who were directly involved with the migration crisis would have been ideal but could not be organised due to organisational constraints as communicated by the Press Team via Email. It was possible to approach the agency only via the contact on their website (Frontex, Contact, 2023) which implies that there is one office that assesses the requests and filters those that can be responded to. Instead, the questions for this research were sent in as a document, to be returned with answers provided by Frontex. The request was sent out for as many people as possible to respond to the questionnaire, yet only one set of answers was provided. The questions that were sent and the answers to them can be found in Appendix 1. 
The answers that were provided do represent a certain challenge though. Only one set of answers was given, instead of multiple people responding to the same set of questions. Additionally, the answers were provided by the Press Team, which indicates that the information is likely to be skewed. That is because this team is tasked with the provision of information that shines a positive light on Frontex, thus providing politically polished and correct answers. This is also called self-selecting bias (Kumar, 2011, p.141). If the same questions would have been answered by several people from different departments, more aspects of the same topic could have been discovered. This does not mean to imply that the answers are wrong – they simply only represent one possible angle on a multifaceted topic. The reliability of the answers is additionally impacted by the nature of the interaction. Communication took place via Email with an unknown person at the other end which leaves no room to gauge a reaction to a question. It also did not provide room for me as the researcher to explain the reasoning behind the questions, should that have been unclear (Kumar, 2011). 
The second request for interviews was directed at an MEP and an APA that work with Frontex. Contact had been initiated to conduct the interviews and confirmation was provided as well. However, in the next step, which was to confirm a date on which the interview were to be conducted, no further details were discussed. That is why the analysis was concluded without the additional information from the interviews. To see what is important for interviews, if they are to be conducted, see Appendix 2. 
4.4 Operationalisation 
The expectations formulated in the theoretical chapter are central for the operationalisation of the required concepts. To remain chronological, the explanation of how the concepts are operationalised follows the order in which the expectations were formulated. The operationalisation of these concepts has subsequently influenced the formulation of the questionnaire (Appendix 1). 
4.4.1 Core state power dynamics 
The operationalisation that allows a measurement of core state power dynamics can be split into three steps. In the first step, the part to observe concerns the EU institutions and whether they make demands to Frontex about how they want the agency to implement migration policy. The things to look out for here are policy documents, written statements, or reports that state what e.g. the Commission wants Frontex to do. In the second step, the part to observe concerns the EU member states. They are the actor that is traditionally in charge of core state powers, so they, too, will make demands to Frontex about how they want the agency to implement migration policy. Thus, the same things as in the first steps are observed to see what it is the member states want Frontex to do. In the third step, it is observed how Frontex implements the demands. It is thus looked at what action Frontex takes following the expression of demands from both audience members. By observing which action is demanded from Frontex and which demands are acted upon, it can subsequently be observed if the dynamic of core state powers shifts towards the supranational, European side, or if the primary authority about issues such as migration remains with the member states. 
	In this operationalisation, the focus is on the demands that are made to Frontex, how they can be observed, and how they relate to core state power. Such demands are not always directly visible and explicit, but can also be more subtle. It is therefore important to e.g. not only look out for statements that are made directly to Frontex, but also the implicit demands. These can take the shape of repeated statements of an audience member of what they want to do in migration policy, but they do not state that Frontex should be involved, or how the discussed topic should be solved – merely that a certain thing should take place. It would then be necessary to know if what the audience member wants to happen also falls within the mandate of Frontex and the demand is just not yet openly stated. 
4.4.2 Reputational threats 
From the demands that are made to Frontex, the next item to be operationalised are reputational threats. Thus, demands have been made, and it is up to Frontex to decide whether or not the requested demands shall be carried out. A threat to Frontex’ reputation can emerge from that when the request has not yet been carried out, but it is anticipated that this course of action may result in a reputational loss in the eyes of an audience member. “May” is the key-term here, as the action that Frontex wants to initiate, has in fact not been initiated yet. The observable and subsequently measurable variable to look out for here is speed of compliance with demands. If e.g. the Commission makes demands for action to Frontex, yet Frontex anticipates that implementing the demands may lead to a reputation loss with the member states due to their opposition to this kind of action, then Frontex would slow down on the compliance and implementation part of the demands or not carry out the demanded action at all. It is therefore the worry of a reputation loss that indicates a threat, and this will be measured by looking for what Frontex would have to lose in a specific situation. If something of significant benefit is to be given to Frontex, such as financial support for instance, then the audience can threaten to withhold this support until compliance with the demands is ensured (Overman et al., 2019).  
4.4.3 Reputational gains & losses
A win or loss in reputation is tricky to turn into a measurable observation, as reputation in itself does not necessarily manifest in material consequences (Overman et al., 2019). Instead, the indicators are more subtle. To therefore make the concept of reputation tangible enough and turn it into a measurable observation, the tone in which all actors communicate is considered. Not the tone of an actual voice, but the tone of the reports & documents, in the interviews, and news reports – after action is taken by Frontex, are the reports about this action positive or negative? Based on previous literature, the analysis will look for demands from the audience that were met by Frontex, and whether the reports thereof have a positive tone. If there is a positive report detected, then a reputation win is measured as this allows to infer that Frontex has fulfilled the demanded requirements. Vice versa, if the reports are negative, then a reputation loss is measured based on the inference that the requirements that were demanded were not fulfilled (Overman et al., 2019).
4.4.4 Political salience
To be able to observe and subsequently measure whether an issue carries political salience, it is checked how often an audience member makes the same demands for action to Frontex: high frequency of expressing the same demands is seen to imply high salience. Saliency can also become measurable when audience members express high pressure for immediate action (deadline) or to make use of all available resources (financial & human) to ensure that the demands are complied with in due course. 
Low political salience is therefore observed and measured in the opposite way: if an audience member makes a demand for certain action once, no action follows, and the issue is only placed on the agenda again later on, if at all.

5. Analysis  
In this section, several arguments are presented to illustrate the applicability of the previously stated expectations. The arguments proceed along the timeframe that is placed within this thesis’ focus, i.e. July 2015 – June 2023 to show how the demands to Frontex were subjected to change and how Frontex itself changed in the behaviour it presented to the public. Following these arguments, a preliminary conclusion about core state power dynamics can be reached. 
5.1 Frontex during the migration crisis (2015-2016)
When the migration crisis began in the second half of 2015, there was an immediate pressure upon all involved actors to find solutions to the increased influx of migrants – on the member states, the EU institutions, and also Frontex. The EU’s institutions, and especially the Commission, wanted to use Frontex and the expert knowledge it can provide in such an emergency situation (Schout & Pereya, 2011). During the crisis, Frontex was therefore expected to implement the technical expertise it possesses by acting upon its mandate. The goal behind this was, at least for the Commission, to show that the regulation they co-created is effective in providing sufficient border protection and that the Commission is responsible for the creation of an efficiently functioning agency. Stressing that Frontex has its origins with the EU institutions meant to increase the overall legitimacy of the Commission, but also to show that what can be created can also be removed by the same actor, hence the requests from the Commission should be followed because there would be a mutual benefit (Meissner, 2017). The Commission also proposed additional assistance for the member states in 2015 to be provided through a capacity based relocation key that Frontex would assist with. With this proposal, the countries of first arrival would not have to accept all migrants into their territory, but the numbers would be shared with other member states. Following deliberations in the Council, this proposal was denied by the member states (Niemann & Zaun, 2018; Thielemann, 2018). 
The member states were more directly affected than the institutions, as they had to deal with, among other things, the direct political repercussions of the migration flows. One initiative to cope with this was the suspension of the Dublin Regulation suggested and implemented by Germany, as Angela Merkel decided to offer Syrian refugees registration as soon as they arrived in Germany. Previously, they would have been sent back to their country of first arrival which had put much of the burden of processing the new arrivals onto those countries (Hassel & Wagner, 2016). This was met with certain support by the member states that are the classic countries of first arrival, i.e. those along the Mediterranean and Eastern borders. They would have to process less migrants as a consequence of the suspension of the Dublin Regulation, and were happy to shift that burden to countries with stronger domestic regulations and administrative capacities (Freudlsperger & Jachtenfuchs, 2021). Other member states like France, Denmark, Austria, or Sweden also re-introduced border controls along the European internal borders, something that had been eradicated since the Schengen Agreement was concluded (Meissner, 2017; Niemann & Zaun, 2018). With these changes to the status quo, the member states signalled to Frontex that action for the agency was solely restricted to take place along the external border, and that they would take cooperation between each other into their own hands. This contradicted with Article 2.1 (a) of the original 2004 Regulation that placed the “coordination of operational cooperation between Member States in the field of management of external borders” under the aegis of Frontex (Council Regulation (EC) No 2007/2004, 2004). Hence, it can be argued that the member states wanted less involvement of Frontex with the border management, and rather make use of their own forces to manage the borders. Through the denied relocation key, they also signalled to the EU institutions that border control as a means of coercion would remain a core function of the member states (Niemann & Zaun, 2018). The migration crisis therefore provided the potential for the member states to strengthen their hold on core state powers. At the same time, they forwarded this notion to Frontex by denying the agency permission to support the member states with e.g. joint return operations (Council Regulation (EC) No 2007/2004, Article 2.1 (f), 2004). Part of Frontex’ mandate was therefore suspended due to the member states’ preferences. 
In the beginning of the migration crisis, the core state power dynamics around Frontex were beginning to unfold. As can be seen in this argument, the member states denied an advancement of the institutions into this area through the denial of the relocation key. As a part of the Frontex mandate was subsequently denied, the hold of the member states on their core state powers was confirmed. Still, a full conclusion about the first expectation cannot be made just yet, only a partial confirmation: the member states have rejected the EU institution’s advancement into core state powers so that the member states continue to hold authority in this area. In the following sections, it will be seen whether this also means that Frontex will respond to the member states’ demands because of that. 
5.2 The fence debate
Parallel to the onset of the migration crisis, the idea to build fences along the external borders of the EU appeared and remained quite present throughout and after it was officially declared over. While this idea appealed more to those member states that had an external border along the primary migration routes than to those that only had internal borders, the discussions around it did not die down when the number of irregular migrants arriving in the EU was eventually reduced. In fact, there is still some recent discussion about fences: of the 1000km of fences that have been built in the past 30 years, the majority of this length has been built since 2015, for instance between Poland and Belarus (n.a. from Zeit Online, 2022). As a consequence, more than half of all member states have some form of physical barrier along their external border. With this, the proposition and erection of fences has been normalised since the migration crisis started, even though the Commission does not entirely approve of this idea (Błaszczak, 2022; n.a. from The Economist, 2021)
The notion around the ‘Fortress Europe’ remains prevalent because of the fences as well, which is one of the reasons why the Commission would rather not fund the building of such barriers. Instead, it wants to promote and increase the use of Frontex even further as a more reliable way to ensure that migration can proceed in an organised way (Born, 2022). Building fences is argued to make migration routes more unpredictable as they tend to divert migration streams rather than lead them in a manageable way. The Commission therefore wants to spend more money on Frontex to manage migration through a larger staff that can be sent to the necessary border area and spend more money on equipment and people to use it. Otherwise, it would be possible for migrants to irregularly arrive in the EU across random border spots, which makes it more difficult for Frontex and the member states to ensure the security of the Schengen Area (Martin et al., 2023). 
The sub-text of this argument relates back to the core state power dynamic. By building fences, the member states want to take the protection of their sovereign national territory into their own hands. Austria, Italy, Hungary, Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, and Greece – as the leading examples – are the most vocal states on the fence proposal. They quote this as a “necessity” for border protection (n.a., from The Economist, 2021). Italy and Greece are the countries that have been most directly affected by the migration crisis in 2015 and 2016 as they were the countries of first arrival, thus their expression to additionally rely on physical boundaries follows as a logical consequence. The other countries listed are represented by primarily centre-right or right-wing governments since their last elections, with the exception of Lithuania (PolitPro, 2023). Traditionally, such governments are more on the Eurosceptic side which means that they prefer to rely on their own resources to maintain the state. This includes the management of the external border and migration policies as well. They would therefore prefer to retain sovereignty over the way in which their external borders and territories are managed with as little involvement of the EU as possible (Brack & Startin, 2015). 
In this debate, Frontex is seen to take very few stances that definitely declare a position. Former Frontex director Gil Arias is sceptical about the idea of building fences, as he argues that migrants will still find a way around them if they truly want to, ”even at the risk of losing their life“ (Martin et al., 2023). He therefore advocates the use of intelligence rather than a physical barrier, a method that is already deployed as a method by the Commission through the funding of drones, technology and surveillance equipment. This position is criticised by the member states though as they argue that the Commission is failing to provide them with truly defensive means. They would therefore prefer to find their own solution. Hence, there is a division between what at least 12 member states openly demand, and what the Commission wants to financially support. Under von der Leyen as president, the Commission is still avoiding to directly fund the building of physical barriers, and prefers to increase the funding of Frontex itself (Rigby & Crisp, 2023). In March 2023, the Commission has, in fact, proposed a set of measures that would provide the member states with a shared policy framework and detailed guidance on migration policy until 2027. This is to be achieved by utilising Frontex, increasing its workforce to 120,000 officers, and generally emphasising intra-EU cooperation (Postings, 2023). 
The debate surrounding the erection of fences has been ongoing since the migration crisis began and has received more attention due to the irregular migrants crossing the border from Belarus into Poland in 2022 (Błaszczak, 2022). Despite the heightened level of scrutiny this topic has been subjected to, it is possible to argue that Frontex is withholding taking a definite position until both audience members reach a conclusion, i.e. one of them gives in to the other. At this moment, Frontex does not have reason to side with the member states though, as the Commission is suggesting another significant increase in financial support for the agency. Siding with the member states to argue for the fence would therefore potentially block the funds. Supporting the member states in building a fence might also make the use of a border protection service obsolete because the border will already be protected otherwise. Frontex’ function would then be reduced to administrative tasks and less hands-on. In this debate over core state power between Commission and member states, and the dynamics at play, Frontex is thus a rather neutral player with currently more tendencies to side with the Commission. This is additionally suggested by the statement made by Gil Arias and in part also confirmed by the answers that Frontex provided via the questionnaire: 
“Frontex is the largest and the fastest growing EU agency. One of the reasons behind the expansion of its competences is the recognition on the European level of the need to have an independent EU body to monitor and coordinate situation at the EU’s external borders.”  (Appendix 1, Question 5). 
The answers given often refer to the agency’s legal basis and it is stressed that requests from both audience members are treated in the same way, even though they communicate different objectives. Despite these answers not being directly targeted at the topic of whether or not Frontex supports the building of fences around the Schengen Area, it is unlikely that such a question would have received a different answer. It supports the notion though that in a matter of high political saliency, such as building a fence, Frontex will refer to and work in accordance with its legal basis, which implies preferred compliance with the Commission. 
This argument shows that when the saliency of an issue increases, Frontex abstains from taking a definite side. Declaring for one side not only has the potential to block funds, but in this specific scenario also the potential to reduce the area in which action is possible for the agency. Should a fence be built, then this physical barrier would possibly replace some of the work that the border protection forces are carrying out. Frontex would therefore be at risk to make its own task obsolete. Overall, it would be necessary to see how this debate plays out to draw a definite conclusion on the position that Frontex will take. The question of who maintains their hold on core state powers and would direct Frontex’ action in the “build-a-fence” debate is thus not yet answerable. 
The debate around fences can provide insights into answers to two of the previously stated expectations, expectations 1 and 4. Regarding the first expectation, Frontex was assumed to respond to the member states’ demands as long as they hold on to core state powers. Because in some member states, fences have been built, it can be argued that they have indeed managed to oppose the Commission’s preferences and build the fences without institutional financial support, and thus the hold on core state powers has been fastened in those member states. Considering that the Commission is holding a budget increase in front of Frontex’ nose and the stress that building fences would be a violation of human rights (Born, 2022), the Commission is actively preventing Frontex to support these member states, despite their hold on core state powers. Especially since the new executive director Leitjens came into office, the focus on compliance with human rights and adherence to the agency’s legal base have been pushed into focus (Corall, 2023). This further supports the notion that in this debate, the hold on core state powers does not matter as much as assumed. So far, Frontex is therefore seen to indicate a slight preference with the Commission, based on the focus on its legal basis. The first expectation can therefore not be confirmed. 
 With regards to the fourth expectation, a similar conclusion can be reached, i.e. that Frontex would side with the Commission. However, that is the opposite of what has been expected: it was hypothesised that rather in low-saliency issues, Frontex would follow the demands of the Commission while high-saliency issues would result in following the demands made by the member states. The frequency with which it was debated whether or not a fence should be built along the EU’s external border has seen an increase, regardless of the denial of the proposal by the Commission. Hence, why this is a high saliency issue. Following the Commission’s denial, an action plan has been presented which places focus on making active use of Frontex (Postings, 2023). This thus provides an incentive for Frontex to follow the institutional demands and continue to send their forces to areas in which support is needed rather than supporting the construction of physical barriers that would make the work of Frontex obsolete. 
5.3 [bookmark: _Hlk137815186]The 2016 debate about the new Frontex regulation
The discussions about the strengthening of Frontex were already well underway as the migration crisis had hit its peak in September 2015, but they increased in urgency as the crisis progressed. Germany & France, as well as Italy supported the planned strengthening of Frontex, while Greece stressed that the new plans have to be in accordance with Articles 72 & 79 TEU,  which prioritises each member state’s sovereign interests with regard to defending its security and the immigration issue. Sweden was predicted to reject the proposal of the EU Commission with the argument that border control is the competence of the member states. To this, Austrian MEP Angelika Mlinar said, “I’m convinced at this time that member states have to transfer some responsibility to the EU level in order to increase the security of citizens.” Dimitris Avramopoulos, the EU justice and home affairs commissioner at the time, defended the proposal, saying the new agency goes “beyond Frontex but we don’t replace member states’ responsibilities and definitely not their sovereignty” (De la Baume, 2015). There was thus plenty of disagreement between the member states about what the new regulation was allowed to include and where to cap the attribution of new competences for Frontex. Sweden for instance was set on maintaining a firm grip on its core state powers. 
	In answer to the sovereignty concerns expressed by Greece, Sweden, and Poland, Frontex director Fabrice Leggeri said that “sovereignty is not at stake” the proposal would include checks and balances to avoid stepping on national powers. To foster support from Greece, Leggeri mapped out action plans for support along the external border there to show what Frontex can do to support Greek forces in the Aegean Sea with Rapid Border Intervention Teams (Rabits) (Barigazzi, 2015; Caligiuri, 2022). This shows that when new regulation is proposed, Frontex will argue for its implementation and therefore take the side of the Commission in a debate. This is only natural since major benefits would come from the new regulation through increased financial & human resources. Open opposition to such a proposal and siding with the diverging preferences of the member states instead of the Commission would therefore pose too much of a risk. The statement made by Leggeri worked to soothe the member states though. While Frontex wants the new regulation to increase their own functional capacity and thus has to side with the Commission, antagonising the member states is not in Frontex’ interest either. The agency tried to convince the hesitant member states like Greece that the expansion of the mandate was a good thing and that mutual benefits would come from it (Barigazzi, 2015; De la Baume, 2015; Fjørtoft, 2022). Frontex thus tried to let action speak to showcase how effective the support of the agency along the external border can be, but also tried to show at the same time that it would not interfere with national sovereignty. In this process, Frontex sided with the Commission to see the implementation of the regulation happen, but also indicated that it would subject itself to the member states’ authority for that same reason (Caligiuri, 2022). 
	The first expectation was that Frontex is more likely to respond to the member states’ demands if they maintain their authority in core state powers, but side with the institutions if the core state powers are transferred to the supranational side. Based on the illustration above, the expectation indirectly applies when the 2016 Regulation was discussed back in 2015. The proposed regulation did include a certain transfer of capacity in core state powers to the institutions, but the majority of authority and the last say remained with the member states (Bossong, 2019; Caligiuri, 2022). While Frontex sided with the Commission to ensure that the proposal sees implementation, the authority in core state powers remains with the member states. That is why, to reduce the tension between both audience members, Leggeri assured the hesitant member states that national sovereignty would not be violated and submitted Frontex to Greek authorities (Caligiuri, 2022). As a consequence of the deliberations surrounding the 2016 Regulation, it can be seen that Frontex gives preference to an increased mandate over the core state power struggle. 
5.4 The EU-Turkey Deal 2016 
One ever demanded course of action was a noticeable reduction of irregular migrants entering the Schengen Area. The pressure to deliver on this was especially high on the governing parties of the member states of first arrival such as Greece and Italy, though political repercussions to the migration crisis were experienced across all member states. For that reason, the heads of state and governments met in the intergovernmental framework of the European Council to negotiate a solution with their Turkish counterpart that would be acceptable for all, and this resulted in the EU-Turkey deal. 
In essence, the deal included the following aspects: Turkey would accept the irregular migrants originally from Syria that wanted to enter the EU via the Greek islands. Only those migrants that apply for asylum when they arrive on the islands would be processed according to the Asylum Procedures Directive, while those that do not apply for asylum or are found inadmissible are returned to Turkey. For every Syrian that is returned from a Greek island to Turkey, one that has not previously tried to irregularly enter the EU can be resettled to one of the member states according to the agreed upon relocation scheme. In return, Turkey’s EU admission negotiations would be taken up again and visa liberalisation negotiations would be accelerated, among other things (European Council, 2016a). 
It is in the process of reducing the influx of irregular migrants and making it more manageable for the member states that Frontex was tasked to provide assistance to the member states (Appendix 1, Question 12). The agency itself states that it is expected to provide assistance to the management of irregular arrivals according to the expectations and timeline of each individual member state. Apart from the assistance with irregular returns (Blamont & Labbé, 2016), the member states also wanted Frontex to step up and improve the measures against human trafficking and import of illegal substances (European Council, 2016a). Part of the discussions in the European Council meeting was to achieve a quick adoption of the European Border and Coast Guard proposal to increase the competences of Frontex. This proposal resulted in the 2016 Regulation to significantly transform and upgrade Frontex. Thus, the expectations for Frontex were increased alongside the capacities to be able to assist the member states with the return of irregular migrants to Turkey, assist at hotspots where a high number of migrants arrived, and accelerated relocation of migrants from Greece (European Council, 2016). 
 	The agreement of the European Council with Turkey to the deal was published  on March 18, 2016. Already in the preceding winter months, from October to February, a significant drop in arriving migrants from Syria could be noted, especially on the Western Balkan Route. According to Frontex numbers, this is the route that the vast majority of refugees from Syria chose, followed by the Central and Eastern Mediterranean Routes. Even though the numbers of irregular migrants remained low in comparison to the peak months of the migration crisis (July-September 2015), a slight increase in numbers can again be noted from March to August 2016 after the low-influx winter months on the same three Routes (see Table 1 & 2). It is difficult to distinguish whether it was only the winter season that led to a reduction of irregular arrivals or if the implemented deal was more relevant. Even though the numbers increased again over the summer of 2016, they remained significantly lower than those of the preceding summer (to see the numbers in more detail per route, see Appendix 3). Based on these numbers presented in tables 1 & 2, it is therefore possible to claim that Frontex was quickly able to reduce the numbers of irregular migrants according to the member states’ demands in the aftermath of the EU-Turkey deal. 
Table 1: Numbers of irregular migrants from Syria, July - September 2015
	Route
	Border type 
	JUL2015
	AUG2015
	SEP2015

	Western Balkan 
	Land
	15835
	27818
	32773



Table 2: Numbers of irregular migrants from Syria, March - August 2016
	Route
	Border type
	MARCH
	APRIL
	MAY
	JUNE
	JULY
	AUGUST

	Western Balkan 
	Land
	266
	311
	356
	580
	386
	208



Together with the argument derived from numbers alone, the reports about the reduction of numbers confirm that April 2016 was in fact the cut off point from which the influx has slowed down, and Frontex Director Leggeri confirmed as much as well (Blamont & Labbé, 2016). In fact, Politico reports that there has been a drop of 90% from the previous month, March. The deal thus led to a quick implementation of the member states’ demands, despite concerns from Italy that more migrants would attempt to cross to the EU via the Central Mediterranean Route. As the table in Appendix 3 shows, the number of arriving migrants via the Central Mediterranean Route did see an increase over the summer months of 2016, with a peak of 249 in August, but this was followed by a sharp decrease as well for the winter of that same year (Appendix 3; Chadwick, 2016). Overall, reports about the deal and the results it displays are positive, and especially as more time passed it was possible to draw positive conclusions about the effectiveness of the implemented measures (Terry, 2021). This positive coverage about the effectiveness of the measures that Frontex implemented after the conclusion of the deal therefore indicates a positive repercussion on its reputation. 
 	Overall, the EU-Turkey deal represents a good example of a decision that the member states made as a collective, even though some were pushing for it more than others. They were collectively demanding the same result, which was the reduction of irregular migration for which Frontex was to be used as a supporting tool. Even though the central aspect of the deal meant that migration control was externalised to Turkey, a country in which Frontex does not act, the agency received an upgrade through the 2016 Regulation shortly after the deal which provided it with the capacity to take more action on sovereign national territory than before. It is therefore possible to argue that in combination with the increased budget and responsibilities, the unified demand to Frontex to reduce migration along the external border led to a quick compliance by the agency. 
	With the benefits acquired through the new regulation, it is possible to wonder whether Frontex was truly represented with a choice in complying with these demands; the member states were quite clear on what they wanted Frontex to achieve. It can thus be suggested that the reduction of irregular migrants was what needed to be done to see the benefits of the 2016 Regulation come to reality. It would have otherwise been possible for the member states to withhold both the increased financial support and the staff that Frontex wanted in order to achieve the political recognition in its role of border management that it now has (Appendix 1, Question 5). Thus, there was a lot on the line for Frontex when the EU-Turkey deal was concluded and non-compliance with the unified demands would have been too much of a risk to the agency. This indicates that the first part of the third expectation holds in this situation, making the second, conditional part of it non-applicable to this scenario. Non-compliance with the member states acting as a united actor would have been too high of a reputational risk for the agency since the consequences of such non-compliance would have otherwise meant that Frontex would remain a comparatively low-budget agency. Instead, complying with the demands has resulted in “Frontex’s role [being] recognised, its budget increased, and its role reinforced” (Appendix 1, Question 5). From this follows a partial confirmation for the second expectation in which it was stated that if demands were to be directed at the core of Frontex’ mandate, Frontex is to be expected to follow the demands of the member states. The other part of the expectation can in this situation not be confirmed though because there are no opposing demands. This second part concerns the institutions, who may naturally also make demands to Frontex. If the demands were to be made at the same time as those from the member states and ask competing things from the agency, then Frontex was expected to sideline the demands from the institutions and follow the member states instead. In this situation, even though the EU-Turkey deal was clearly concluded in the intergovernmental setting of the European Council, the Commission supported the deal. It was only the ECJ that objected to it, but rather for legal and not political reasons (Niemann & Zaun, 2018). It can thus be argued here that Frontex does side with the member states’ demands, but it cannot be concluded whether this would have been different if the Commission had had a different position to the deal. 
5.5 Expansion of the mandate (2016-2019) 
The overall regulation that expanded the mandate for Frontex in 2016 meant that it would be better able in the future to respond to spikes of migration into Europe (Meissner, 2017). One of the articles includes Article 13.4, the Vulnerability Assessment. As can be seen in Table 3, this article did not yet exist in the original regulation created in 2004. The original intention of this was to assess if any given member state is fulfilling their border management duties sufficiently or whether Frontex has to step in and take over. According to Fjørtoft (2022) this would make it possible to ensure that border protection can be guaranteed, and at the same time reduce the costs of border protection when none is required in a specific area. The member states would therefore have to communicate more to allow Frontex to filter where support is truly required but it would be up to Frontex to make a decision to carry out a mission on national territory, and not vice versa the member states deciding they want assistance. 
Considering the historical reluctance to relinquish core state powers, the member states’ objection to this version of the Vulnerability Assessment follows as a logical consequence. Article 13.4 was therefore watered down, and the final version determines that the Vulnerability Assessment can lead to Frontex having the right to intervene according to Article 19.6. The key-word is indeed ‘can’ because there are several requirements that need to be fulfilled before intervention is even thinkable. The first condition that needs to be fulfilled is that the preliminary Vulnerability Assessment conducted based on Article 13.4 found that the management of a member state’s border affairs puts the overall stability of the entire Schengen Area at risk. This area includes all EU member states, except Cyprus, Ireland, Bulgaria, and Romania, but the additional Schengen members Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, and Switzerland (Auswärtiges Amt, 2023). Consequently, a very large area has to feel significantly threatened by the mismanagement of one external border area. Assuming that has happened, the member state in which the mismanagement is taking place is informed thereof and actions to improve the situation are recommended by Frontex. If these binding recommendations are not implemented, then Frontex reserves the right to intervene. This intervention still needs to be approved by the Council, i.e. there is some intergovernmental control over where and how Frontex can carry out its mandate. Following the approved intervention, an action-plan needs to be drafted which has to be approved by the member state that failed the Vulnerability Assessment. Consequently, the Vulnerability Assessment in the 2016 Regulation illustrates nicely who has the last say in what Frontex does – the member states. 
The flaw in this plan is that there is no mention of what would happen if a member state would actually object to the action-plan. Another worry is that even though Frontex would intervene on the member state’s terms, it would initiate action on national territory. Article 72 of the Treaty for the Functioning of the European Union maintains that the member states reserve the right to ensure their internal security, which implies the use of their own police forces to do so (Deleixhe & Duez, 2019; Fernandez-Rojo, 2020). This contradiction would deny Frontex their mandated room for action to protect the external borders to the extent that they can only do so upon invitation from a member state. This is amplified by the emphasis on ‘intelligence-led policing’ whereby any intelligence that Frontex gathers is actually collected and submitted to them by the member states (Deleixhe & Duez, 2019). It is therefore, again, the member states that have a say in what Frontex knows and can subsequently do. 
Generally, the 2019 Regulation represents an expansion of the 2016 Regulation as in most situations it simply elaborates on the responsibilities Frontex can assume. More specifically, the agency was granted with a wide scope for action and cooperation with third countries neighbouring the EU (European Council, 2018). Even though the 2019 Regulation was implemented after the Commission suggested an improvement, the nexus is still stronger with the member states, as is illustrated through the Vulnerability Assessment (Deleixhe & Duez, 2019). For a more detailed comparison between the three regulations and the increased competences, see Appendix 4. 
	This argument shows what has been hinted at in the very first argument, that the first expectation can be confirmed: the member states have been able to hold on to their core state powers and have rejected a change to this by denying Frontex an independent assessment ability that was suggested by the institutions. Thus, the institutions wanted Frontex to have a certain independence from the member states, but the member states rejected this demand thereby pointing out to Frontex what kind of action will be allowed for the agency. Because the member states confirmed their authority in core state powers, it was not possible for Frontex to take the institution’s side in this debate. As the Vulnerability Assessment has not been changed in the 2019 Regulation, the confirmation of who has the last say in what Frontex is able to do on the sovereign national territory and the borders is still determined by the member states. 
5.6 Frontex after the migration crisis (2016-2023)
The EU has already long had the ambition to converge the member states’ laws on migration. This convergence was initiated in the 1980s with the Dublin Regulation, however, this piece of legislation has not been able to account for what Thielemann (2018) calls “pull-factors”: due to previously established historical and cultural connections or economic opportunities, some member states would always “pull in” more migrants than others. The importance of Frontex to the institutions is therefore quite high, as they rely on the agency and its functioning to make sure that these pull-factors do not lead to an unmanageably high number of migrants for the countries of first arrival (European Union, 2021).  Especially with the new mandates issued in 2016 and 2019, the institutions stressed that they wanted Frontex to be more efficient in this task. As can be seen in Table 3, each new regulation increased the scope of tasks that the agency would be trusted with to ensure this requested efficiency. 
Table 3: Excerpts from the 2004 - 2016 - 2019 Frontex Regulations
	Comparison of Articles in the Frontex Regulations over the years 

	Explanation of Frontex’ Tasks
	2004 Regulation: Article 2 a-f
	2016 Regulation: Article 8 a-u
	2019 Regulation: Chapter 2, Section 1, Article 10 a-ag

	Vulnerability Assessment 
	2004 Regulation: Did not exist 
	2016 Regulation: Article 13
	2019 Regulation: Article 32



What the new mandates did not change, however, is that Frontex remains primarily under the control of the member states (Deleixhe & Duez, 2019). This continues to provide potential for a challenge, because despite what the institutions are asking of Frontex to do at the external border, the last say remains with the member state whose border is concerned. Further problems present themselves because the member states are not always united for a common approach to border management should be achieved. Operational cooperation for joint return operations can thus be difficult to acquire. Germany, for instance, wants the increase of border guards to 10,000 available for duty by 2027 to proceed faster than is mapped out in the regulation, but not all member states agree with this proposition. There are some convergences in what the member states want to achieve though, as they are all pushing for a general reduction in irregular migration (Bossong, 2019). Especially after the peak of the crisis had been passed in 2016, there was a clear reduction in migrations arriving in the EU via the EU-Turkey deal, especially via the Eastern Route, but also via the Central Route that leads from North Africa and Turkey across the Mediterranean, as illustrated in Figure 1. It can thus be argued that Frontex acted upon the member states’ request in 2016, as was also seen in section 5.4. 
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Figure 1: Variation in the number of irregular arrivals in the EU, 2014-2020

A request such as a noticeable reduction of irregular migrants is targeting the core of Frontex’ mandate. Not complying with this kind of request would logically lead to reduced reputation in the eyes of the audience, no matter which audience that is. At the same time as the member states wanted to ensure that the external borders are closed to irregular migrants, the European Parliament had different plans. According to Bossong (2019), negotiations were initiated to provide a financial incentive for third countries to accept the migrants instead of EU countries. These are the so-called transit countries, as the migrants would be sent there from the European external border, to the third country, and then back to their country of origin. This could look as follows: Hungary (European external border country) – Morocco (transit country) – Nigeria (country of origin). Even though negotiations among the member states and involved third countries to carry out these operations were already started, the European Parliament prevented Frontex from initiating such return operations and as a consequence weakened the effectiveness of a part of Frontex’ core mandate, operational cooperation for joint return operations (Bossong, 2019). 
Here, both members of Frontex’ audience were making demands to Frontex to act upon an aspect of its core mandate, the return of migrants through joint operations. Yet, the demands to the  execution of the mandate contradicted each other as the European Parliament prevented the mandate from being put to practice, potentially because the Parliament was concerned about Frontex’ increase of power, but also due to human rights concerns. At the same time, some of the member states, such as Poland, Italy, or Greece wanted Frontex to assist in the reduction of irregular migrants through such return operations (Bossong, 2019; Fjørtoft, 2022). Hence, the member states and the institutions wanted opposing things to be achieved by Frontex. 
In the end, no decisive agreement on how joint return operations are to be conducted was reached until June 2023. Until then, the member states themselves largely wanted to achieve different things, and the divergence between the individual demands could not initially be bridged. Austria, for example, wanted migrants to be returned to “safe zones” in Africa, despite this suggestion not being in line with both EU and international human law. Denmark, as another example, suggested re-hosting asylum seeking migrants to “undesirable” parts of Europe (Collett & Fratzke, 2018). Meanwhile, the European Parliament wanted to achieve more sustainable return operations that would ensure that asylum seekers are successfully re-emigrated into their own country of origin. However, to be successful in this endeavour, it would be required that reintegration into the country of origin takes place before the departure from that country, implying that the root cause for migration is to be eradicated. The European Parliament would also prefer it if the member states advocated voluntary returns of migrants over forced returns (Latek, 2017) 
Because the institutions have at the time of writing not yet concluded the negotiations after the Council agreement in June 2023, it cannot yet be stated what role they want Frontex to take. Stemming from the previous developments in how joint return operations were intended to be carried out, as well as the overall pressure to deliver on a coordinated asylum policy approach, it is likely that the institutions agree to the approach suggested by the member states. Furthermore, as Germany wants to increase the number of border guards employed by Frontex until 2027 to 10,000 and Chancellor Scholz additionally stressed that “cooperation is in order” when the management of arriving migrants is concerned (Sorgi & Barigazzi, 2023), it would seem likely that at least the member states will want Frontex’ assistance. This is further supported by the pre-screening process through which each arriving asylum seeker would need to go to decide where they are allowed to settle (Sorgi & Barigazzi, 2023a). For such a process, administrative, but also policing capabilities are required to ensure that the process can be carried out in the most effective way, such as those that Frontex already has.  The use of Frontex therefore offers itself in this scenario. 
Since 2016, the member states and the European Parliament have been expressing opposing approaches to joint operations from Frontex. However, Frontex has thus far refrained from taking a stance in this specific debate. This may be due to the Parliament’s ability to add to or reduce the budget that Frontex can refer to (Perkowski, 2019; von der Burchard, 2021). Because Frontex has not yet responded to either audience member’s demands, it is also not exactly putting its own reputation on the line. Since no definite decision has been made, neither audience can hold inaction over Frontex’ head as no demand for specific action has been articulated. Consequently, there is also no threat to Frontex’ reputation that would emerge from this situation. This may be subjected to change after the decision that was reached in the European Council in early June 2023, but it is not yet possible to say whether the audience members want opposing things from Frontex which would require the agency to choose one set of demands over the other. As a result, neither the second, nor the third expectation can be confirmed or denied but remain in limbo with regards to what Frontex will be expected and tasked to do.  
5.7 Pushback allegations (2021)
In response to the confirmation for Greece that its sovereignty would not be at stake through the increased competences of Frontex through the 2016 Regulation, a Rapid Border Intervention was initiated in the Aegean Sea in summer 2020. As a strange twist, this intervention would turn out to be involved with illegal pushbacks, according to a Bellingcat report (Waters et al., 2020). Even though the height of the migration crisis was already 4 years in the past at this point, reports about illegal pushbacks only really came to light after independent investigations were conducted by researchers and news outlets in the aftermath of the crisis (Der Spiegel, ARD, Bellingcat, Lighthouse Reports, and TV Asahi). 
The definition for pushbacks is taken from the European Centre for Constitutional and Human Rights (ECCHR), which describes them as “incidents where refugees and migrants are forced back over a border without consideration of individual circumstances and without any possibility to apply for asylum or to put forward arguments against the measures taken” (Waters et al. 2020). As pushbacks are therefore effectively considered to be human rights violations, Frontex has long held on to the narrative of denying its participation therein. This denial was supported by the member states, especially Greece, and the EU institutions alike as statements on the topic remained rare (Gall, 2022). As Frontex themselves state, their “operations are multipurpose and helping Member States manage irregular arrivals is only one of them”. Emphasis is placed on the legal basis upon which the agency operates, but also that “the initiative to request Frontex’s support and presence belongs to the Member States” (Appendix 1, Questions 3 & 12). Operations taking place on e.g. the Mediterranean to monitor that migration route are therefore not excluded from Frontex’ list of competences, but will ultimately be carried out upon a member state’s request. 
Sticking to the denial of pushback allegations became more difficult recently, as the European anti-fraud watchdog OLAF published a report in 2021 over the harassment, misconduct, and pushing back of migrants when they arrived at European external borders. It found that several national and international human rights organisations reported these human rights violations at several EU member states’ external borders where Frontex was carrying out joint missions with these member states, yet, prior to the OLAF report, these reports were generally disregarded (von der Burchard, 2021a). As a consequence of the 2021 report, Frontex did stop backing Hungary in its missions along the external border, but only after the Commission and the ECJ ruled that the proof for the pushbacks was too overwhelmingly convincing to decide otherwise (Barigazzi, 2021). 
A year after the first part of the OLAF report was published, the executive director Leggeri had to step down. This was accompanied by an increasing number of EU member states refusing their support for denied pushback claims and instead asking for responsibility being taken. Leggeri’s home country France, as well as Sweden had openly called for his resignation, while external border countries Poland, Hungary, or Greece advocated for him to remain in office (Barigazzi & Lynch, 2022). Shortly after the resignation, German Foreign Minister Baerbock visited Greece in August 2022 and also commented on the leaked Frontex report. She said that the Greek authorities should systemically investigate these claims since the pushbacks were reported to have largely taken place in Greek waters and involved Greek border forces. In response to this, the Greek Migration Minister Mitarachi denied that Greek border services were involved in the pushbacks. According to him, Greece would hold on to its right to protect its own borders. He also stated that even though the majority of officials would have adhered to the rules and not participated in the pushbacks, errors by individuals can not be excluded (Deutsche Welle, 2022). Greece, as the country where most pushbacks were allegedly taking place, was thus very vocal in defending Frontex’ denial of these events taking place, especially Greek Commission Vice President Schinas. He “argued that support for Frontex came not only from the Commission but also “all the [EU] member states and the European Parliament,” since they had jointly adopted a new mandate and budget for the agency, under which it is set to be dramatically expanded” (von der Burchard, 2021). After taking office in late 2022, the new executive director Leitjens argued that under his charge, the agency would not participate in further pushbacks, referencing the fact that they are not legal. He also argued that Frontex would strive to become more transparent in the way it operates and work more closely together with NGOs to ensure that operations along the external border are carried out in compliance with the legal framework (Corall, 2023). 
Initially, Frontex was in a good position to deny its participation in pushbacks because both the EU institutions and the member states made no mention of being aware of pushbacks to have taken place. This support meant for Frontex that any negative reports about the agency would also imply negative reports about both institutions and member states – they all held the same position and would all be equally affected by negative press. There was thus no threat to Frontex’ reputation in the denial of pushbacks, as they did not have to worry that either audience member would reprimand them for action that they were all denying. 
The situation shifted significantly with the publishing of the OLAF report. It presented evidence that neither Frontex, nor the member states or the institutions could deny: Bellingcat reported that Greek vessels were confirmed in proximity to the vessels that were pushed back, as well as Portuguese and Romanian boats. The same article also reported that in one example of a confirmed pushback, a DEA Aviation surveillance plane flew over the area as the pushback took place, and this plane forwarded its coverage in form of a live stream to Warsaw, where the Frontex headquarters are located (Waters et al., 2023). Prior statements were thus amended, and Leggeri stated in response to the inquiry made by the  Committee on Civil Liberties, Justice and Home Affairs (LIBE) at the European Parliament that Frontex had observed and recorded just a single incident which may have been a pushback in the Aegean (Waters et al., 2023).
When the evidentiary support was too overwhelming and the numbers of reports about this issue increased, the unity of the member states broke apart and several states demanded responsibility being taken by the involved parties. The demanding member states were primarily those that do not have an external border along the Eastern and Mediterranean migration routes, while those directly affected and allegedly involved (Greece or Hungary) downplayed what happened. Nonetheless, unity between the member states was broken. A simple Google search of “Pushbacks 2021” with a time filter shows that there is little difference in media coverage in the periods 2016-2020 and 2021-today, indicating that the saliency of this topic remained similarly high since the topic first appeared vs when the OLAF report was published. It was thus not immediately the saliency of the topic that put Frontex’ reputation at risk, but rather the disunity, of the member states that resulted in a threat to the reputation. There was a reduced reputational risk for Frontex to deny the pushback allegations while the member states were all denying them as well. This was even supported by the silence of the EU institutions. That combination enabled Frontex to safely maintain its denial and maintain its reputation at the same time: the member states and institutions were not in a position to question Frontex’ action as they held onto the very same. Holding on to the claim that there is no knowledge of pushbacks after the original OLAF report was published would have severely damaged the agency’s reputation in the face of such proof and the media coverage the topic had already received. Leggeri thus used the chance to respond to LIBE’s inquiry to quickly amend previously made statements to admit some knowledge of pushbacks. 
The result of this argument shows that the second part of the fourth expectation is valid: the pushback allegations and attached debated is an issue of high saliency, and the movements of the member states were mirrored. All of the member states denied the pushbacks took place – Frontex denied they took place; some member states admitted that the proof provided by the OLAF report was sufficient proof and demanded action – Frontex admitted to having had some part in the pushbacks. At the same time, this high saliency issue also represented a threat to, and eventual loss of reputation. 
Conversely, the opposite to the third expectation came to pass in this situation. While all member states were unified, the reputational risk was fairly low for Frontex, even though it was hypothesised that the member states acting as one unit would pose a high reputational risk. Yet, this situation illustrates how the disunity between the member states can affect the reputational threat more than a high saliency discussion taking place. This was further enhanced by the Commission demanding from Frontex to stop its missions along the Hungarian external border. In this, the Commission took the side of the member states, like France, Sweden, and Germany, that were demanding Frontex to admit its guilt. The disunity of the member states, together with the position of the Commission and the independently conducted OLAF report resulted in a change of action due to the reputational threat it represented, and acknowledgement of pushbacks, i.e. Frontex complied with the demand for admitting unlawful behaviour and did so quickly. 
5.8 Frontex’ Research & Innovation unit 
Though the Commission remains firm on its rejection of various requests to support the funding of fences along the EU’s external border, there is something of a back-door to non-human-power border control that is much less discussed. This back-door leads to the Commission’s focus on research & development programs through which civil-military technological solutions are to be acquired and to be made useable for the management of borders (Csersatoni, 2018). This solution to irregular migration has gained traction since the onset of the migration crisis in 2015. In fact, this focus has been documented and acknowledged in the 2016 strategic document “Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe” (EUGS, 2016). In this document, specific attention has been given to the coordination of Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) missions and operations with Frontex. Through this cooperation, both land and maritime borders are to be securitised to “save more lives, fight cross-border crime and disrupt smuggling networks” (EUGS, 2016, p. 20). Such a goal can only be reached if sufficient funds are directed at the acquisition process, hence the Commission’s research & development focus. 
Frontex, too, has a unit that focuses on precisely this topic, the Research & Innovation Unit. It supports and implements EU-funded research and the innovations that are targeted at the management of the external borders. This, the agency does by testing the suggested approaches, procedures, and technical solutions – all in a feedback loop with the member states, the European Cooperation Division, and the EBCG Regulation, i.e. the 2016 Regulation (Frontex, Research and Innovation, 2023). 
Though it is more subtle in this topic, there is a push-and-pull dynamic between the member states and the EU institutions here as well. According to the European Commission, Frontex has been designated to provide the coordination centres of each member state with the surveillance information that is gathered through the use of technologies meant for border control (Csersatoni, 2018). These technologies often refer to surveillance drones or “unmanned aerial vehicles” (European Commission, 2016). Thus, the Commission has tasked Frontex with cooperation with the member states to explicitly share information with them and organise joint response operations when needed. To do so, the Commission and Parliament have authorised €81 million to be spent on aerial surveillance until 2020 by Frontex and the EMSA (European Maritime Safety Agency) (Monroy, 2016). Both agencies can thereby make use of a large source of funds to gather information and monitor the EU’s land and maritime borders without sending personnel into these regions. Despite the Commission saying that such missions are to be carried out in coordination with the member states, aerial surveillance would rather be carried out on their request only (Csersatoni, 2018; Loukinas, 2022). 
This implies that Frontex cannot always just carry out information gathering missions; the aerial space, too, is part of the sovereign national territory and thus falls under the authority of the national governments. That is also one of the reasons why there is not too much use made of aerial surveillance despite the general use seeing an increase. Referencing internal security concerns, actual use of this technology has only really been reported from the Mediterranean member states Italy and Greece (Loukinas, 2022). However, these are also reported to merely have been tests to see the efficacy of this technology (Mazzeo, 2020). 
 	The overall ‘race for drones’ is supported by many member states (Martins & Küsters, 2019), though this race has not yet reached the protection of the external borders. The EU is nonetheless keen on pushing the topic, much more than the member states. Under the Horizon2020 umbrella to fund research and innovation for 2014-2020, the Commission has placed focus on Remotely Piloted Aircraft Systems (RPAS), and these are meant to become an integral part of the Frontex-run European Border Surveillance System (EUROSUR) as per the 2016 Regulation (Csersatoni, 2018). Academic literature stresses that it is principally the Commission that is the pushing force behind research & development that delves into this kind of technology (Csersartoni, 2018, Loukinas, 2022; Martins & Küsters, 2019). It also points out that, despite the push for it, there is not too much agreement on how the EU is planning to approach technically supported border protection (Jumbert, 2016; Marin and Krajčíková, 2016), though the migration crisis did contribute to an increased level of attention to this debate. Possibly, that is the reason why EUROSUR has received such extensive mentioning in the 2016 Regulation to ensure its implementation. This was noticeably elaborated on in the 2019 Regulation to ensure that “land, sea and air border surveillance and border checks” can be provided (Regulation (EU) 2019/896, 2019, p. 5). 
	Regulation (EU) 2019/896 mentions of EUROSUR 

	Articles headlining EUROSUR
	Chapter II, Section 3, Articles 18-20, 22, 23, 28, Chapter II, Section 11, Article 75

	Mentions of the applicability of EUROSUR
	Legislative acts (27), (28), (29), (32), (33), (34), (36), (37, (38), (90); Chapter I, Article 2(9); Chapter II, Section 1, Article 10 (f); Chapter II, Section 2, Article 21; Chapter II, Section 7, Article 36 (f); Chapter II, Section 11, Articles 68-70, 72-74, 76; Chapter IV, Section 2, Articles 87, 89; Chapter IV, Section 4, Article 121; Chapter V, Article 123


Table 4: EUROSUR in the 2019 Frontex Regulation
According to the 2019 Regulation, aerial surveillance at the external borders via EUROSUR shall take place in coordination between Frontex and the respective member states. Thus, it may seem that this, too, is an issue where Frontex is working more closely together with the member states than the institutions. However, reports of the actual use of EUROSUR are far and few in between, with only Mazzeo (2020) providing sufficient non-academic insights. It can thus be argued that the pressure coming from the EU to fund research & development into aerial surveillance is the primary reason for section 3 of Chapter II on EUROSUR being so explicitly included in the 2019 Regulation (see Table 4). However, this topic is still fairly low in saliency and has only received somewhat increased attention when the migration crisis began, and even this attention has since died down. This can be seen by the few articles, both academic and non-academic that are published on this topic. For the time being, the EU’s focus is on general defence policy, which is fuelled by a more assertive Russia (Martins & Küsters, 2019). It is thus difficult to conclude with which audience member Frontex would work with when aerial surveillance is concerned: the EU institutions are the ones providing the funds to cover the expenses in acquiring the technology that allows Frontex to expand on its abilities. Meanwhile, the member states do hold the sovereignty also in aerial territories which means that Frontex requires their permission to initiate action. A conclusion is therefore still pending and the initially held fourth expectation remains largely unanswered. 
5.9 Analysis Summary 
The beginning of the analysis has shown that at least on the surface, the member states maintain the upper hand vis-à-vis the institutions in core state power dynamics when matters of their sovereign territory are debated. The follow-up arguments were thus used to see whether this also means that Frontex would then respond to the demands of the member states as well if they are the audience member that would be the one with more authority. Depending on the topic that is up for debate, there is some back-and-forth to be observed. In the discussion surrounding whether or not a fence should be built along the external borders, preference is given to the Commission’s demands with reference to the legal basis of the agency. The first expectation could hence not yet be confirmed. Confirmation is indirectly possible when looking at the third argument. Even though Frontex may have preferred to side with the Commission’s preferences to acquire more competences, it was not possible to set aside the member states’ preferences; they could have rejected the regulation altogether out of concern that too much of the core state powers would be transferred to the institutions via the 2016 Regulation. This debate indeed showcases perfectly how in-between the institutions and member states Frontex is caught. It also shows that Frontex would have to submit to the member states’ demands to ensure that the regulation sees implementation. The first expectation can subsequently be only confirmed when looking at the details of the regulation, specifically the Vulnerability Assessment. The member states disliked the fact that the originally intended article would allow Frontex too much independence and insisted on the process needing to fulfil several requirements as the evaluation is conducted. Thus, the member states maintain their hold on core state powers and remain the audience member that Frontex adheres to when the focus is only on this dynamic and when demands are made to it. 
 The second expectation could only be partially confirmed in this analysis. The EU-Turkey deal showcased that when the core of Frontex’ mandate is explicitly targeted, i.e. the management of irregular migration at the external border, compliance with this demand is ensured. In this case, this demand came from the member states as the deal was concluded in the intergovernmental setting of the European Council. However, this was not contradicted by the institutions which is why the second part of this expectation remains unanswered – would Frontex have considered its path of action for a longer time if the Commission had asked them to do something else? The same is the case in the sixth argument that was made. The EU has long intended to find a common approach for migration & asylum policy, yet there were always different suggestions and little compromise could be found. The most discussed approach was to cooperate with third countries to ensure that migrants can return to their country of origin. However, the European Parliament was suggesting different approaches to manage the arriving migrants, despite the institutions wanting Frontex to be efficient in managing just this. The Parliament’s demanded course of action was thus an obstacle in the implementation of action that was also demanded by the member states. The solution to a common asylum & migration policy was therefore long at a standstill due to the opposing demands and it was unclear which path Frontex was requested to take. This may now be solved with the agreement reached in the European Council in early June 2023, but these developments remain to be seen. Consequently, the outcome of the second expectation is still uncertain at this stage.  
Adherence to an audience member can change though when Frontex has to consider its own reputation. This is particularly the case when the unity of the member states wavers. In the case of the EU-Turkey deal of 2016, the unity weighed heavily and non-compliance with the member states’ demands to reduce irregular migration would have been too much of a reputational risk for Frontex. Coupled with the previously indicated preference in the third argument with which Frontex considers the member states’ inclinations to ensure the implementation of the new mandate takes place, the agency had to ensure the demands to reduce irregular migrations are complied with. Otherwise, the member states would have been in a position to deny the expansion of the mandate in the upcoming negotiations which would have had a negative impact on Frontex’ reputation. The risk to Frontex’ reputation was a different one after the publication of the OLAF report in 2021 though. While the member states were united in their denial of pushbacks pre-publication and the institutions remained silent, the reputational risk to Frontex was low. It increased significantly and led to a reputational loss as soon as that unity was broken though. This was additionally supported by the position the Commission took. Acknowledging its guilt was therefore crucial for Frontex to ensure that no further losses in reputation would be suffered. The third expectation was thus once confirmed and once denied, though in both cases, the action that Frontex took was targeted at maintaining its reputation with its audience and necessarily not at adherence with an audience member. The agency thus proved to be able to recognise when its reputation is on the line and adjusted its behaviour relative to the position of its audience to stipulate a reputation gain. 
With the fourth expectation, it was hypothesised that Frontex would work preferably with the Commission when the saliency of an issue is low, but work with the member states when the saliency is high. In the second argument that was made, this could not be confirmed, as the opposite took place. Whether or not a fence should be built along the external border of the EU is a very sensitive topic that directly touches upon core state power dynamics and it has been debated for a long time. However, what is important in this case and plays a role in the position taken by Frontex, is the incentives provided by the audience. The Commission rejects the building of fences and also offers expanded competences for Frontex which is sufficient for Frontex to show some support for the Commission’s position. The last argument that was made in the analysis shows another uncertain situation. There is not much documentation on which audience member wants to make use of aerial surveillance along the EU’s external border in which way, hence why this is a low saliency issue. In fact, it is so low in salience that apart from the pressure from the Commission to invest into and make use of this technology, not many demands can be detected. The only position of the member states are their internal security concerns and that they hold authority in what happens in their aerial space since that is part of their territory which may be a reason for Frontex to take their side. In either case, how to use aerial surveillance and the demands that are made to Frontex need to be more documented to reach a definitive conclusion on the fourth expectation. Definite action from Frontex to show which course of action is preferred also remains pending. 

6. Conclusion 
The recent agreement on a common asylum & migration policy reached in the European Council once more put focus on the urgency with which such a common approach to migration needs to be found. How difficult this is, is illustrated by the fact that the deal could not be concluded without Italy, and that despite the agreement, there is still dissatisfaction about the deal among the member states (Sorgi & Barigazzi, 2023a). The analysis conducted in this research additionally supports how difficult and complex migration policy in the European Union is. With the formulated expectations, the aim was to shed light on the core state power dynamics embedded in this policy area and to subsequently see where Frontex can be positioned within it. This can also be seen in the analysis, which showed that even though the details of the regulation indicate that the member states maintain the hold on core state powers, and therefore are the main principal of Frontex, the need for Frontex to safeguard its reputation plays an important underlying role in whose demands Frontex adheres to. 
This was well illustrated in the pushback allegations and the shifting positions throughout. In that situation, Frontex initially actively supported Italy and Greece in the management of their external borders in the Mediterranean through Rapid Border Intervention Missions, and it sided with both the member states and the Commission in denying that in this process pushbacks occurred. However, as the OLAF report was published, it became more important for Frontex to safeguard and redeem its own reputation rather than continue to support the member states. By admitting that they participated in one pushback, the agency not only attempted to reduce the loss in reputation it had suffered but also chose to adhere to demands from only a few member states that were supported by the Commission, but these were not Italy or Greece, meaning that Frontex stopped supporting external border countries. Hence, to ensure that its own reputational losses can be minimised, Frontex agreed with member states and institutions, i.e. the actors that could have rejected its ability to take action on national territories along an external border altogether. 
In response to the research question that was initially asked, it can be concluded that even though core state powers can be direction-indicating, Frontex remains fairly independent thereof and can position itself with either audience members in the interest of safeguarding its own reputation. It is therefore a good illustration of a most likely case. It was expected that the indicators formulated through the expectations would confirm that Frontex would be subordinate to one audience member, as well as point out which one, and that would in turn provide insights into the EU’s core state power dynamics. Yet, no such confirmation can definitely be made, as each situation is independently approached by Frontex. This shows that the agencification of EU agencies has, at least in this case, resulted in more independence of an agency than both institutions and member states may prefer. It also echoes the notion that agencies are politically conscious entities that are aware of the surrounding dynamics and manage their reputation accordingly (Gilad & Yogev, 2012; Maor, 2011; Rimkutė, 2018). 
6.1 Transferability of this research 
This research set out to see whether, from the conclusion reached about Frontex’ position in the core state power dynamics inherent to the European Union, an inference can potentially be made about other agencies in this dynamic. There are, however, only few other agencies that are so embedded in core state powers as Frontex is. The EMSA has, since the migration crisis began, been pulled closer towards Frontex to work in tandem with them in the Mediterranean (Carpenter, 2015), whereas Europol has increased cooperation with Frontex to a slightly lesser extent (Kalkman, 2020). Other examples that were previously mentioned (CEPOL, EBA, Eurojust) merely graze core state power dynamics, thus it is not entirely possible to transfer the results from this analysis to them. Transferability is therefore limited. The implication is, however, that core state powers in e.g. tax related issues remain in the hands of the member states. 
6.2 Limitations 
One limitation to the information that was available to use for the analysis applies to the initially planned interviews not taking place. Even though the confirmation was present, no date to conduct the interviews could be agreed upon. The information that could have been provided by them to this research would doubtless have been valuable due to the direct involvement of the intended interviewees with Frontex. Information gathered through interviews with involved Frontex officials would have been equally valuable could they have been arranged. The information from the questionnaire was supportive for the analysis, though the mentioned bias does apply because of which the answers are considered with a grain of salt (Kumar, 2011). Methodological limitations also had to be navigated in the process of operationalising reputation. It is frequently discussed in the literature that reputation is an evasive concept (Overman et al., 2019), so it may be that with a different operationalisation, a different interpretation of the information could have been achieved. 
	Further limitations were imposed through the recent movements within this policy area. With the deal that was concluded in the European Council, but also the disaster in which at least 79 migrants drowned in Greek waters in the Mediterranean (Stamouli, 2023), discussions about which path to take in migration & asylum policy continue on various political levels. This includes Frontex as well, as the rescuing of migrants along the external border directly touches upon the agency’s mandate (Regulation (EU) 2019/1896, Chapter 1, Article 3(b)). The specific demands to Frontex can therefore still be subjected to change. Lastly, not all demands that were ever made to Frontex could be analysed. A different selection may provide different insights into the position Frontex holds in the EU’s core state power dynamics. 


6.3 Future research  
European migration & asylum policy remains a fluid field in which agreement is difficult. As such, it will be interesting to see how the agreement for a common approach to this policy will indeed be put into practice. From there, the debate introduced here can be continued and the demands to Frontex can be analysed further as well. The same is the case for discussion around the fence along the external borders and the implementation of aerial surveillance technologies. Especially with the Commission’s focus on research and development, and specifically the focus on the use of drones for various purposes, this is still a new field in migration policy but also in defence policy in which the ethics of the use of drones in general is only one of the things that requires consideration (Walzer, 2016). 
	Another approach to analyse the demands to Frontex in this policy field can be taken from the position of the European Parliament. The Parliament mentioned that it would prefer to eliminate the reason for the irregular migration at the source (Latek, 2017). This would require further research, but also resources, to be directed at analysing the reasons for migration flows, and their solutions, i.e. touch upon the field of conflict resolution. The suggested solution from the European Parliament therefore also shows that migration & asylum policy cannot be regarded as just an isolated European problem with Frontex functioning as the bulwark, but is quite contrary a global struggle in which all positions need to converge to achieve a sustainable solution. However, the role of Frontex in this global dynamic can be interesting to analyse. 
	The final suggestion for future research is to take the theoretical guidance provided by Rimkutė (2020). In his work on regulatory agencies’ responses when faced with controversies, agencies are theorised to either choose strategic silence or regulatory talks to manage their reputation. This research can be transferred to Frontex to determine how the precarious accusations of pushbacks were navigated in more detail, and how the recovery of reputation was approached. This can further provide a guide to understand how this EU agency in particular works and provide necessary explanations for actions that were met with plenty of criticism. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Questionnaire answered by Frontex 

General remark 
Please note that Frontex cannot answer the questions about its perception by the third party. We do not evaluate individual opinions on the activities that the agency is legally mandated with. 
We warmly invite you to trace back our news and press releases from the period of interest to get a bigger picture of our communication and the actual migratory statistics and analytics. 
Thank you. 

1. What kind of reputation do you think Frontex has with its audience members? 
Frontex supports EU and Schengen countries in all aspects related to border management, from support on the ground and fighting cross-border crime, aerial surveillance and collecting information, to help with return procedures, identifying new technologies and many others. Our mission is to provide high-level quality coast and border management services based on objective quality standards and not opinions. Therefore, we can only evaluate our activity based on the mandate and objective criteria for the expected deliverables. 

2. Is there a preference to work with one of the audience members over the other when both of them are requesting Frontex to take action along the external border? Why? 
Frontex’s mandate is laid down in its legal basis. Upon request from a Member State and/or its own risk and security analysis, Frontex selects the best-tailored border solutions and offers its services where they are needed and requested. There is no preference for one audience member over the other, but there are legal conditions that determine what and where Frontex may do. For instance, Frontex responds to requests from Member States or Frontex can only gain executive powers to operate on a third-country territory, when both parties have signed a status agreement (cf. Article 73 of the Regulation 2019/1896), etc. 
3. Which member of the audience do you think can have more of an influence on Frontex’ course of action along the external border? Why? 
The agency’s standing corps officers always act within the national hierarchical structure and answer to the locally designated chief of operation. Border management is a teamwork and Frontex’s role is to support and, where possible, to enhance the capacity of the national services in the region or border area of deployment. Frontex may, for instance, deploy document experts at the crossing points, where there is a seasonal migratory pressure and lack of experts, or provide highly specialised monitoring equipment for the coastal areas identified as the most popular migratory routes. However, as stated above and valid throughout the entire text, the initiative to request Frontex’s support and presence belongs to the Member States. 
4. Do you think that Frontex is infringing on the sovereignty of the member states when it is on a mission along an external border? 
Frontex’s presence is regulated by its legal basis and no action or operation can be taken outside this scope. 

5. Do you think that the reputation of Frontex changed in comparison between now and during the migration crisis? Why / why not? Is there a specific reason? 
[bookmark: _Hlk138169068]Frontex is the largest and the fastest growing EU agency. One of the reasons behind the expansion of its competences is the recognition on the European level of the need to have an independent EU body to monitor and coordinate situation at the EU’s external borders. Frontex’s role has been recognised, its budget increased, and its role reinforced. 
With the standing corps, the European Union’s first uniformed law enforcement service, Frontex has transformed into an operational arm of the EU. Moreover, starting in 2024, nationals of more than 60 visa-free countries will need to get a travel authorisation before coming to Europe for a brief stay. Frontex plays an essential role in the implementation of ETIAS, the European Travel Information and Authorisation System, that will carry out pre-travel screening of visa-free travellers to determine whether they pose a security, illegal immigration, or public health risk. 
It is a clear confirmation of the political recognition of Frontex’s presence and role in border management. 

6. In 2016, some of the member states wanted Frontex to reduce the influx of irregular migration through return operations. Such operations were successfully introduced and led to a noticeable reduction in irregular arrivals. After the demands for these operations were implemented in 2016, do you think that the perception of Frontex changed to how it was before the operations? 
7. Referring again to the example of the reduction of irregular migrants through return operations in 2016: do you think that the way Frontex managed to reduce the numbers was approved/disapproved by the audience members? Please elaborate on the reason(s) that makes you express this answer. 

Returns are always individual cases; it is therefore clear that the return operations will have more individual impact and perception. As you may know, return operations may be forced or voluntary (cf. Return operations (europa.eu)), which also affects the perception. It has to be underlined, however, that the return decision is an exclusive competence of the Member States. Frontex’s role is to provide a legally defined service in the existing legal framework and with full respect of human and fundamental rights (cf. Fundamental Rights at Frontex (europa.eu)). 

8. Frontex works closely together with the Commission (DG Home) and the member states via the Research and Innovation Unit as well. Together, new border security technologies, research, and innovation are developed. When an audience member expresses a preferred approach for Frontex to take for this area, how likely do you think is Frontex to adhere to that specific preference? Which audience member’s demands are more likely to be adhered to? Please elaborate on the reason(s) that makes you express this answer. 
Frontex is an independent EU agency with independent research and innovation competences. Our Research and Innovation (europa.eu) team follows all developments in the area of border management to respond to the practical needs. With the standing corps officers in the field and the monitoring and risk analysis centres, our agency has its own independent source of information about the needed border security technologies. At the same time, Frontex operates in the existing framework. If the national or EU legislator introduces a new basis and/or objectives for biometrics, ID security features or border monitoring, Frontex is there to contribute to the debate and to the research itself. 
Frontex is also an industry contact point and can be contacted by industry members with new ideas for border management services or technical solutions. By organising Frontex Industry Days, we also build up a community of institutions, experts and industry representatives that remains in the know about the available or developing technologies. 

9. In your opinion, are there demands from a specific audience member that are responded to more quickly than the other? Yes / No 
· Do you think that there is a reason as to why some demands are preferred for a quick response? 
Please see our legal basis for the areas of responsibility and accountability (more: Accountability (europa.eu)), as well as Frontex-led operations which are focal to Frontex’s missions (Operations (europa.eu)). In some cases, Frontex is bound by deadlines (cf. accountability), in other cases, Frontex’s lead in operations may require prioritising the response, e.g., save and rescue. 
10. This question relates back to questions 6 & 7: In your opinion, were the demands to reduce irregular migration responded to quickly back in 2016? Yes / No 
· Do you think that there is a reason as to why sometimes demands are responded to more or less quickly? 
Please see our general remark at the beginning. 

11. This question relates back to question 8: In your opinion, do you think that the demands for e.g. a specific research approach to improve the innovations that promote improved border protection are responded too quickly? Yes / No 
· Do you think that there is a reason as to why sometimes demands are responded to more or less quickly? 
Research is characterised by different stages of development: from the identification of needs through prototypes to the outcome. Some research may bring solutions sooner if the technology is already advanced and/or available on the market. In innovative cases, the replies will require more time. Frontex has identified the objectives for the most needed technological solutions and/or equipment and follows the priorities from that research plan. Please read more on our Research and Innovation page: Introduction (europa.eu) 

12. This question relates back to questions 6, 7 & 10: If e.g. the request for reduced irregular migration is taking long to be followed up with, or lead to noticeable results, do you think that an audience member perceives Frontex to be less able to fulfil the mandate? 
Frontex assists Member States in border management and tackling cross-border crime. The agency does not replace national authorities which remain responsible for managing their section(s) of the EU’s external border. Please note that Frontex is not in charge of migration policy. 
Frontex operations are multipurpose and helping Member States manage irregular arrivals is only one of them. Each operation is carefully planned and has a clear timeline. In case of emergencies at the external border, Frontex can also activate a rapid border intervention – in such a case, officers and equipment can be mobilised within days. See more here Operations (europa.eu) 
There are many push and pull factors associated with irregular migration. It has many roots, such as geopolitical situation in countries where it originates, wars or local conflicts, economic pressures, etc. 
Border management has many components and tackling irregular migration is only one of them. According to the European integrated border management strategy, these are: 
a) border control, b) a common EU system for returns, c) cooperation with third countries, d) inter-agency cooperation, e) use of state-of-the-art technology including large-scale information systems, f) respect, protection and promotion of fundamental rights, g) a coherent and comprehensive quality control mechanism, and h) EU funding instruments. In its annexes, the Communication provides policy priorities and strategic guidelines for the European integrated border management (EIBM) components, and information on the implementation of the multiannual policy cycle on EIBM. 
You can read more here Effective management of external borders (europa.eu) 
Frontex also plays a role in monitoring the situation at the external borders. 
Please have a look at our statistics on irregular migration on our website in the form of a map and spreadsheet to trace back the migratory trends: 
· https://frontex.europa.eu/what-we-do/monitoring-and-risk-analysis/migratory-map/ 
· https://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Migratory_routes/2023/Monthly_detections_of_IBC_2023_01_05.xlsx 
We also publish monthly press releases with statistics from the previous month. You can find them in the “News” tab. 

13.  If demands come from the Commission vs if demands come from the member state(s), do you think that they are given a different level of priority? To what kind of demands could this apply? Please elaborate 
Frontex is an independent agency with a mandate defined in its legal basis (please see above). It is accountable for its activity to the partners identified therein and responds to requests from the Member States upon its own evaluation of the situation (awareness, risk analysis etc.). The requests coming from the institutions and from the Member States are treated in the same way and they usually have different objectives so there is no question of prioritising one over the other. 

Appendix 2: Intended use of interviews 
In a way, it is possible to see interviews as a conversation with a purpose – the purpose being the extraction of information and knowledge from the interviewee through an interaction (Yeo et al., 2014). Accessing elites for interviews has been increasingly used in recent years as the conviction grew that they provide a more efficient way to gather qualitative data and subsequently gain a new perspective to understand research (Harvey, 2010). This interest is substantiated by the general perception that elites are closer to positions of power or influence, or possess particularly useful professional expertise. The insights they are granted based on their occupation may allow them to share some inside details with the researcher that cannot be extracted from secondary sources (Lancaster, 2017; Natow, 2020). Most of the times though, it is context specific whether or not someone qualifies as a member of the elite. If a person works for the government, but did not for the timeframe that is relevant for the research, then they do not qualify as a relevant member of the elite, even though they work in the government, a place that is arguably a country’s power seat (Goldstein, 2002; Harvey, 2010). 
	It is therefore necessary to specify who qualifies as the elite-to-be-interviewed in each individual research. As the unit of analysis for this research is Frontex, the elite in question is represented by officials working in areas related to the handling of the migration crisis, i.e. not every person employed by the agency. Furthermore, due to the specified comparative framework of the case study, it would be preferable if the Frontex employees were already employed in the 2015-2106 period. This way, they can provide the necessary insights for a more detailed comparison of how Frontex acts and how the relationship to the member states and EU Commission potentially changed. Additional insights are gathered from members of the European Parliament. They also represent members of Frontex’ audience, and can thereby substantiate and expand on the statements from the Commission. This can validate how Frontex manages its reputation vis-à-vis its audience members and provide an alternative explanation to those extracted from the secondary sources and Frontex itself. It would have been most ideal to gather data from interviews with members of the Commission as well because they constitute Frontex’ supranational audience member, however, no contact could be established. The same is the case for members of delegations from individual member states. 
	The interviews are conducted in a semi-structured way with open-ended questions with an MEP and an APA. This allows for pre-formulated questions to be included, but some deviation from them can be permitted. That way, there will be a similar structure to all interviews, but depending on the individual answers provided, follow-up questions can be permitted to gather more details on specific points as they come up in the conversation. Additionally, the answers will be more elaborate which requires thorough coding to ensure that all answers are processed correctly (Wisker, 2009).

[bookmark: _Hlk137818765]Appendix 3: Numbers of irregular migrants from Syria via various routes, July 2015 – December 2016 
	Route
	Border type or inland
	Nationality
	JUL2015
	AUG2015
	SEP2015
	OCT2015
	NOV2015
	DEC2015

	Western Balkan Route
	Land
	Syria
	15835
	27818
	32773
	651
	16
	10

	Central Mediterranean Route
	Sea
	Syria
	1159
	1215
	362
	160
	155
	61

	Eastern Mediterranean Route
	Land
	Syria
	555
	1470
	1090
	862
	652
	534

	Western African Route
	Sea
	Syria
	0
	0
	0
	2
	0
	0

	Western Mediterranean Route
	Sea
	Syria
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Eastern Borders Route
	Land
	Syria
	16
	25
	23
	2
	22
	1



	JAN2016
	FEB2016
	MAR2016
	APR2016
	MAY2016
	JUN2016
	JUL2016
	AUG2016
	SEP2016
	OCT2016
	NOV2016
	DEC2016

	40
	110
	266
	311
	356
	580
	386
	208
	85
	158
	72
	133

	6
	0
	10
	10
	113
	56
	130
	249
	207
	169
	174
	73

	593
	469
	150
	272
	127
	63
	126
	160
	283
	484
	176
	112

	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	2
	1
	2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0

	2
	0
	0
	4
	4
	0
	0
	7
	1
	8
	6
	0



Appendix 4: Comparison of Regulations 
This table is to show examples of some articles in the Frontex Regulations over the years, starting with the original Regulation that created the agency and continuing with two expansions of the mandate. Thus, in the first column, the original article is listed. Columns 2 and 3 then show the corresponding articles in the new Regulations. To exemplify the extent to which the Regulations have also increased in size, articles that did not exist in the original Regulation but were added later on are also mentioned. 
	Original 2004 Regulation 
	2016 Regulation 
	2019 Regulation 

	
Tasks Of Frontex 


	Article 2 a-f
	Article 8 a-u
	Chapter 2, Section 1, Article 10 a-ag

	
Support to Member States in circumstances requiring
increased technical and operational assistance at external
borders (Art. 8)


	Article 8.1
	Article 14.1 and 14.2 on Actions by the Agency at the external borders

	Section 7, Article 36 (1), (3), (4) and Article 36 (2) points (a) to (e) on Actions by the Agency at the external borders

	
Functions and powers of the Executive Director


	Article 25 
	Article 68 
	Article 106

	
Cooperation with Union institutions, bodies, offices, agencies, and international organisations
 

	This article did not exist in the original Regulation
	Article 52
	Article 68(1), first subparagraph and second subparagraph, points (a) to (g)

Article 68(1), point (i) and (j)

Article 68(1), third subparagraph, points (a) to (d)

Article 68(2-6)

	
Member States' participation in the standing corps through long-term secondment (Art. 56)
Member States' participation in the standing corps through short-term deployments (Art. 57)
Member States' participation in the standing corps through the reserve for rapid reaction (Art. 58)


	These articles did not exist in the original Regulation
	This article was not added in the second Regulation 
	These three articles were all added in the latest Regulation to elaborate on how the member states are expected to contribute to the deployable work forces of Frontex 



Already from the beginning, extra articles were included on the cooperation with Ireland and the UK. In the first 2 regulations, the articles remained the same, but the 2019 Regulation expanded on the cooperation quite significantly. The 2019 Regulation also mentions more articles that elaborate on each instances cooperation with third countries, i.e. the agency itself, member states, technical and operational assistance to third countries, exchange of information with third countries in the framework of EUROSUR, role of the Commission with regard to cooperation with third countries, liaison officers in third countries (Art. 71-77). A whole section (Chapter 4, Section 2, Art. 86-92) on personal data and how that is processed in which context in also added in response to the GDPR Regulation (EU) 2016/679.
The first amendment to the initial 2004 Regulation to establish Frontex already exceeds the original document by 65 pages, jumping from 11 pages that describe and define the tasks to 76. This is exceeded, by far, with the second amendment as this expands the descriptions and definitions to cover 131 pages. Examples of new additions in the first amendment include Article 28 – Return operations which supports what was Chapter 2, Article 2(f). This is subsequently elaborated on in Article 29, 30, 31, 32, and 33.
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