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What is Schengen?

The Schengen Area and the free movement of people are 
considered to be key achievements of the European Union. Every 
EU citizen has the right to travel, live and work in any of the EU 
Member States and the Schengen Area was designed to facilitate 
these rights by removing internal border checks and passport 
controls between Member States.

The Schengen Agreement was signed in Schengen, Luxembourg 
on 14 June 1985 by five Member States: Belgium, France, West 
Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands with a view to the 
gradual removal all border controls between the five countries. 

In June 1990, the Schengen Convention outlined the 
arrangements and safeguards for the implementation of the 
Schengen Area, the complete removal of the internal borders and 
the creation of a common visa policy. The Schengen Agreement 
and Convention were incorporated into EU law under the Treaty 
of Amsterdam in 1999.

Which countries are members of the 
Schengen Area? 

26 European states are members of the Schengen Area: Italy, 
Greece, Spain, Finland, Denmark, Portugal and Sweden all 
joined between 1990 and 1996. They were followed by the ten 
countries which joined the EU in 2004 and then subsequently 
joined the Schengen Area in December 2007. Croatia, Bulgaria, 
Romania and Cyprus are not yet members of Schengen, but are 
legally mandated to join as part of their accession to the EU. 
The four European Free Trade Association (EFTA) Member 
States; Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland, while 
not members of the EU, joined the Schengen Area through 
association agreements. Ireland and the UK have opt-outs from 
Schengen.

Who decides on admission to 
Schengen?

A country’s admission to Schengen requires a unanimous vote in 
the Council of the European Union by European Ministers. On 
several occasions, one or several Member States have used their 
veto to block admission to Schengen, as has been the case with 
Bulgaria and Romania. Lack of judicial reform, corruption and 
concerns about migration have all been cited as the basis for the 
prevention of accession.

Key Takeaways
• The Schengen Area consists of 26 European States which 

have removed internal border checks to facilitate the free 
movement of people. 

• 22 out of the 26 Schengen members are EU Member 
States. 

• The Schengen Area also extends to a common visa 
policy, the harmonisation of external borders and judicial 
cooperation.

• Ireland and the UK are not members of Schengen. Instead, 
the Common Travel Area (CTA) ensures an open border 
between Ireland and the UK. 

• There have been some suggestions that Ireland might join 
the Schengen Area as a result of Brexit. However, at present 
this seems unlikely as Ireland favours maintaining the CTA 
with the UK to prevent a hard border on the island of 
Ireland. 



Endnotes 

1. The European Commission’s contribution to the informal EU27 leaders’ 
meeting in Sibiu (Romania) on 9 May 2019, ‘Annex IV: Unfinished busi-
ness: the Top 10 EU issues awaiting final agreement’, European Commis-
sion, May 2019.
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How has Schengen developed over 
time?

Over 400 million people now avail of the Schengen Area and 
its benefits, travelling freely from Lisbon to Helsinki. However, 
Schengen is not confined to travel, it extends to the harmonisation 
of external border controls, a common policy on entry and short 
stay visas, and cross-border police and judicial cooperation. 

Countries also have stepped up their cooperation on the 
management of external borders. Frontex was established in 2005 
to monitor and control the external borders of the Schengen 
Area and to respond to crises. Cross-border police and judicial 
cooperation has increased significantly since Schengen’s inception 
and the Schengen Information System (SIS) was created to share 
security information with police and border guards. In 2016, the 
mandate of Frontex was extended to create the European Border 
and Coast Guard Agency.

Why did Ireland and the UK opt out of 
Schengen?

The United Kingdom chose not to join Schengen, preferring to 
maintain control of its own borders. This special status is secured 
by a legally binding Protocol to the EU Treaties, which was 
negotiated as part of the Treaty of Amsterdam. Ireland, in turn, 
also chose not to join the Schengen Area, preferring to maintain 
the Common Travel Area (CTA) between the United Kingdom 
and Ireland. 

What is the Common Travel Area?

The CTA is an open borders agreement between the United 
Kingdom and Ireland that has been in operation since the 1920s. 
It bestows equal living, working and voting rights on the people 
of the United Kingdom, Ireland, the Channel Islands and the Isle 
of Man. As a result of the Good Friday Agreement, which was 
signed in 1998, the border between Ireland and Northern Ireland 
has become almost non-existent. Maintaining the CTA and the 
open border between Ireland and Northern Ireland is of utmost 
importance to the Irish Government post-Brexit.

Despite the fact that it did not fully join the Schengen Area and 
opted out of the common border control and visa provisions, 
Ireland participates in police and judicial cooperation frameworks 
and in the area of asylum policy. This includes the European Arrest 
Warrant, which deals with extradition between European Union 
Member States, and the Schengen Information System (SIS11).

Will Ireland become a member of 
Schengen?

In the face of Brexit, there have been some suggestions that Ireland 
should join Schengen. However, over the past two years, Ireland 
has sought to formalise the CTA in order to keep close diplomatic 
and economic ties to the United Kingdom, protect the rights of 
citizens in Northern Ireland and prevent a hard border emerging 
between Ireland and Northern Ireland. A Memorandum of 
Understanding regarding the rights offered by the CTA after 
Brexit was signed by both countries on 8 May 2019.

What would happen if Ireland joined the 
Schengen Area?
If Ireland were to join the Schengen Area, the border between 
Ireland and Northern Ireland would immediately become an 
external Schengen border. This would give the other Schengen 
Member States and the European Border and Coast Guard 
greater influence over how the border is managed. 

At this juncture, Ireland has not been put under any pressure from 
the EU institutions to fully participate in Schengen. It is unlikely 
that Ireland will fully join the Schengen Area in the coming years 
with the current political instability in the United Kingdom and 
the resulting instability around the Northern Irish border.

What is next for Schengen?

Recent political developments in some EU Member States, such 
as the temporary closure of borders during the migration crisis 
in 2015 and concerns about terrorist attacks, have undermined 
confidence in the Schengen Area. This led the European 
Commission to declare in May 2019 that the protection of the 
Schengen Area is “unfinished business” and to call for an update 
of the rules governing the temporary reintroduction of border 
controls in the Schengen Area.1 

What is clear is that a balance needs to be struck between facing 
current threats to internal security effectively, and making sure 
that internal border controls do not unduly limit free movement 
in Europe.

If you have a topic you would like us to address in this 
series please email FutureofEurope@iiea.com


