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[bookmark: _Toc152251969]Abstract
This research will go into the evolution of institutional characteristics of the European border patrol agency (Frontex). Frontex was started in 2004 with the goal of exchanging information and best practices between the border patrol agencies of the European member states. Over the years more autonomy got delegated from the member state level towards the agency. This resulted in less checks and balances on Frontex’ conduct and the freedom to acquire guns and vessels and choose what and how they wanted to orchestrate operations. 
This paper will use Multi Level Governance (MLG) as a theory to research how this shift came to be. MLG looks at the division of power between different layers of governance, in this case within the European Union (EU). All these different levels have their own preferences and their own ways of affecting Frontex’ policy, by using MLG there is room to take all of these into account and paint a complete picture.
This research will use process tracing as its most important method. Two causal processes will be followed, the first goes into the preferences of Frontex itself, mainly shaped by institutional survival and interest groups. The second is about why the different actors that formally have a controlling role over the agency allowed its growing autonomy. The main reason was that these actors are dependent on popular support, while migration is a hot topic, this results in them depoliticizing the topic and giving responsibility and instruments to Frontex, which allowed growing autonomy in Frontex.
Wordcount: 250



[bookmark: _Toc152251970]Abbreviations and acronyms
	Frontex
	Frontières extérieures, the European border- and coastguard agency

	OLAF
	Office Européen de la Lutte Antifraude, the European anti-fraud watchdog

	CSDP
	Common Security and Defense Policy

	EU
	European Union

	EDA
	European Defense Agency

	EP
	European Parliament

	Council
	The Council of the European Union

	MLG
	Multi-Level Governance

	NGO
	Non-Governmental Organization

	JO
	Joint Operation

	Eurosur
	European Border Surveillance System

	USA
	United States of America

	UK
	United Kingdom

	SEA
	Single European Act

	RCI
	Rational Choice Institutionalism

	
	


	



[bookmark: _Toc149818672][bookmark: _Toc152251971]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc149818673][bookmark: _Toc152251972]1.1. Topic background
On July 30th, 2021, a boat filled with around 80 refugees was on their way to reach the safe borders of the European Union. When the refugees were about 11 hours into their voyage, they heard a clear sound coming from the sky. The next few hours there was a tense silence, for a drone from the EU coast guard agency Frontex had just passed overhead. After a few hours, the drone’s sound was heard again as it circled overhead for a brief period. Two hours later a boat appeared, it was the Libyan coast guard. Abu Laila, a Syrian refugee who was on his way to the EU stated that this boat took him back to Libya, where he was detained, beaten non-stop and forced to pay bribes to Libyan officials. In the EU it is known that these practices happen in Libya. At the same time, Frontex is still providing its coast guard with the information necessary to make this happen. This is made possible by Frontex’ drone and satellite capabilities and the privilege of the agency to contact third countries (Sunderland & Pezzani, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc149818674][bookmark: _Toc152251973]1.2. Frontex
When Frontex (Frontières Extérieures) was established in 2004 as the European Agency for the management of Operation at the external Borders, their main tasks were coordinating joint operations on the EU external border, risk analyses and training of national border security agents (Council of the EU, 2004). From recent actions of Frontex, however, it is evident that they have expanded the scope of their actions. Since 2019 Frontex officers have been allowed to carry firearms (Regulation 2019/1896) (EU, 2019), they have access to military grade surveillance drones (Pineda & Rego, 2020), and among other things the freedom to make treaties with non-EU countries themselves (EU, 2019). These examples demonstrate Frontex’s extensive expansion of capabilities in recent years. 
This leads to a situation where Frontex has more enforcement tools but lacks scrutiny, which can lead to serious human rights violations. Famous are the illegal pushbacks that Frontex helped finance and turned a blind eye to, that where officially confirmed in 2022 by the EU fraud watchdog, OLAF (OLAF, 2022). With the use of drones, it seems that this behavior is even getting worse, and it has become more difficult to keep Frontex in check because their flight plans and whereabouts are now held secret, possibly to prevent public scrutiny. These drone flights, with flight plans that are often not made public, are used to inform the Libyan coast guard to the whereabouts of migrants, so they can pick them up. This is in violation of the non-refoulment-principal, which prohibits sending migrants back to a country where they cannot be safe, such as Libya (Trouw, 2021; Der Spiegel, 2021). This is just one example of how Frontex can use its tools in unlawful ways, but because of its gained autonomy there is limited scrutiny of their actions. The fact that not all information is made visible to the overseeing bodies (Commission, EP, and member states) makes it difficult to state, at this point, if these bodies do not know or do not want to know what is happening. This results in a situation where it is difficult to hold these institutions politically responsible for Frontex and its actions. It is, at this point, difficult to make hard claims if this is a deliberate choice or a coincidence. This research will follow Frontex, and the actors tasked with its oversight. By following these actors and examining their preferences, goals, and instruments we will get a better understanding of the driving forces behind Frontex’s growing autonomy.
The trend in growing autonomy becomes visible through the instruments it uses, the actions and operations it undertakes and the lack of oversight there is on the agency. Numerous actors play a role in shaping Frontex, its actions, goals, checks and balances, and access to hard- and software. 
[bookmark: _Hlk141878710]The goal of this research is to create a new understanding about the operational evolution of Frontex. As it is important to have room for all involved actors, this research will use multi-level Governance (MLG) as a theoretical basis. MLG is a way to look at how power is distributed between multiple governing bodies, with the inclusion of both public and semi-public actors. By using this framework, these actors can be located, and it is easier to map out their preferences and actions, taking this research a step closer into understanding what moves Frontex. MLG is an excellent theory because it can consider the different actors that play a role and even how these actors influence each other. The MLG framework will allow for an as complete picture as possible. 
[bookmark: _Toc149818675][bookmark: _Toc152251974]1.3. Societal relevance
Frontex’s autonomy has been made visible in the scandals the agency has been involved in in the last couple years. These include the illegal pushbacks (Nielsen, 2023) as well as the fraud and misconduct throughout the organization to cover this up (OLAF, 2022). This shows that the European Commission, EU member states and the European Parliament (EP) do not have the authority, knowledge, power and/or will to steer Frontex away from these actions, while the core values of the EU include democratic values and the protection of human rights. At this point, it is difficult to open up the black box on why Frontex has gained autonomy over the past years, to hold the correct institution responsible and to determine if it was lack of awareness or if the current situation was created by design. 
The usage of drones and making deals with non-EU third countries is part of a larger trend within Frontex, where the agency receives more autonomy. This does not only include the instruments it can use (like drones or diplomacy). Frontex also gained more autonomy regarding the EU institutions (Cortinovis, 2015; Pineda & Rego, 2020). This autonomy mainly came from two new powers Frontex received in 2016 (EU, 2016). Firstly, it gained supervisory power, making it responsible to review every member state capabilities of defending its borders. The second part of growing autonomy is that Frontex can now start an intervention in a member state when it deems that this member state is not capable of defending the European borders (Fjørtoft, 2022). These trends have contributed to an increase of EU funding to the agency. The budget of the agency went from €86.3 million in 2011 (Ekelund, 2014) to €839 million in 2023 (European Commission, 2022). Because this budget is only expected to rise in the coming years (EP, 2021), it is important for European taxpayers to be aware what the role of Frontex is in the European and international system. As such, it is important that there is a larger public awareness of the freedoms Frontex has, how it received this autonomy and what the driving forces behind Frontex are.
This thesis will focus on the case of Frontex specifically, but the mechanisms found within the agency can be generalized to other EU agencies. There are more EU agencies who gain additional autonomy and operational tasks such as the European Police Agency (Europol) and the European Defence Agency (EDA) (Freudlsperger et al., 2022). For the future of the EU and the public debate it is important that the EU citizens know about the role of these agencies, how they shape EU policy and how the EU institutions shape these agencies. This study will contribute to the understanding of how Frontex operates and how the EU can ensure transparency and accountability in its actions. 
[bookmark: _Toc149818676][bookmark: _Toc152251975]1.4. Scientific relevance
In the last few years, research in Frontex has intensified. This was mainly due to the fact that Frontex appeared in current affairs more and more often, mainly when it comes to five topics: Activities, Frontex’s place within the EU, Operational effects, Human Rights and Agency Characteristics. In the next chapter, ‘State of the Art’, a deeper understanding of the topics will be created. 
There is some form of consensus about the fact that Frontex’s actions are not always in line with human rights standards (Human rights watch, 2022; van Dijken et al., 2021; OLAF, 2022; Nielsen, 2023), even the ones that were set by the EU. Possibly because the accountability and transparency of the agency is seen to be lacking. There are, however, also noticeable gaps within the literature regarding the agency. The first gap concerns the period in which the research has been conducted. Most of the research dates from before the latest regulation in which Frontex gained more autonomy. This research, however, will focus on this regulation that forms the basis of Frontex’s mandate. This thesis will focus on the 2019 regulation, giving insight into the latest workings of the agency and the European actors that have a part in shaping it, showing the working, creating, and overseeing EU agencies especially in recent years. This is important because the 2019 regulation codifies a lot of Frontex autonomy (European commission, 2019). By focusing on the events directly leading up to this moment this research might give us a better understanding of EU agencies. 
The focus on autonomy is interesting because a lot of the research that has been done on Frontex focuses on human rights violations (Marin, 2011; Papastavridis, 2010; Kalkman, 2021). These studies research what Frontex is doing, but largely disregard how Frontex evolved into a position where it could make these violations. This research will show the causal link that led to Frontex having the autonomy to orchestrate their actions. 
There has been some previous research done on the autonomy of Frontex, but there is a lack of research is on how this autonomy came to be: this article is descriptive, answering questions on how Frontex gained its autonomy. The previous research on Frontex includes research on the types of operations the agency can carry out (Cortinovis, 2015) or the tasks that were transferred from national border agencies (Léonard, 2009). Showing that previous studies failed to open the black box (Kalkman, 2021) as to why and how Frontex gained its autonomy. By opening up this causal chain this research will open a door for wider research on European Agencies and how autonomous they can function. Next to that, it will give an insight in the (political) reasoning behind agency functioning. This gives a start point for future research on European agencies.
There are other studies on the evolution of Frontex as an agency with attention to some of the freedoms and tasks it took over from national border agencies, but also more institutional changes that happened within the agency. A prime example of this is the 2015 study by Cortinovis (2015) on the evolution of Frontex governance, which used Rational Choice Institutionalism (RCI). This research, on the other hand, will focus on the role of Multi-Level Governance (Hooghe & Marks, 2001). Multi-Level Governance is a theory specifically designed to look at the EU and its innerworkings. It allows perspective into the different preferences of European actors and the intricate powerplay that is being held. The current research on Frontex mainly looks at Frontex as the main actor, how its own preferences shaped its actions. However, the EU is a very complex system in which a lot of different actors play a role or could play a role in shaping the behavior of an agency. By using MLG this research can give an insight into Frontex’s operations, not only by analyzing Frontex’s own preferences. It can look at a larger, more intricate network of interacting actors that shape Frontex’s behavior together and give a more dynamic insight into Frontex’s behavior. 
The method in this thesis will also deliver new and fresh insights in the agency. This method is process tracing, which has been done in some Frontex research (Fjørtoft, 2022: Ekelund, 2014). However, these articles are often more focused on specific parts of Frontex actions, while this research tries to reach a more fundamental understanding of the causal mechanism behind Frontex’s wider role. This is exactly why process tracing is a beneficial method to use; it does not only prove a correlation, but it also exposes the entire causal chain. 
To adequately dive into this causal mechanism of an organization that has little information publicly available we will use a case study method. Firstly, we will provide our expectations resulting from existing theories which will be checked with policy- and academic sources on the agency. This research will help all future research on Frontex. with a coherent causal mechanism regarding its autonomy. By penetrating the inner workings behind the shaping of Frontex it could give some foresight into the future of the agency.  Especially because the method is a theory testing case study, so the research will end with more insight into existing theories and if they apply to the specific case of Frontex. By knowing this it will be prove easier to do future research on Frontex because it will be clear providing a steppingstone for future research done on Frontex and as a basis theory for research done on other EU agencies.
[bookmark: _Toc149818677][bookmark: _Toc152251976]1.5. Research aims and questions
[bookmark: _Hlk141877961] The thesis tests existing theories that could explain how Frontex gained far-reaching autonomy, specifically how this process can happen within the EU. This leads to the following research question:
“In the Multi-Level arena of the EU, what causal mechanisms contributed to Frontex’s shift towards more autonomy?” 
This is a broad question which needs to be specified to the different parts that play a role in the causal mechanism. Within the MLG arena, there are obviously many different actors with different intentions and possibilities. For this reason, the research will be split up into two sub-questions, both looking at different angles of the causal mechanism. The first will mainly look at what shapes the preferences of Frontex itself, and how these preferences, in return, shape the goals of the agency. The second sub question will dive into the institutions that play a formal role in shaping and controlling Frontex. These institutions include the European member states, The European Commission, and the European Parliament.  We focus on the (in)action they have taken that ended up shaping the autonomy that Frontex adopted over the years. Both parts are important to understand at the same time because no decisions are made in a vacuum. Even though the two processes are different, they are both intertwined and equally important to explain the outcome. 
The first sub-question this research aims to answer will be: “What role does Frontex itself play in gaining autonomy and what role does institutional survival play in shaping its preferences?” Within the shaping of preferences, the research will focus on two important factors that are expected to influence Frontex’s preferences. These variables are both the institutional survival of Frontex and the influence of (security and defense) interest groups. The interest groups fall under this sub because the interest groups have no formal jurisdiction over Frontex, in opposition of the other actors discussed in this research. The way interest groups change Frontex policies is trough changing the way Frontex views its own tasks and view the world around it. The 
The question focuses on institutional survival because this research wants to dive into the preferences of the different actors in the MLG system. 
The first question focusses on what Frontex motivations are behind its growing autonomy. There are other actors, however, that facilitate a climate in which this can happen. To fully understand the shift, it is important to take these actors into account because the agency alone could not facilitate the changes. Therefore, the second question mainly looks at the other actors that play a role in the MLG of the European Union, how these actors facilitate the shift within the agency and how their own goals and preferences have led to this. This leads to the other sub questions this paper will try to answer: “What role do the European Parliament, European Commission and EU member states play in shaping Frontex’s autonomy and what political processes shape their preferences?” To answer this question, the actors that will be focused on are the Commission, EP, and the member states. The analysis of these actors will focus on political and institutional motivations on why these actors act or do not act regarding Frontex’s growing autonomy. 
[bookmark: _Toc149818678]

[bookmark: _Toc152251977]Chapter 2: State of the art
Within the next part of the chapter, there will be given a short overview of relevant studies that have been done on the topic of Frontex. These studies will be separated into overarching topics and for each topic we will shortly give an explanation and an overview of its most important findings. 
Recently Frontex became a more widely researched topic, especially after the allegations of human rights violations came into the media (OLAF, 2021; de Jager, 2022; Kalkman, 2021) and the different expansions of Frontex mandate (Kalkman, 2021; EU, 2016; EU; 2019). The literature written about Frontex can roughly be divided into five themes. These are: Activities, Frontex’s place within the EU, Operational effects, Human Rights and Agency Characteristics (Kalkman, 2021). The chapter will start with research on Frontex’s activities and purpose, why the agency was created and what different schools of thought exist about it, the short- and long-term effects of the agency and finally the identity and institutional characteristics of the agency and how this allows the agency to operate. 

[bookmark: _Toc149818679][bookmark: _Toc152251978]2.1. Activities
The agency was established in 2004 as the European agency for the management of operational Cooperation at the External border (EU, 2004), over the years the mandate of the agency has been changed several times (EU, 2011; EU, 2016; EU, 2019). The mandate change in 2016 also changed the name of the agency into Frontex – European border and coast guard (EU, 2016). 
Because of the changes in Frontex, the literature that examines Frontex’s activities often focusses on the shift in authority and tasks the agency receives (Üstübici & İçduygu, 2018, Cipioni, 2018). These articles often mention certain examples of Frontex’s growing autonomy, which are often descriptive and case specific. This is mainly the case for articles that are on Joint Operations (JO’s) (Marin, 2014; Campesi, 2014; Léonard & Kaunert, 2022; Gkliati & Kilpatrick, 2022). These JOs were originally mainly done by national border agencies with guidance and information from Frontex. This changed after the 2019 regulation, since Frontex played a more important role in these JOs now that it gained access to vessels, drones, a large and increasing budget and broader mandates in (Gkliati & Kilpatrick, 2022). 
Other noticeable trends in the action based Frontex literature is the focus on hotspots. Examples of this hotspot literature are the actions and mandate Frontex has/had at places like Lesbos (Papada et al., 2020) and Moria (Morales, 2021). These research focus on the activity’s agents of Frontex must undertake in these hotspots, such as taking fingerprints, document migrants, but also possibly send them back with return flights (Scipioni, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc149818680][bookmark: _Toc152251979]2.2. Frontex’ place within the EU
This part of the literature on Frontex tries to explain why Frontex emerged. As this literature often uses theories such as historical institutionalism, (neo-)functionalism, and (neo-)institutionalism, this subchapter will dive into the meaning of these different schools and the aspects of Frontex they flash out. Other than that, there will be attention for the history of the agency because this largely determined which school was dominant.
Since the EU and the other Schengen countries share a de facto border there was a certain functional need to cooperate when it comes to managing this border. This became more urgent in 2004 when the EU was about to grow substantially as more countries joined (Léonard, 2009). The member states in that period of time agreed to transferring power towards the agency, as long as they could keep control through their representative in the management board (Léonard, 2009). However, there still is a fundamental academic debate about the reason why member states handed the authority of border control to Frontex. Two fundamental schools of thought have the predominate position. These are the neo-functionalist and the neo-institutionalist school. They are both theoretical schools, used in a wide variety of areas and very prominent in EU studies. The neo-functionalist school focuses on economic collaboration and growing interdependence between actors. This theory believes that collaboration in one policy field will lead to collaboration in others. For example, the free movement of people and goods within Schengen leads to a call for a common border policy (Niemann, 2021). This theory sees the establishment of Frontex as an initial solution which allowed for limited diminishing of member state power, but when the migration ‘crisis’ was in effect there was a larger call for a powerful border agency (Niemann & Speyer, 2018). At this point in time, it was no longer feasible for countries to close their open borders within Schengen. 
[bookmark: _Toc149818681][bookmark: _Toc152251980]2.3. Frontex operational effects
Another section of research mainly focusses on the Frontex’s long-term effects on for instance the narrative on migrants, the consensus on guarding borders and the treatments of migrants (Kalkman, 2021). There is a wide range of effects which can be considered both positive and negative. A positive effect, for instance, is that the cooperation between member states in the policy area of border control has grown tighter since Frontex entered the scene (Hori, 2012). 
Frontex has also proved itself capable to push the narrative that encompasses migrants and migration. The narrative it took on was mainly focused on migration as a threat (Léonard, 2010). Frontex focused the attention to migrants as a possible source of crime (Bigo, 2014). In the article by Bigo (2014) it becomes clear that multiple narratives are possible, for instance, migrants filling important roles in society. The operational effects literature is not saying Frontex was the sole reason to this narrative but states that the agency has contributed to the existence of the narrative. The narrative of migration as a crisis gives Frontex more reason for existence, to shield from this crisis.
Another effect described in the Frontex literature is the role they have played in the further militarization of the border. By using the narrative of migrants as a security threat, Frontex gives a reason to use military technology to keep the borders “safe” (Maurits, 2015; Csernatoni, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc149818682][bookmark: _Toc152251981]2.4. Human rights
This military technology is part of the next topic that is often discussed in Frontex literature: human rights and human right violations. These violations are often made possible by the weapons, vessels, or other hardware Frontex has gained access to in recent years.
This is getting exceedingly clear when looked at news articles from the past decade. Articles on Frontex are often written to point out the agency’s human rights violations (Opromolla & de Bruijne, 2023; van Poucke, 2022; Schmidt, 2021; Rettman, 2012). This, together with the research conducted by anti-fraud watchdog OLAF into the human rights violations organized, tolerated and/or financed by Frontex (OLAF, 2021), is part of the reason why there is an academic trend in researching human rights violations within the border agency. Most of this research, however, has been done before the new mandate Frontex received in 2019. For this reason, there is a lack of research into how autonomy has been a factor within some operations where human rights were harmed.
[bookmark: _Toc149818683][bookmark: _Toc152251982]2.4.1. Non-refoulement 
There are multiple subcategories when it comes to research into Frontex and human rights. The first subcategory centers around the non-refoulement principle. This is the idea that participating states should not return asylum-seekers back to a country where they are likely to face persecution or other harm (Papastavridis, 2010). Frontex has broken this principle by taking migrants they had intercepted back to their ports of origin (Marin, 2011). Since the 2019 regulation (2019/1896) (EU, 2019) drones are being used to harm this principle as well. However, according to the literature, this made it more difficult to come with hard data. This was caused by the fact that drone flight schedules are often not available to the general public, and it is difficult for third parties to make hard claims about what the drones witnessed and how this information was used (Garijo, 2020). But it has been made evident that drones have been used to provide the Libyan coast guard with information which has led to human rights violations in Libya (Sunderland & Pezzani, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc149818684][bookmark: _Toc152251983]2.4.2. Illegal pushbacks
Next up are the role Frontex played in the illegal pushbacks, this is the dragging back of ships or boats often with vulnerable migrants back to open sea (Karamanidou & Kasparek, 2020), which are at odds with the EU human rights chapter (Del Monte & Luyten, 2021). However, even though it is still difficult to pinpoint the exact role of Frontex into these pushbacks, it has been clear that Frontex at least has helped cover up pushbacks by Greek border patrols (OLAF, 2021; ECRE, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc149818685][bookmark: _Toc152251984]2.4.3. Attention for human rights
However, some research does show that Frontex has become more aware of the importance of human rights Marin, 2011; Slominski, 2013. In the original regulation Frontex established, it did not mention human rights whatsoever. The change in Frontex official stance towards human rights, was probably caused by popular backlash, especially after the pushbacks (Ekelund, 2014), in which Frontex officers were linked to illegally pushing back boats with migrants into the open sea. Later in the agencies’ existence, the importance of human rights was established and published in their policy papers. For instance, the protection of human rights was put into Frontex’s code of conduct (Marin, 2011; Slominski, 2013). It could be rephrased as: “However, these goals and obligations remain largely unimplemented in practice, as Frontex still eludes many of the responsibilities that come with the protection of human rights in their conduct” (Marinai, 2016). In the human rights subchapter, it becomes visible that migration within the EU can be quite the political hot topic, with the EU border security doing things that are formally not allowed. 
[bookmark: _Toc149818686][bookmark: _Toc152251985]2.5 Agency Characteristics 
[bookmark: _Toc149818687][bookmark: _Toc152251986]2.5.1. Information sharing and transparency
First of all, there is little oversight over Frontex’s actions (Buckel & Wissel, 2010), especially when it comes to militarized operations in the domain of the Common Security and Defense Policy (CSDP) (Dura, 2018). With these operations, a lesser standard of reporting is maintained, giving Frontex more leeway in its actions and less chances of spotting human rights violations by the European Parliament.  
[bookmark: _Toc149818688][bookmark: _Toc152251987]2.5.2. Accountability
Next to the lack of information that reaches the EU institutions, there is also a lack of different forms of accountability within the agency. First of all, the management board that is responsible for the actions of the agency is mainly made up by national representatives. This means that the agency is susceptible to national political interference, resulting in the fact that the agency is more likely to be held responsible by member state actors than by the EU institutions (Buckel & Wissel, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc149818689][bookmark: _Toc152251988]2.5.3. Legitimacy 
This lack of transparency and accountability is also to be found in the literature that researches the legitimacy of Frontex. The main problem regarding the legitimacy is the fact that Frontex does not hold responsibility for its personnel. The responsibility for Frontex agents is with the member state that detached the agent to Frontex (Horii, 2018). A similar construction is to be found within the Joint Operations Frontex is a part of. These operations are always under the responsibility of the helping member state, making it very difficult to hold the agency responsible, even if people were treated wrongly by the agency (Kalkman, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc149818690][bookmark: _Toc152251989]2.6. Chapter conclusion 
The chapter focusses on the most important academic narratives that Frontex has been a part of. Firstly, it looks at what the agency does now and why that sparked a (new) interest into the agency. Then, it went into the history of the agency and what different academic schools have been used to explain its existence and place within the EU context. The chapter gives an oversight on human rights violations which is by a deep dive into the characteristics of the agency.  with the specific goal to paint the picture that the agency has a lot of autonomy and in what ways this comes to fruition. 


[bookmark: _Toc152251990]Chapter 3: Theory 
In the following chapter, the most important theories and concepts utilized in this research will be explained. For the most significant theories, the historical background and academic contestations will also be added. The goal of the chapter is to paint a broader historical picture of the entire research on EU agencies, multi-level governance (MLG), and the concept of autonomy. However, it is important to note that not all the concepts discussed have a complete academic consensus regarding their meaning and use. In such cases, there is decided to pick the ones that best fit this specific research. These decisions are based on theoretical arguments, which are provided in the chapter. These existing theories and concepts will be used to paint a picture of the expected causal mechanism that will be tested in the analysis chapter. The chapter will firstly go into what MLG is, for it is going to be the lens through which the eventual analysis will be conducted. Following that the expectations for the causal mechanism will be theoretically substantiated. The theory will give a wider causal mechanism for how EU agencies function, which in later chapters will be analyzed for Frontex specifically. The causal mechanism in this chapter is split into two, just like the rest of the research. 

[bookmark: _Toc152251991]3.1. Multi-level governance
The theory that this research will be most dependent on is multi-level governance (MLG). 
The theory departed from state-centric ideas that were dominant for a long time in international relations and EU studies. It focused on the power that is divided between different political levels, ranging from subnational to supranational. The frame of MLG is very suitable for EU agencies, for they often have multiple organizations with formal or informal jurisdiction over them.
By taking these into account and not just focusing on the power of states the theory could explain the decentralization of state power and the diffusing of power to other levels (Stephenson, 2013). Marks himself called the multi-level system “Supranational, national, regional, and local governments […] enmeshed in territorially overarching policy networks” (Marks, 1993 p.402). It is a theoretical framework that allows researchers to look at formally independent but in practice, interdependent actors that through a process of negotiation and tradeoffs come to create and enforce policies (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2007). There are generally two different types of levels understood in Multi-Level Governance. The first one is territorial levels, these are the subnational, national, and supranational levels. Each level has some level of authority over this geographical area and the people in it. 
In the early days of the theory, it mainly accounted for coordinated action between these different levels of governance, so governance that was based on reciprocity. It was not until later that MLG also considered the more unintended outcomes of its policy (Stephenson, 2013). These unintended outcomes often come from the fact that the different levels are not completely aware of what the other actors are doing. Next to that do the different levels often share so much in the responsibility on different policy areas that it becomes opaque which actors is responsible for which outcomes. So, the structures that are researched with a MLG framework often have an accountability deficit (Stephenson, 2013). 
Since 1993 MLG was the only theory that could effectively be used while analyzing EU cohesion policy until Blom-Hansen (2005) translated the principal-Agent theory that originated in Rational Choice institutionalism to the field of EU studies. Blom-Hansen argued that MLG lacks in showing causality (Blom-Hansen, 2005). While Principal-Agent (PA) theory could show the causally important actors (Stephenson, 2013). The PA-theory however has some weaknesses that MLG does not have. Mainly when it comes to the interactions all the different levels have on each other. Principal-Agent theory looks at authority that is delegated from one (or at most a few) actors to an agent (Blom-Hansen, 2005). It does not consider the interactions the different principals have on each other and how this shapes eventual policy. Especially in a complex context is where many different levels of bureaucratic institutions work together in the same policy field or geographical location MLG gives an edge in describing and accounting for the complexities of reality. 
Within MLG theory there are generally understood to be two different schools (Hooghe & Marks, 2010), these schools are specially fitted for two different general purposes (Enderlein et al., 2010). Type I looks at a distribution of authority over a limited number of actors at a limited number of levels; The system and distribution of power are relatively stable; Jurisdictions are not overlapping, meaning that every actor has a clear purpose, authority, and geographical area where it is allowed to act. Within type I MLG the division of power and tasks is following a more structured system wide architecture. In general, the structures that are classified as Type I MLG are the ones that have a clear top to bottom hierarchy (Hooghe & Marks, 2003). The actors that could be better understood by using Type I MLG are federalist systems such as the one that is in use in the United States (Hooghe & Marks, 2010). Within this system there is a clear hierarchy in mandate. There is a demarcation in what level oversees what. Meaning that there is a relatively stable system in place in which actors on a limited number of levels have a clear description of tasks and authority. 
This is what we see in federal systems in which a central government delegates authority to subnational levels, for instance the states in the USA. These states have a clearly demarcated area they control and clearly designated policy areas and authority. 
Type II is the one that will be used in this research and is more suitable for the context of the European Agencies. It focuses more on a diffuse distribution of power. The distribution of power is more flexible and less stable, and jurisdiction is less clearly defined (Bache et al., 2016). Because there is no clear hierarchy, and more room for multiple actors that operate horizontal from each other in these networks. The actors active in this field are not necessarily public actors, it is possible that it is also influenced by private parties that are motivated by profit (Ostrom, 2010). MLG scholars also refer to Type II MLG as polycentric or multi-tiered governance (Hooghe & Marks, 2010; Hooghe & Marks, 2003, Ostrom, 2010). This is to show the fact that jurisdiction is not formally fixed and there is no central node. Type II MLG has more focus on ad hoc problem-solving jurisdictions that can overlap and are often flexible (Hooghe, Marks & Marks, 2001), the different actors are in an interdependent relation from each other but formally they remain independent (Ostrom, 2010). This means that jurisdiction is given on the bases of the goodness of fit, so not all the actors need to operate in the same policy field all the time Enderlein, Walti & Zurn, 2010). This results in a form of Market of Governance where different actors compete. The different actors are each able to perform the service in a specific way, resulting in a system where every actor in a policy field has its strengths and weaknesses. So, there is no one powerful all-knowing state (Ostrom & Walker, 1997) like there is in type I. However, this does not mean you can attach rational self-interested logic to these actors. For MLG to be used the actors active need to provide a common good. This is what differentiates MLG from a network or a Multi-tiered Governance structure (Enderlein et al., 2010). One of the places where Type II MLG comes into existence is during the process of shifting competencies from the national level to the supranational level. Especially when a new supranational body is erected without it completely being clear who can keep it accountable (Hooghe, Marks & Marks, 2001). For instance, when jurisdiction in monitoring is shared between an EU agency and a member state (Enderlein et al., 2010). The ability to make policy decisions is divided among many actors that have tasks specific authority (Ostrom & Walker, 1997). So, the actors active in the Type II field often get established to do a specific task, often when jurisdiction is just shifting from national levels to a more supranational level. This results in high institutional mortality for these actors. These numbers are 5 times lower for the Type I actors that have a more formal jurisdiction (Enderlein et al., 2010). 
Another difference between the actors active in Type I and II is the relationship they tend to have with private actors. The Type II model considers that the actors in the model can be influenced by, for instance, interest groups (Hassel, 2010).  

[bookmark: _Toc152251992]3.2. Autonomy
The following concept we discuss is autonomy, which is the factor we try to explain in this research. Autonomy is a loaded concept with multiple meanings on both an individual (Benson, 2007; Ryan et al., 2015) and on a more institutional level (Busuioc et al., 2011; Abrutyn, 2009). So, there is a variety of ways the concept is used but can always roughly be described as able to independently function and make decisions (Abrutyn, 2009; Benson, 2007). Abrutyn (2009) describes autonomy in the broader sense as being higher positioned on both the vertical and horizontal position.
The horizontal position regards a certain division of labor. So, what authority does an individual or organization have. On what topics can they act and what is the technical division of labor. This means that a greater horizontal position, means larger formal tasks, means greater autonomy. 
The vertical position is a more social and relative one. This is about both the status an actor has relative to the other actors in its system. This is about a hierarchy that can be both formal and informal. 
This research is focused on the institutional meaning of the concept of autonomy and will leave the individual meaning behind. However, the institutional definition that will be used is not very different from the larger definition just more specified. As Abrutyn gives the definition as “Autonomy is a function of the degree to which sets of specialized corporate actors are structurally and symbolically independent from other sets of corporate actors” (Abrutyn, 2009, p2). 
This research has a specific focus on the functioning of the EU and interplay of different actors within this context. There are a few reasons why the concept of autonomy needs to be specified for the EU context. Firstly, the tasks and authorities of EU actors (agencies, networks, ect.) are often difficult to immediately understand for third parties. The division of labor of these actors is often given informally or simply appropriated by an actor. This results in a scenario where it is difficult for anyone outside an agency/network to completely understand what is going on within (Busuioc et al., 2011).   
An agency is considered autonomous when they are free to manage inside affairs, are free to act how they choose and are allowed to follow their preferences without being restrained by the preferences of their formal principal (Busuioc et al., 2011). This means that the definition of autonomy this research will follow is not the formal but actual autonomy (Yesilkagit, 2004). For the purposes of this research, it is important that this actual autonomy is quantifiable and specific enough so it can be measured.
For this reason, the definition of autonomy used in this research will be split up into four different groups (Busuioc et al., 2011; Verhoest et al., 2004; Yesilkagit, 2004):
1. Policy autonomy: can the agent itself decide what its goals and methods are? To what extent can the agency decide its own policy and draw its own conclusions.
2. Personnel autonomy: Is the agency able to recruit its own personnel. This also includes things as freedom in choosing a training program, payment of their staff, and the ability to fire their staff members. 
3. Financial autonomy: is the agency dependent on other institutions for its funding or is it capable to secure its own funding. The other part of this is, is it free in the decision to where to allocate funds. 
4. Legal autonomy: is the agency able to go into agreements with third parties? Can they obtain and provide goods and services from and to other actors without gaining permission from someone else first?
The EU has a unique and ever-changing status, including different responsibilities, tasks, and relations to its member states and third states. Because the context is so flexible agencies often need to find ad hoc solutions or start collaborating with other actors or agencies. Within this process an agency can develop its own preferences, incorporate preferences of others, but also gain power or instruments that go further than the ones that were originally intended (Thatcher & Stone Sweet, 2002; Busuioc, 2011). This is why it is important to look at the de facto autonomy instead of the autonomy agencies officially have. 

[bookmark: _Toc152251993]3.3. Institutional survival
This part of the chapter is specifically on how institutional survival works as concept, but more specific how it can influence agencies behavior. The sub chapter also dives into how interest groups use institutional survival for their own gain. 
As stated, before the MLG Type II system is a market, where different actors compete (Ostrom & Walker, 1997).  Within this marketplace there is a competition between the different actors that can provide a service. For this system to work all actors are at least to some extent self-interested, and willing to compete instead of coordinate and work together. This is one of the reasons that we see one goal coming back in most of the actors active in the polycentric governance arena, this is institutional survival (Delreux & Adriaensen, 2017). Meaning that the actor will try its hardest to not become obsolete or replaceable. To ensure this, agencies often try to gain more power and competencies so they cannot be replaced or forced out of their position. 
Another important way to preserve the agency is to protect it from public scrutiny. This can be done in different ways one of them is building legitimacy. This is a way to shape the public perception of an actor in such a way that the public is convinced they are the right choice for their role. This can be done in a multitude of ways, often by behavior, outside communication, or other ways of controlling the narrative (Rimkutè, 2020). By these strategies an actor attempts to gain a favorable reputation so it can count on public support.
A different way of protecting the agency is by creating an institutional makeup that is autonomous with fairly little accountability, or the agency slowly shifting towards this autonomy (Busuioc et al., 2011). Agencies are generally assumed to be able to act separately from their political oversight but for their democratic legitimacy are also expected to report back to the political actors (Busuioc et al., 2011). So often when an agency is founded it comes there are certain checks and balances and a clearly defined contract in which it states what its jurisdiction is and what they are forbidden to do (Busuioc et al., 2011; Blom-Hansen, 2005). However, during the life of an agency, there is a shift from the autonomy they received in their founding treaties and the autonomy they eventually wield (Yesilkagit, 2004; Busuioc et al., 2011). As previously established, autonomy is divided into 4 subcategories. These subdivisions are policy, personal, financial, and legal autonomy. In line with the logic of Busuiocs (2011) the agencies always try the acquire this autonomy, as it is a certain security for their institutional survival. This would support the argument that semi-regulated agencies are striving to gain autonomy to ensure their institutional survival.
Another way to ensure the institutional survival of agencies is by performance (De Sousa, 2009). Meaning that if a (semi-)independent agency is performing well, according to the actors in its policy field or the actors that have formal jurisdiction over the agency they are less likely to get involved. Traditionally this performance was mainly evaluated through perceived output, but more recently there is also more attention to input and throughput indicators of performance (De Sousa, 2009). Input mainly goes into the fact if the institution is perceived as legitimate, so is there enough democratic influence in shaping the institution? So, is there some form of responsiveness to the wants of the citizens? Are the citizens included in the creation of policy and are they heard? In the European context, it is seen as a majoritarian input that should be leading. This does not necessarily mean voting, but it could include it. Next to direct democratic participation of all citizens, the input can also come from a range of public actors, such as interest groups, demonstrations, or public interest groups. Then there is the perceived output, as is in the name it mainly looks at the production of effective policy. So generally, if the performance of a certain agency is perceived as positive there is more output legitimacy. This means the policy also needs to be in line with the values citizens hold. The last form of legitimacy is throughput legitimacy, this is more about the legitimacy of the policy process. It looks at the factors as transparency and accountability next to that it also zooms into further consultations that are being held with citizens during the policy-making process. It is important to note that these different types of legitimacy can partly spill over into each other. Meaning that if there is low input legitimacy but very high output legitimacy the entire institution could still be perceived as legitimate. For instance, if an institution does not have democratic input but the policies it makes and enforces are seen as just and legitimate the institution as a whole can still be perceived as a legitimate one (Schmidt, 2013).
	
[bookmark: _Toc152251994]3.4. Interest groups
To start off with the non-public actors that are active in multi-level policy making, there are interest groups. These actors are no public actors and for that reason do not exercise formal power in the MLG-system. However, they are tasked to influence those who do have formal power. An interest group or lobby organization is an actor that tries to influence policy making both directly and indirectly. Both the study of these research groups and the effect they seem to have on politics and society seems to be rising (Berkhout et al., 2015). Often these interest groups are deemed pivotal in both the creation of policy as the implementation of it (Pakull et al., 2020). 
 A big trend in lobbying within the EU context is that interest groups have started to more actively lobby later in the implementation cycle, for instance directly lobby EU agencies (Giannetto, 2019). Especially these agencies are targeted by corporate interest groups (Pakull et al., 2020). 
The interest groups also have an opportunity to choose between different lobby strategies. These can roughly be divided into two groups. The first is outside lobbying, here the interest group tries to influence policymakers indirectly. This is done by rallying the general public to their side, often this is done by contacting the media. The other way of trying to influence policy is by directly trying to influence elites. The main way of influencing policymakers is by giving them information about the situation that is in line with the policy outcome these interest groups want (Junk, 2016). 

The expectation is that an agency that tries to ensure its institutional survival, which it can do by making itself essential for the functioning of the EU. In the MLG II marketplace we see that an agency can become essential by being the only one to be able to be able to do a certain set of tasks. 
Interest groups can play into this in a way that benefits them and the agency. What we see now is that interest groups have more possibilities to lobby directly to agencies with direct contact with the policy makers and relatively less towards political elected officials. This makes agencies an interesting group to lobby for these interest groups, which is why it seems logical that the interest groups would want to see them getting more autonomy so the meetings they have can even have more effect. For this reason, it can be expected that interest groups would help agencies gain more autonomy.

[bookmark: _Toc152251995]3.5. Depoliticization 
[bookmark: _Hlk141879371]The structure of MLG, especially type II MLG is slightly opaque, meaning that it is often, for an outsider, difficult to establish who is responsible for what policy field or geographical area. This is why this process lends itself extremely well for depoliticization. As will be explained in the next subchapter the often-vague setup of a MLG system allows the different aspects that make depoliticization possible, which will be further explained in this chapter. Depoliticization is a concept that can most easily be understood as the process of moving things from the public and political debate (Radaelli, 2017). To put it in very simple terms, removing the politics and the debate around a topic or policy field. This however does not mean that there are no longer winners or losers in the outcome of policy decisions. The depoliticizing is historically tight to the European project. The EU and its predecessors always relied on presenting themselves as strictly experts and bureaucrats. This led to the term Permissive consensus (Hooghe & Marks, 2009). Permissive consensus was the basic idea that the ruling EU elites knew what was best for “The People”, so they were best fitted to make the decisions for everyone. This view changed around 1991, from around this time the EU citizens were not just sitting back and letting the elites decide for them. They wanted an active voice in the process of policymaking, this was called constraining dissensus (Hooghe & Marks, 2009). Especially in the European context, this led to some problems. Because there are a lot of different peoples, identities, and preferences divided over the 27 member states of the EU it is difficult to reach a consensus between all these people (Majone, 2001). Next to that is EU policymaking often about very niche and technical subjects in a wide range of policy fields, this makes it difficult for the general population to have an opinion about them all (Caramani, 2017). Not only the citizens but also the elected officials would need expertise on all these subjects to have an effective campaign and after that produce valuable policies (Majone, 2001). 
Depoliticization is a strategy that political actors can use when a topic is too difficult to touch and having an opinion about it could cause a split in its supporters. The strategy of depoliticization is used often in the topic of migration (Lauwers, 2022) as it is by EU actors (Remling, 2018). 
Depoliticizing can be done in a few ways, for instance by changing communication. When using more technical or legal language people are more likely to assume they need to let the experts handle it (Schimmelfenning, 2020). Another way to do it is by what Schimmelfenning (2020) calls agency strategies. These are circling the wagon and passing the buck. Circling the wagon is about spreading responsibility over as many actors as possible. This makes it opaque who is responsible, and blame will be diffused as well. The second strategy is passing the buck, this means policy areas, decisions, or topics are delegated, often to non-majoritarian institutions. This doesn’t mean that delegating to an agency is always a strategy just to depoliticize a problem. 
As mentioned before the EU citizens no longer see it as fair if the EU elites just make policy without consulting the people. This lack of legitimacy is just one of the problems that comes with the process of depoliticization however it is probably the most important one. For this reason, political actors can start outsourcing their depoliticization, meaning that they are not themselves making the choices for the public. The political elite gives that responsibility to the “experts” which are often less seen by the citizens and have a certain mandate because of their perceived expertise on the subject.
                                                                                                                 
[bookmark: _Toc152251996]3.6. Chapter conclusion
In short, this chapter has explored the theoretical foundations of multi-level governance (MLG). It went into the origin and explored its context within the wider academic literature. From this it also gives an insight into what its strengths and weaknesses are. And what types of MLG are well suited for which form of governance is researched. Mainly Type II MLG will be used in this research because it has the best fitting for explaining behaviors of agencies and the actors that (try to) influence them.
Next to exploring the major theories and concepts used for this research like autonomy and MLG there was also needed to discuss some related but slightly deviating concepts. These included interest groups and institutional survival. These two concepts will be important to answer the first sub question of this research. This is because these two concepts are likely to shape Frontex’ preferences as an agency. 
To answer the second sub question (de)politization is vital. The expectation is that Frontex controlling actors have motivations that are politically guided.  This allows the research to further dive into the causal mechanisms that it tries to explore. 
The last concept that was explained in this chapter was autonomy and is what this research will try to explain within Frontex.  
These concepts will help this research locate and explain the causal mechanism behind the shift in Frontex. Which is codified in the 2019 regulation resulting in more available instruments for the agency to use and more autonomy in the way Frontex chooses to use them.



[bookmark: _Toc149046430][bookmark: _Toc152251997]Chapter 4: Methods
The aim of this chapter is to explain the systematic process by which the study seeks to uncover the complex dynamics that shape Frontex’s behavior. The chapter is organized in a funnel shape: it starts with a broader methodology and slowly narrows down towards more specific methods. It will focus on the epistemology of both methods and methodology. This chapter will also explain the reasoning behind the choice in methods, with an overview of the pros and cons. The chapter will conclude with an overview about the data collection.
[bookmark: _Toc149046431][bookmark: _Toc152251998]4.1. Qualitative research
The primary objective of this research is to understand the causal chain behind Frontex growing autonomy. This fits the epistemological ideas many qualitative scholars have; they see social reality as too complex to just focus on correlations. It is necessary to take many different factors into account that might influence the eventual outcome. While quantitative scholars can see this way as less scientific. They argue that the only way of doing ‘true science’ is by showing statistics-backed correlations between different trends (Bennett & Elman, 2006). However, social reality is often too complex to show in just correlations between different trends or variables. There are too many parts that influence each other, too many reasons why a certain outcome can lead to another. Quantitative research can show a correlation but is not able to open the black box of causality (Hall, 2003). 

The steps within this black box, the causal chain, is exactly what this research focusses on: trying to fathom what actors, actions, and phenomena move and have moved Frontex into becoming what it is. To find a convincing causal mechanism for this type of research, it is important to have a clear and logical step-by-step explanation of the causal process (Bennett & Elman, 2006). 

[bookmark: _Toc149046432][bookmark: _Toc152251999]4.2. Case study
The discovery of this causal process in itself is a challenge and most easily done by a within-case analysis (Bennett & Elman, 2006). In this form of qualitative research, the researcher picks one highly specific case. By focusing on a very specific case, while including multiple interrelated causal mechanisms, the case study allows for a very in-depth analysis, which allows for a very high internal validity. This means that it can accurately measures the causal relationship between the variables researched. So, eventually, it will give a very accurate and specific image of how the causal chains around Frontex function. 
The unit that is being researched needs to have clear boundaries in ways it operates. A case study gives a unique chance to really examine a specific real-life phenomenon in a more in-depth way. A case study on itself is more about what you research and less about how the research is being done. Therefore, some specifications need to be made in how the research is being done. For this research the choice is on a qualitative deductive case study. A deductive case study is built around existing theories and checking how well they fit the specific context of the case (Bitektine, 2008). After creating certain expectations based on existing literature, this research will examine the case of Frontex thoroughly to check if fits these expectations. 
The focus on a single case does however not only yield positive results: the external validity is a lot lower, meaning that it is less generalizable and applicable on research beyond this specific research. These pros and cons are in line with the goal of the research, which does not try to find a generalizable theory for all EU institutions. The goal is to write about the very specific case of Frontex, and to uncover the reasons of its behavior. Because of this narrow way of researching and high internal validity it lends itself extremely well for case-specific research. This however can give a new starting point for future research done on other EU agencies, to establish if the found mechanisms function the same in these agencies.

[bookmark: _Toc149046433][bookmark: _Toc152252000]4.3. Process tracing
This research is based on one specific qualitative method, which is called process tracing. The method allows for an insight in the causal mechanism of a single case and helps to uncover the causal mechanisms without having to compare it to other cases (Fjørtoft, 2022; Beach & Andersen, 2019). Process tracing is a method which follows the causal steps that lead to a certain outcome. The goal of this methodology is to discover what the specific causal mechanism is, instead of solely finding correlations between two phenomena (Halperin & Heath, 2020, p.237). 

Process tracing is a method that is well suited to research complex outcomes and phenomena. This makes it perfect for this paper on Frontex, for this agency is influenced by different actors and phenomena in its behavior. It would be reductionist to explain these complex outcomes by showing correlation between one of these possible influences. By using process tracing, it is possible to capture the causal mechanisms behind Frontex’s behavior: it traces every step of the causal chain that leads towards the growing autonomy of the agency. As such, it leads to a deeper understanding of the context in which the agency operates, what actors are important in shaping its behavior, and through which interaction the influence happens. Even if this process is hidden or invisible, the method helps to uncover it.   

Especially when looking at Frontex through the theoretical framework of multi-level governance, process tracing is a logical method. Multi-level governance has a focus on interactions and coordination between the different levels of governance. This includes the level of the agent itself, and all the levels that are positioned around it and influence the agency and each other. In Frontex’s case, these are the European Commission and European Council, the EU member states, and different corporate actors. Within Type II MLG there is not always a clear hierarchy in the chain of command. This means that it is not one central actor who passes down policy through the different actors directly under them, the process is a little less clear cut: while the different actors have some form of jurisdiction over the agency, they can also influence each other. Process tracing allows to examine these interactions, the entire causal chain is examined, and it gives a concise explanation of how the different levels interact, collaborate, negotiate, or obstruct each other. 

There are multiple ways to conduct a coherent process tracing research. Process tracing can roughly be divided into three categories with three distinct goals. The first two that we will discuss are theory centered. Beginning with theory-testing process tracing. It tries to answer the question: Is the expected causal mechanism present and does it behave in the way that was previously theorized? The second of the theory-centric forms of process tracing is called theory-building process tracing. This tries to answer the question what the causal mechanism between X and Y is. This form of process tracing eventually tries to produce a generalizable theory. The third form of process tracing, and the one that will be used in this research, is case-centric. It is called explaining outcome process tracing and tries to unveil the causal mechanism between X and Y (Beach & Pedersen, 2019, p.12). This type of process tracing method is built on the ontology that the social world is complex and difficult to catch into big theories. Foremost, the goal of this method is to give a proper understanding of this specific case before looking at the creation of wider generalizable theories (Beach & Pedersen, 2011). This fits with the goal of this research to find the logic behind Frontex’s changes. This research does not want to test existing theories and use Frontex to either prove or disprove them. The research is entirely directed towards explaining the shifts in behavior within Frontex. This, however, does not mean that this research is making up explanations as it goes. The theory is still leading and guides the expectations and conclusion. It however allows for a more ad hoc use of theories that are deemed necessary to uncover the specific mechanism in this case study. 

[bookmark: _Toc149046434][bookmark: _Toc152252001]4.5. Content analysis 
There is a multitude of tools that can be used to do process tracing. In this research it will be based on content analysis as described in the article by Glaser and Laudel (2019). They extended on the work on explaining outcome process tracing of Beach and Pedersen (2006; 2011). Content analysis is a different type of qualitative research, which can be used as a single method. In the case of Frontex, however, it is a powerful tool to give more insight in the causal chain. Content analysis, in opposition to other forms of qualitative data collection, allows for the collection of a wide variety of sources. By using this form of data collection, the research can give different perspectives on the same moments in the causal chain. This allows the research to be more objective, and more concise in showing every causal link. Which is an advantage on data gathering methods such as interviewing, which would give a more limited number of viewpoints. The mixed method of process tracing and content analysis is called causal reconstruction (Glaser & Laudel, 2019). 

[bookmark: _Toc149046435][bookmark: _Toc152252002]4.6. Data sources
To reconstruct the steps most authentically in the causal chain, this research will focus firstly on primary documents, which include the founding regulation of Frontex and the revisions thereof. This is mainly used to give an insight in the agency’s growing autonomy. Next to that, press releases and other outside communication from our main actors (Frontex, member state governments and the European Commission) will be used. These outside communications do have a flaw because they might give a biased image. Actors may benefit from changing the narrative on certain topics or leave some things out of their communications intentionally. To remedy the biases, the research will also use secondary sources, this gives a more objective image, mainly academic articles. For researching the corporate actors that influence the causal chain, there will mainly be looked at the actions of the three biggest lobby organizations. These are all organizations known to defend the interest of weapon and/or security corporations. For these specific actors, data from the transparency registers of the EU will be used, as will be sources from investigative journalists. Finally, also news sources will be added, as long as they are deemed to be from credible news outputs. 
Since most of this output that is used in this research is produced in English and due to language limitations, the data will be collected in English.

The shift towards more autonomy is most evident since the signing of the revision of Frontex’s founding documents. Here a clear departure becomes visible from the original identity of the character of Frontex as an agency, in which it did not have the authority to undertake its own operations and acquire its own instruments but was merely a support for the existing national border agencies. These events, however, are minor in relation to the institutional basis of Frontex, which allows for its institutional freedoms, behavior and clarifies it tasks. The focus will be on the events that led up to the redraft of Frontex’s founding documents in 2019 ((EU) 2019/1896). The data this research will focus on are events that happened after the first redraft of the institutional framework of Frontex in 2016 ((EU) 2016/1624), because the most important events that shaped the 2019 redraft would be incorporated in the 2016 one if they happened before this time. This leaves a time frame that ranges from the 14th of September 2016 until the 13th of November 2019. In the next chapter there will be further explanation given on the importance of the 2019 regulation and why it is a logical choice to focus the research on.

By using process tracing, this research will try to uncover and explain the complexities of the political, institutional, and social reality. The goal is to eventually access the entire causal chain that led up to the codified growth of Frontex’s autonomy that exists after the 2019 regulation. In the next two chapters, these methods will be put to work to answer the questions this research is centered around.
[bookmark: _Toc149046436]

[bookmark: _Toc152252003]Chapter 5: Analysis 
The analysis will be divided into three distinct chapters. Firstly, it will go into the 2019 redraft of Frontex’s legal basis, and further explain what examples of autonomy Frontex adopted at this point. After that, the research will go into a few institutional characteristics of Frontex. This will point out the role that the different levels of governance play in shaping Frontex’s behavior. After this clarification of the case, the chapter will be divided into three data gathering chapters trying to formulate an answer to what motivated and enabled Frontex into gaining more autonomy. The first of these data-gathering chapter will go into the autonomy of Frontex and how it has grown over the years leading up to the 2019 regulation. The two chapters after that will give insight into two interconnected causal mechanisms that have been the driving forces behind these changes.
[bookmark: _Toc149046437][bookmark: _Toc152252004]5.1. Autonomy gained in the 2019 regulation. 
In process tracing, it is of critical importance to find the run-up to a certain outcome: what factors played a role and at what point did these changes show themselves most clearly? Within Frontex, there were multiple times when small steps were made towards a more autonomous agency. However, the clearest example is the most recent redraft of legal bases of Frontex (EU) 2019/1896. In the next section of this chapter, a short overview is given into what elements were included from this point on in the institutional character of Frontex and how they are examples of autonomy. 
[bookmark: _Toc152252005]5.2. Types of autonomy 
In this research we try to use existing theories to explain the growing autonomy Frontex received. Autonomy is divided up into four types: Personnel, Financial, Policy and Legal. In reality, these divisions are not always as clear cut as the theory shows them, but the additional freedoms can roughly be placed within these four types of autonomy. The changes that have the largest implication for the autonomy of Frontex will be flashed out.
[bookmark: _Toc149046438][bookmark: _Toc152252006]5.2.1. Personnel autonomy
We will start the overview of with an analysis of the growth in personnel autonomy. The regulations 5th article establishes the goal of a standing corps of 10.000 border guards (EU, 2019, p. 2). The standing forces that almost grows ten times in size can be seen as an attribution to the instruments Frontex can use. Frontex has access to more people being physically at the border, controlling the border from a distance or directing operations. For a long time, the protection of borders and the controlling of migration through your borders was considered to be a core state power (Andreas, 2003). However, instead of protecting their own borders, EU member states would now be dependent on Frontex and (largely) foreign agents. In this treaty, Frontex also receives more freedom at the border. The standing corps will have the authority to check identity and authorize foreign citizens to enter the EU member state they are located at. To illustrate how radical this shift was we must look at how border patrol was perceived in the past. To do this we can look at a citation from political scientist and writer Peter Andreas in his 2003 article on borders in the 21st century: “All states monopolize the right to determine who and what is granted legitimate territorial access”. So, shifting the autonomy and authority to make these decisions to an actor that does not directly represent the nation state it is active in is a huge shift. Importantly, these people are not chosen by the different member states but recruited by Frontex directly, giving Frontex a large degree of personnel autonomy. 
[bookmark: _Toc149046439][bookmark: _Toc152252007]5.2.2. Financial autonomy
The next big shift that was adopted in the 2019 regulation was the freedom for Frontex to buy certain equipment and materials, such as vessels and drones. Up until this point, the hardware needed to be borrowed, leased or co-owned with a member state. As such, with the 2019 regulation, Frontex both received more financial autonomy and access to an array of new instruments to patrol the borders with less direct oversight by the member state (EU, 2016). 
[bookmark: _Toc149046440][bookmark: _Toc152252008]5.2.3 Policy/financial autonomy
This part is a bit of a mix between different types of autonomy. Eurosur for short is the European network of drones, satellites and planes that map the situation at the European borders (EU, 2019, p. 4), Eurosur existed as a system, Frontex only had access to it, but it was a separate institution that was responsible for it. In the 2019 regulation Frontex absorbed Eurosur into the agency. By doing this, Eurosur is no longer a separate entity. It leads to Frontex getting more freedom in instructing Eurosur what to do with less oversight. Frontex also received more freedom in adding both hard- and software to the Eurosur network. This is another example of a rise in policy and financial autonomy and an increase in instruments available to Frontex. Other examples of autonomy in requiring instruments are also widely spread. For instance, the agency got more freedom in acquiring weapons, vessels, vehicles, and access to new data. These instruments are usually reserved for member state use.  As such, this is a transfer of authority towards a supranational organization that is usually reserved for national organizations. After the 2019 regulation, the agency gets access to its own equipment, which includes vessels, planes, and vehicles (EU, 2019, p.62). There will be an expansion of the standing corps to 10.000 border patrol officers (EU, 2019, pp. 2), of which most will be allowed to carry weapons (EU, 2019, pp. 41). 
[bookmark: _Toc149046441][bookmark: _Toc152252009]5.2.4. Legal autonomy 
The final elements of the regulation show a rise in legal autonomy. Frontex can start joint operations with countries outside the EU, even countries that do not directly border the EU. These deals, however, cannot be made with anyone, the EU community institutions (EP, Council and Commission) need to have a treaty with the third country. From that point on, the agency has the political autonomy to make their own treaties and deals. A clear example is the ability to establish antenna offices, which are offices that are instructed to find and report about the situation in these third countries (EU, 2019, p. 58). Frontex is also able to coordinate Joint Operations with non-EU countries and exchange information (EU, 2019, pp. 40-45). 
[bookmark: _Toc149046442][bookmark: _Toc152252010]5.3. Institutional characteristics Frontex
To understand the way Frontex operates, especially in the MLG system of the EU, it is important to get familiar with the institutional setup of the agency. In this part of the chapter, attention will be given to the tools the different levels of governance possess to shape Frontex’s behavior. In the analysis chapters, these sticks and carrots will be used to better understand Frontex’s behavior, and the action or lack thereof by the other actors in the MLG system. 
Frontex’s board of directors oversees the day-to-day actions of Frontex, and it is a clear example of MLG in practice. The board is made up of a representative of every EU member state and two representatives of the European Commission. All these directors are instructed to be impartial and to not take instructions from other governments or actors. The chair of this board is chosen by a two third majority of board members from a shortlist proposed by the Commission (EU, 2019, pp. 85-87). 
Frontex operates in a legal framework that is formed by the normal legislative procedure. This means that the European Commission has a proposal, then both the Parliament and the Council get a chance to read it. After that, they can choose to adopt it or not, or to adopt it with amendments. The Parliament reads and possibly amends it first, then the Council does. Then, if there are amendments, the legislation goes through this pipeline another time. The same thing happens at the moment the legal framework of Frontex changes. (European Parliament, n.d.)
Another instrument the EU community actors can use to shape Frontex’s behavior is budgeting. One of these tools is the discharge procedure. In this procedure the European Parliament goes over Frontex’s accounts from the previous year. (Frontex, n.d.). The EP can possibly sanction Frontex if it does not agree with its acts by cutting the budgets of the following years. The Council and EP both must agree with Frontex’s budget, with approval of the Internal Audit Service (IAS) the internal auditor of the Commission (Frontex, n.d.). All the community actors have the possibility to address Frontex in written letters through the Commission (Frontex, n.d.). 
[bookmark: _Toc152252011]5.4. Chapter conclusion
In this chapter we got into the 4 different types of autonomy (Personnel, Financial, Policy and legal). The goal of this chapter was to find out in what areas and how much Frontex had gained in autonomy over the years leading up to the 2019 regulation. In the end we can state that in all the four types there was a growth in autonomy. The chapter also gives some insight in how the agency operates and what official powers the European Commission, EP and the member states have over it. This opens the way for the next two chapters which will examine how and why the agency got its autonomy and how the institutional setup contributed to that. 
[bookmark: _Toc149046443][bookmark: _Toc152252012]Chapter 6: Institutional survival & Lobbyists
This chapter will formulate a timeline that mainly goes into Frontex’s own influence on the shift towards an agency that can operate more autonomously, and how this is fueled by its own institutional survival and the influence of lobbyists. The chapter gives an insight into every distinct step that has been made by both the lobby groups and Frontex. This will be formulated as a causal chain leading up to the 2019 redrafted regulation. The second chapter will go into how the different layers of governance have allowed the agency to do so, mainly diving into the reason behind the behavior of both Commission, Parliament, and member states.
[bookmark: _Toc149046444][bookmark: _Toc152252013]6.1. Frontex pre-2011
Frontex was established in 2004, and mainly tasked with risk assessment on the EU Borders (EU, 2004). Frontex did not yet have a role in which it was allowed to analyze and assess risks in specific EU member states, the agency did not own its own material (EU, 2004; Fjørtoft, 2022). Its main tasks were to register technical equipment that the member states had and to make it possible for other member states to have access to it (EU, 2004), to exchange information between the member states and the EU institutions, to work on training of national border agencies, and to make risk assessments (EU, 2004). 
[bookmark: _Hlk137469856]While Frontex used the influx to frame migration as a crisis. This might seem as a logical frame to us now, but an influx in migration could also be framed as a human rights issue or migrants could be seen as assets for local communities in an aging European population (McCann et al., 2023). The later narratives would provide a sentiment that focusses more on accommodation of the migrants instead of repelling them, which would diminish Frontex’s importance. The narrative of migration as a crisis stuck and arrival countries, such as Italy and France, requested the EU to take a more active role in controlling migrants as a result of the influx in migrants (Dumitrescu, 2011).The feeling of a crisis allows radical instruments to be used and allows for a lack of institutionalized oversight in search of fast solutions (Jeandesboz & Pallister-Wilkins, 2016; Gkliati & Kilpatrick, 2022; Frontex, 2011). This narrative is supported by industry interest groups (Sleiman, 2022) and in 2011 the narrative paid off in a 2011 change in Frontex’s autonomy to obtain hardware. Before, Frontex was dependent on EU member states to lease or borrow equipment to them, but in 2011 Frontex received the financial autonomy to co-own vessels and vehicles (European Parliament & Council of the EU, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Toc149046445][bookmark: _Toc152252014]6.2. Frontex 2011-2016
The fact that Frontex could only be co-owner of equipment together with a member state was still a reach from Frontex owning its own drones and vessels. However, it was a step towards more financial autonomy. With this rise in financial autonomy there was also a rise in the budget Frontex could use for their operations: this went from 19 million euros in 2006 to 118 million in 2011 (Statista, 2023).
After Frontex got more freedom in (partly) acquiring materials, lobbyists got even more interested. In 2015, Frontex no longer even had enough people to meet every request for a bilateral meeting with representors of the weapon and security industry. This came to light after requesting emails that were sent between representatives of Frontex and the defense and security industry by Mark Akkerman (AsktheEU, 2015). The agency was interesting because it now had a bigger role to play in the acquirement of the hardware the security companies sold. However, the member states were still a decisive factor in this process. 
Because Frontex, at this time, had a role that was mainly centered around providing information, functioning as a go-between for the different national border security agencies and as a risk assessor for the EU institutions, it had a privileged position when it presented issues to the EU institutions and member states. The actors within the MLG system did not have ways of verifying information that was provided by Frontex or finding their own. Frontex used this role as information provider to claim that there was a lack of instruments, data, and manpower within the agency. By mainly focusing on the lack of resources, and the different levels of governance being dependent on Frontex as a source of information, the agency successfully sold the narrative that they needed more instruments to control the migrants coming to the EU borders. At the same time, the member state border patrol agencies were less prominent in Frontex’s rapports on lacking instruments. For this reason, it was mainly Frontex who saw its budget expanding (Statista, 2023). As discussed in the theory section of this research, Type II MLG seeks an agent who offers “the best” solution to a certain problem. 
Frontex used its role as information provider to ensure its resources while, at the same time, not doing the same for the border patrol agencies of the EU member states. By using its role as information provider Frontex creates a context in which it will be usually better equipped than the national border agencies. This results in a scenario where the Commission, Parliament and even the member states will first call on Frontex before calling on the national border agencies to deal with any issues border related. 
The next function shift came in 2015 during the war in Syria, when the following European migration “crisis” started (Frontex, 2015). The same narrative of migration as a security threat that was used during the Arab spring was used in 2015 (Perkowski et al., 2023; Frontex, 2015). In the annual risk analysis that Frontex does, it states “the unprecedented number of migrants crossing illegally […] has resulted in the worst refugee crisis since the second world war” (Frontex, 2015, p.5). According to Frontex they have too little resources to properly register these migrants and that this can lead to “vulnerability for EU internal security” (Frontex, 2015, p.5). Frontex also states that member states cannot form a strong intergovernmental cooperative network without central oversight, even if the national agencies have access to i.e., weapons and vessels.  Frontex claims that it needs to have more capabilities and autonomy in keeping oversight and controlling the different border patrol agencies (Frontex, 2015, pp. 10-11). Frontex uses their role as information provider to the EU institutions to establish themselves as essential for a coherent border policy while discrediting national border agencies.
The agency noted lack in capacity on many fronts. For instance, the agency claimed to be short of vessels, reliable data, and cooperation by 3rd countries (Frontex, 2015). Frontex concluded that the capacity issues were prominent in the agency, but rarely mentioned capacity in national agencies (Frontex, 2015). This information provision led to a focus on enlargement of the agency instead of the capabilities of the EU member states. It also gives a precedent to enlarge Frontex as an agency while the national border agencies often receive less instruments, personnel, and monetary backing. It could lead to Frontex becoming more essential when it receives more instruments to deal with migration while member states lag behind in capacity. This is the start of a cyclical movement in which Frontex has the most resources, and so it becomes the agent called upon for dealing with border related issues, for it is believed to be most capable. Because it has this role, it has a need for more weapons, vessels, data gathering methods and other instruments.
It would seem logical that a crisis would only result in temporary extreme measures to quell it. The crisis narrative once again resulted in a systematic change voted into place by both the Council of the EU and the European Parliament. The solution of the institutions was an amending regulation of the founding treaty of Frontex. Within this treaty it was established that Frontex could start making deals autonomously with third countries, mainly when it comes to returning illegally staying third country nationals (European Union, 2016). It also gives a further expansion of personnel autonomy. This treaty allows a number of 1500 border guards who are committed by the EU member states. These border guards give Frontex more autonomy when it comes to policy autonomy, because they can act themselves instead of only instructing national border patrols. 
If the crisis narrative rings true, a systematic change in the ways of operating would not be necessary or this at least would not have to happen again. To support this, the executive director of Frontex at the time Fabrice Leggeri said: “We continue to move forward with the development of a truly European Border and Coast Guard Agency that will no longer face shortages of staff or equipment in its operations” after the amending regulation was signed (Frontex, 2016). 
By solely looking at the agency’s actions trough a lens of institutional survival there is a risk of overlooking important outside factors. For these reasons we will also dive into the influence by interest or corporate lobby groups. 
The corporate lobby groups have access to multiple levels of EU bodies. For instance, they are members of multiple boards advising the European Commission. Among one of these was the FP7, a program where the European institutions come together with industrial representatives to talk about the future of the EU. These meetings took place until 2013. There were representatives of big defense and security corporations that had a role in designing research and technological development framework (Cordis, 2013) and the European Security Research Program. The Commission states that these high-level industrialists are vital for the discussion on border control. At the same time, there were no representatives for civil groups present at these meetings (European Commission, 2007). By excluding other stakeholders, such as civil rights groups or migrant organizations, the discourse is mainly influenced by the groups that directly benefit from selling more technology and hardware. At the PF7, representatives of Boeing and EADs (European Aeronautic Defence and Space Company), currently known as a subsidiary of Airbus group, were present and sold defense and surveillance contracts for border security for a little less than 50 million euros. FP7 concluded in a budget of around 200 million euros that could be used for acquiring defense and security equipment in the period between 2007 and 2013. Among other things, these contracts laid the foundation for the border surveillance program Eurosur (Fotiadis & Ciobanu, 2013). The interesting part about Eurosur is that it was not a solution to a direct problem Frontex or any of the EU member states had with their border patrol. Eurosur was an idea that was proposed by the border patrol industrials (Akkerman, 2019). The defense contractors do not only have an influence through the research they do. The director of Research & Development of Frontex, Edgar Beugels has stated that “We ourselves do not do any research. We trust on research done by others”. Among other actors, they heavily rely on research done by the industry. Officially, the requests for this research are done by Frontex itself, but a spokesperson of the agency has stated that these ideas often develop during the congresses with the input of industrial representatives (Fotiadis & Ciobanu, 2013). So, not only do the lobby groups have direct contact with people within the agency, but they also provide them with a large part of their information and even ideas for big security projects, in which these corporate actors have a direct financial interest. With these actions shaping the preferences of the agency. Because of the MLG system and the lack of a transparency register for Frontex, it becomes fairly difficult for the general public to decipher how much these lobbyists lobby on Frontex directly or lobby at the other levels to shape Frontex’s eventual mandate and autonomy. 
In response to the news agency IPS’s questions about the FP7 congress, the Commission stated that the support of the European defense industry is part of the goals of the congress. The representative of the European Commission stated that “Through this [Congress], the theme will contribute to growth and employment and the competitiveness of the European security industry.” (European Commission, 2013). By this statement, it is made visible that the Commission seems to be willing to “help” the defense industry, even when the practical reality does not necessarily ask for a military or security solution. The Commission itself published a communication in 2013 in which they state that the European weapon industry is of great economic importance, essential for technological advancement of the EU and, because of that, essential to protect this sector. The Commission does, however, take meetings and gives contracts to non-EU actors, such as the Israeli producer of Heron drones Israel Aerospace industries (IAI) (Akkerman, 2019; Jones, 2017).  
At this point, Frontex was still dependent on member states or the Commission to acquire material (EU, 2004). To ensure the materials, Frontex played a mitigating role in which it connected representatives of corporations with representatives of member states and the Commission. This was done by hosting fora or bringing the two sides in touch in a more informal manner (Fotiadis & Ciobanu, 2013; Frontex, 2013; Frontex, 2014; Frontex, 2015). Next to the willingness of Frontex to provide a channel between the corporate actors with the EU institutions, it proves to be susceptible for the attention it receives from lobbyists in other ways. The independent lobby watchdog Corporate Europe Observatory (CEO) published research in which a direct correlation was found between the number of meetings were held between Frontex and corporate groups and which corporate groups received contracts (Douo et al., 2021). For the lobby organizations, this shows that Frontex is a useful partner. At the same time, the European member states are less reliable in the long run: there can be changes in political climates, which can shift the way they want to handle migration (Panebianco, 2016), while Frontex has a reason to keep acquiring instruments to ensure its institutional survival. Next to that, Frontex is an easier to navigate actor: instead of knowing people at all 27 EU member state levels, lobby groups can just access at one place. 
[bookmark: _Toc149046446][bookmark: _Toc152252015]6.3. Frontex 2016-2019
This culminated in the biggest redesign of Frontex since the agency was founded in 2004. In the 2016 regulation, Frontex received its current name, more mandate, and now it can carry out risk assessments on member states and helping member states in need of technical assistance on the border of the EU (EU, 2015). 
However, after this redraft, it seemed that lobby organizations only saw Frontex as a more useful partner. The agency had gained autonomy and became even more interesting to directly lobby to. Before the redraft the lobby groups needed to find out in all the different levels of the MLG system who was responsible for purchasing their hardware. They also had to be more aware of political climates at the different levels, these things were more labor and resource intensive. 
During the review of the budget of 2016, the EU Parliament had questions about the relation Frontex had with lobby organizations. Frontex assured the Parliament that it only took meetings with actors represented in the EU transparency register and would publish all meetings on their website (Frontex, 2019). In their annual activity report, in which the agency explains what it has achieved, and which is used by the EU parliament, Commission and Council to hold agencies responsible, Frontex announced that no meetings with lobby groups were held in 2017 (Frontex, 2019). Investigative journalists of the German ZDF did however publish files on Frontex. In these files, the different meetings Frontex had with lobby groups were published (Deleja-Hotko et al., 2019). In 2017 alone, these files established that Frontex representatives over the course of multiple days have met with at least 24 private bodies of which 14 were not represented in the EU transparency register. In the following two years (2018-2019) Frontex met with at least 125 bodies of which 91 were not in the EU transparency register (Douo et al., 2021). 
Most importantly we see here that the defense industry has ins with different levels of the MLG system. The lobbying on multiple levels is what makes difficult to measure exact effects on each level and how the effects transfer trough the levels. What we do know is that Frontex at least welcoming meetings with these lobbyists and taking information and ideas from them. 
As mentioned in the theory section, Type II MLG creates a marketplace of governance, in which the actor that is most capable to perform the service. In the case of Frontex, this means that if they have the tools that the defense industry offers, along with the ‘migration-as-crisis’ narrative and research they add to it, they become more valued. They would have more tools than their national border patrol counter parts, making them the most interesting candidate for any future ventures. At the same time, the research of the defense industry often puts emphasis on the security crisis migration is or can cause. This narrative is beneficial for the defense industry for they can sell more of their products, but also for Frontex as their role is perceived as mor crucial. By appearing more crucial Frontex ensures its own institutional survival. 
The Commission and EP were at this point already very dependent on Frontex for information on the topic of migration. The meetings with the defense industry would only have enforced this view. In the next chapter there will also be given more space to further understand the motivation behind the Commissions backing for a more autonomous Frontex. 
[bookmark: _Toc149046447][bookmark: _Toc152252016]6.4. Proposal by the Commission (12-09-2018)
Leggeri stated that Frontex was no longer facing shortages with its expansion in 2016. In the new proposal for redesigning Frontex, the Commission once again states that an expansion is needed for the safety of the EU citizens (EU Commission, 2018), meaning that the narrative originally maintained by, among others, Frontex and the lobbyists of the defense industry, was taken over by the European Commission. Important to note is that at this point in time, no significant migration crises were happening. In the proposal the Commission stated that the defense industry was consulted before they started working on the proposal (EU Commission, 2018). 
The June before this proposal was published, the European Council communicated conclusions on migration. In this report, they requested that Frontex should receive more autonomy in making deals with third countries and asked the Commission for a more effective return policy (European Council, 2018). The Commission used this request to explain why they did not do an impact assessment on their proposal. Their reasoning was that the European Council deserved an answer to their request “Within reasonable time” (EU Commission, 2018, p. 16). An impact assessment is usually done to assess whether EU action is necessary and what the potential outcomes of policy could be. An impact assessment is normally attached by the Commission to every significant legislative proposal (European Parliament, 2015). The Council’s request was not even geared towards expanding Frontex in the ways the Commission tries in the proposal, it just argues for some freedoms when it comes to third countries. The Commission, however, calls it the request for a broader mandate. Next to that, the Council does not express any form of time pressure. Here we see that the different levels of governance use each other to establish a narrative in which their actions seem to be essential.  
So, the main points the Commission chooses to expand Frontex on – the standing force of Frontex to 10.000 people and the expansion of Eurosur – are directly derived from data from defense corporations (EU Commission, 2018, p.15). The three biggest defense and security contractors (Airbus, Leonardo, and Thales) met with the Commission 226 official times in the 5 years leading up to the proposal. In the year 2017 alone, these groups spent 2.65 million euros on lobbying (Akkerman, 2019). By claiming that interest groups recommendations are built on expertise, the Commission is probably convinced that they had enough knowledge of the possible impacts of Frontex’s expansion, and, consequentially, did not need an official impact assessment. 
Both Frontex and the European Commission have had their interests to enlarge the agency. Both of them were influenced by the large lobbying machine from the weapon and security industry and Frontex was also motivated by its own institutional survival. This chapter explained the events that led up to the proposal by the Commission to give Frontex even more mandate in 2019.However, this does not paint a complete picture about how and why the other actors in this policy field allowed it to happen. The next chapter will paint a picture on what moved these other actors to allow and/or support Frontex in the gaining of a bigger mandate and more autonomy. 
[bookmark: _Toc149046448]

[bookmark: _Toc152252017]Chapter 7: Role of the Commission, EP and member states
In the past chapter, it became clear that Frontex tries to grow as an agency in size, mandate, and modes of operation. This is caused both by the agency’s own wish for institutional survival and external motivation by lobbyists of the defense industry. In this chapter, the attention will be on the other levels of the MLG system, mainly to understand the role these actors played in shaping Frontex. This chapter will mainly focus on three actors that play an official role in the policy and institutional character of Frontex. These are: the EU member states, the European Parliament and the European Commission. 
[bookmark: _Toc149046449][bookmark: _Toc152252018]7.1. Frontex pre-2016
The migration “crisis” of 2015 has led to political response in all the EU member states, often mobilized by populist political actors (Garrett, 2019; Campani, 2018). The results of the migration ‘crises’ often led to political unrest, which was both bad for mainstream national parties (Garrett, 2019; Pirro et al., 2018) and the support of EU and European integration. This was evidently used in the leave campaign in the UK, which eventually led to Brexit (Garrett, 2019; Pirro et al., 2018). This gives both the European institutions who want to secure the process of EU integration and the national politicians, who are electorally dependent on the status quo, a reason to depoliticize the issue and giving responsibility to a non-political actor (Rijpma, 2010). Frontex was framed as an agency whose actions are based on intelligence and technical knowledge (Neal, 2009) with no direct political affiliations. By shifting the responsibility from the political actors such as the EP, Commission, and member states governments to this agency, they could reduce the political backlash. To effectively do this, Frontex needed to be equipped with enough tools and resources to handle the problem, but at the same time, the responsibility for Frontex’s actions need not to be located at the political actors. This would defeat the purpose and eventually leave the responsibility for Frontex’s actions back at the political actors. The political actors do, however, want a say in the general direction of Frontex actions. This cumulated into the 2016 regulation.
[bookmark: _Toc149046450][bookmark: _Toc152252019]7.2. 2016 regulation
In the 2016 regulation, the structure of the board of directors was decided: every member state could delegate one representative of their border patrol agency, and the Commission could delegate two commissioners. However, the member states and the Commission want a say in the actions Frontex carries out. They however do not want to be held responsible for the outcome of these actions. This is why in the 2016 treaty, Frontex gained more autonomy. The organizational structure of the agency seems to deliberately be held vague (Frontex, 2016). This way it is unclear to whom the agency must answer. The political responsibility over the agency can be at the Commission, member states the agency is operating in, the European Parliament or the member state a certain Frontex officer hails from (Frontex, 2016). Because the responsibility is opaque it is difficult for European citizens to hold the political actors accountable for the actions of the agency. Exactly this is what can happen in a MLG system where diffuse responsibility results in vagueness in who needs to act in what setting.
This is also called to problem of many hands (Gkliati & Kilpatrick, 2021): officially, Frontex needs approval of the EP, the member state it operates in and the Commission for most of its actions. At the same time, the board is made up by representatives from all member states. As such, all these actors can ask questions or order hearings (EU, 2016). Exactly because all these actors have some form of responsibility over Frontex, it becomes difficult for both outsiders and insiders to determine who is responsible for Frontex’s behavior (Gkliati & Kilpatrick, 2021). Because the institutional set-up for Frontex is complex, and because it is hard to determine what information other actors that carry responsibility for Frontex’s actions have, it becomes difficult for citizens to determine what outcome is caused by what actor and even more difficult to prove this responsibility. It also makes It easier for the responsible actors to shift the blame around (Rijpma, 2010). By pointing fingers at each other, and because the citizens are not able to access enough information, the MLG system makes it possible for Frontex to act, grow and acquire more hardware without the citizens of the EU being able to determine where to direct their wish for change. 
Next to the institutional vagueness, the overseeing actors allow Frontex a large amount of opaqueness. For instance, the operations Frontex carries out under the flag of the Common Security and Defense Policy (CSDP), have less strict guidelines when it comes to reporting than “regular” Frontex operations (Dura, 2018; Kalkman, 2021). The operations carried out under the CSDP are the ones that have most military nature and often outside of EU borders (EP, 2021). Next to that, Frontex leaves out details out of their annual reports (Kalkman, 2021), while these reports are the main source of information for the EP and the Commission. The possibility to change is in the hands of the EP and the Commission, for they can adjust the budget and freedoms of Frontex. They, however, choose not to do so because they would also have to take responsibility for the agency’s actions. For instance, only 13.9 percent of the freedom of information requests for Frontex in 2017 were all out accepted, with 60.2 percent receiving partial access and the rest of the requests were denied (Gkliati & Kilpatrick, 2022). It hinders human rights NGOs and journalists in acquiring proficient data on Frontex actions. This makes it difficult for journalists to check their facts before publishing articles about it. Human rights NGOs often use information to mobilize people and create political attention for the problems. The lack of information makes it difficult for the public to form an opinion on the topic and in due time hold the agency responsible for their actions. Because the agency receives this freedom to not disclose all data, which results in less (possible) scrutiny on their actions, the agency receives more policy autonomy. However, the Parliament requested Frontex to start living up to the transparency rules and implement them immediately in the annual activity report of 2017 (signed in 2019) (European Parliament, 2019). The EP still chose to expand the budget and authorities of Frontex excessively, by doing this not using their instruments to make Frontex compliant to their own rules. As discussed in the chapter on institutional characteristics of Frontex, the Commission Council and EP have instruments for cutting the budget or restricting Frontex’s authority in some other way. They chose however to not do this, partly because they were not in possession of enough information and partly because their electorate was not in charge of the information needed to hold these actors (EP, Commission, and member states) responsible during elections. This hands-off approach leads to more autonomy Frontex. By effectively being allowed to underreport certain operations towards the actors that are responsible for Frontex, the agency gained more policy autonomy. For the responsible actors (member states, Commission, Parliament), this stays a viable structure, because due to the nature of the MLG Type II, they are less likely to be held responsible by their citizens. 
[bookmark: _Toc149046451][bookmark: _Toc152252020]7.3. 2019 Regulation
In the 2019 redraft of the legal basis of Frontex, the EU codified some of the freedoms that made Frontex more autonomous. The oversight roles were given to people within the ranks of the agency, giving a less outspoken oversight role to the Commission, EP, and member states. An example of this is the fundamental rights monitors. These are people who directly work for Frontex and mainly cooperate with the Frontex coordinating officers (Frontex, n.d.; EU, 2019). By doing this, the actors actively put the task of overseeing Frontex within the agency itself. This results in less accountability for Frontex’s actions laying at the EP, Commission, and member states, giving Frontex more autonomy, especially when it comes to policy. Next to that, all the autonomy and instruments mentioned in the earlier chapter were now officially Frontex responsibility. By doing this, the EP, the Commission, and the member states did not have to take responsibility on the hot topic of border control. 
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The research tried to answer the following question: “In the Multi-Level arena of the EU, what causal mechanisms contributed to Frontex’s shift towards more autonomy?” To be able to answer these questions, this thesis looked at two sub-questions, both responding to an interrelated causal mechanism. These were: “What role does Frontex itself play in gaining autonomy and what role does institutional survival play in shaping its preferences?” and “What role do the European Parliament, European Commission and EU member states play in shaping Frontex’s autonomy and what political processes shape their preferences?” The first question mainly investigated what shaped Frontex’s own behavior and preferences within the system of multi-level governance. The second one focused on the actors that formally have the power to shape Frontex’s behavior and its institutions, and sanction it the moment its behavior is deemed unsuitable. 
To open up these causal mechanisms, the article uses process tracing, a method that focusses on a causal chain. It looks at different observations and explain how these, in a causal chain, led to a certain outcome.  
The cutoff point of our causal link is the 2019/1896 regulation that formed Frontex’s legal basis. The article explained on what points this regulation shaped the autonomy of the agency. This was done by looking at examples of four specific types of autonomy (Policy, Personnel, Financial and Legal) in the 2019 regulation. All these four indicators were shown to rise up until 2019. 

The causal mechanism behind this was further explained within the analysis chapter. It started by going into the process that shapes Frontex’s preferences. These reasons were twofold; The first being the institutional survival of the agency, meaning that Frontex wanted to keep existing as an agency. The second reason was the influence the weapon and security lobbyists had on the agency. 
The mechanism of how institutional survival leads to more autonomy is as follows: Within the MLG Type II system, there is a so-called market of governance, meaning that because there is not one specific agent that has complete jurisdiction over a policy field, all the actors must compete. If Frontex has more tools, (satellites, drones, vessels, weapons) and autonomy to make deals with third countries, plan their own operations, recruit their own personnel, they will be most likely to be most suited. For this reason, the agency tries to gain as much autonomy on the acquisition of these instruments, as to become irreplaceable. 
The lobbyist parties tie in at the cause of the preference for Frontex as at the point of making it possible. The lobbyist seems to personal meetings with representatives from Frontex, even pitching ideas for elaborate surveillance systems, shifting Frontex’s preference to more autonomy. At the same time, the lobbyists and Frontex both use their access to other actors to spread a narrative of migrants as a security risk, both making the agency more valued and giving it a reason to acquire more autonomy.  
The second part of the analysis goes into the second sub question of the research. The question “In the Multi-Level arena of the EU, what causal mechanisms contributed to Frontex’s shift towards more autonomy?”  It establishes that the MLG system is fairly complex; there are a few actors that have a role to play in controlling Frontex and shaping its institutions. The most important actors were the member states and their representation in the Council of the EU, the European Commission, and the European Parliament. 
The actors can all be held politically responsible, often directly or indirectly through votes. Because migration is a hot topic that can split an electorate, the parties were happy to not have to make decisions about this. First off, Frontex could gain a lot of autonomy, by doing this the political actors got away with taking less responsibility. They were helped by the existing MLG system. As mentioned before, the MLG system is fairly complex, making it difficult for citizens to recognize which of the actors needed to be held responsible for Frontex.  The political actors contribute to the lack of a clear division of responsibility over the agency. The political actors contribute by, for instance, not publicly taking responsibility for the actions of the agency, shifting blame to the other overseeing actors, not punishing Frontex when it does something undesirable and not asking for information on difficult topics.  
In the end, the MLG system creates a climate in which Frontex has a preference to grow and gain autonomy. At the same time, MLG creates a lack of intervention by the actors who should control the agency. So, all these actors, by chasing their own preferences, create a shift in Frontex, where the agency used to have little autonomy and was mainly tasked with exchanging information and training national agencies, to an autonomous agency that could acquire its own weapons and personnel and set up its own operations and diplomatic relations. Important to note is that the growing autonomy in Frontex is not created by one previously established elaborate plan. All actors involved following their own preferred strategy results in the growing autonomy of the agency.
[bookmark: _Toc149046453]
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This research tried to give an as well-rounded image of the causal mechanisms that drive Frontex’s shift to more autonomy. However, the research did have some limitations and this chapter will dive further into those limitations.  
As often is the problem with process tracing based on content analysis: it is impossible to know what you haven’t found. There could easily be policy documents that have not been found that could fill gaps within the research or give different perspectives.
Next to that, the documents that Frontex chose to publish were often part of a narrative. So, documents published by Frontex, however useful, could not be expected to be objective. At the same time, the research done by investigative journalists or human rights NGOs had biases on a negative image of Frontex. 
In research done by journalists, NGOs or academics, there are often references to articles published by Frontex in the past. But when following the sources of these research to the website of Frontex, they then appeared to be missing. Because of this, the sources could not be verified and thus not be used in this research.
To get a more well-rounded picture, I also tried to contact people from Frontex, the EP and the Commission with the question about their view on the topic of this research. Unfortunately, they did not respond. By missing the insights of experts on Frontex, it became more difficult to create a well-rounded picture on an organization that is fairly secretive about their preferences and interior workings.
Before I go into future research, I want to go into the method that was used for this research, the case study. Case study have received a wide range of critiques, mainly from positivist academics. For instance, influence of the researcher and post hoc rationalization (Campbell, 1975). During this research I tried to find literature that would go against my claims to try to make the research as well-rounded as possible, it is however possible that I have missed articles that did. It is also possible that the data I found made sense in a certain way because of the theoretical lens I was using. I would urge future researchers to test my findings with a fresh and skeptical approach.  
In future research, it would be good to have the insight of different policymakers and politicians who worked at Frontex and in the agencies who shaped its behavior. It would be of vital importance to interview people from different sides. The interviews would include elites from the actors mentioned in this research, but also, human rights actors, because there is a big chance that opinions would shape, to a large extend, the answers or explanations these people give.
For larger EU wide follow-up research, it would be interesting to research if the process that shaped Frontex can also be found in other agencies. For instance, other agencies who have access to data and weapons systems, like Europol. This would be important to show the external validity of the processes found in this research.
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