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Improving visa procedures 

The border-free Schengen Area cannot function efficiently without a common visa policy 
which facilitates the entry of legitimate visitors into the EU, while strengthening internal 
security. The EU has set up a common visa policy for short stays, i.e. stays up to three 
months, which is applied through the issuance of so-called 'Schengen visas'. In 2011, the 
present 26 Schengen States1 issued 12.6 million Schengen visas. 

What are the existing rules? 
A central element of the common visa policy is the Visa Code, which entered into force on 
5 April 2010. It sets out the procedures and conditions for issuing visas for the purpose of 
short stays and airport transit.  

While citizens from some non-EU countries are required to hold a visa when travelling to 
the Schengen area, others are not. The EU has a common list of countries whose citizens 
must hold a visa when crossing the external borders and a list of countries whose citizens 
are exempt from that requirement - see Council Regulation (EC) 539/2001 and its 
successive amendments. 

There are currently 42 countries and entities whose citizens do not need a visa. Following 
today's Commission decision this list could soon include an additional 16 Caribbean and 
Pacific Island Nations (IP/12/1179). 

Current rules also allow for non-EU citizens to benefit from facilitated procedures for the 
processing of visa applications, based on visa facilitation agreements. So far, the EU has 
concluded visa facilitation agreements with nine third countries: Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM), Georgia, Moldova, 
Montenegro, Serbia, Russian Federation, and Ukraine2. Negotiations on additional 
agreements have been finalised with Cape Verde and Armenia and are on-going with 
Azerbaijan.  

These agreements generally include provisions benefiting all citizens (processing time of 
max ten working days, reduced visa fee of €35) and facilitations granted to specific 
categories of travellers: business people, students, relatives, etc. (fee waiver, 
simplification of supporting documentation, issuing of long-term multiple-entry visas, 
etc.). Moreover, holders of diplomatic passports are exempt from the visa requirement. 

                                          
1 EU-Schengen = AT, BE, CZ, DE, DK, EE, EL (GR), ES, FI, FR, HU, IT, LT, LU, LV, MT, NL, PL, PT, 
SE, SI, SK and 4 Non-EU associated countries: CH, NO, IS, LI. 
2 The agreements with Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
(FYROM), Montenegro and Serbia are less relevant today since citizens of these countries now 
benefit from visa-free entry into the Schengen area when holding a biometric passport. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2009:243:0001:0058:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexapi!prod!CELEXnumdoc&lg=EN&numdoc=32001R0539&model=guichett
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-12-1179_en.htm?locale=en
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What is the possible impact of additional flexibility in EU visa rules? 
Increasing tourism flows to the EU could have significant impact on the wider EU 
economy. Some research sheds light on potential benefits.  

According to Tourism Economics estimates based on different scenario's, the EU-Schengen 
area has the potential to gain between 8 and 46 million additional inbound international 
tourists by 2015 if the flexibility in the current visa rules is fully exploited, which could 
generate an additional income of between EUR 11-60 billion in international tourism 
receipts (exports) and create between 100 000 to 500 000 additional jobs directly in the 
tourism sector. According to these same Tourism Economics estimates, total job creation 
(including both indirect and induced impact) could reach between 200 000 and 1.1 million 
by 2015.  

Besides economic benefits, additional flexibility in the common visa policy could further 
facilitate people to people's contact, including for EU citizens to be joined by their visiting 
non-EU family members. 

What could be further improved? 
Visa procedures have been substantially improved under the Visa Code, however the 
optimal implementation of the Code has not yet been achieved across the board. 

Possible changes to the visa rules for bona fide travellers could lead to further 
improvements and additional opportunities. The first report on the implementation of the 
Visa Code, to be adopted in 2013, will look at options for: 

- streamlining and shortening the procedures (reconsidering all steps of the procedure 
including lodging of the visa application by intermediaries/travel agencies, and prior 
consultation); 

- clarifying the definition of the competent consulate for processing the visa application; 

- simplifying the application form; 

- simplifying the supporting documents requirements;  

- clarifying the rules on the issuing of multiple entry visas;  

- in order to enhance consular coverage, improving consular organisation and cooperation, 
e.g. by redefining the legal framework for Common Application Centres, facilitating the 
establishment of such centres and their functioning; 

- enhancing Local Schengen Cooperation in order to make it more efficient (see the 
recommendations made in the state of affairs report on Local Schengen Cooperation 
report adopted today - IP/12/1177). 

In addition, waiving of the visa requirement for citizens of third countries is of course the 
most effective visa facilitation. Such decision is proposed by the Commission on a case by 
case basis, on the basis of several criteria such as irregular migration, public policy and 
security, etc. The economic impact has not really been taken into consideration so far, but 
following todays' Communication, this factor could become more prominent in future 
assessments. 

Furthermore, travel facilitation arrangements based on new technologies will also play 
their part. The upcoming 'Smart Borders' initiative is one example to ensure smoother 
travel flows at EU's external borders. 

http://www.wttc.org/site_media/uploads/downloads/Visa_facilitation.pdf
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-12-1177_en.htm?locale=en
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- An overview of EU visa statistics - 

Detailed statistics are available on DG Home website. Here is a glance: 

Number of Schengen visas applied for and issued in Schengen States in 2011 

The number of applications for Schengen visas ('C visas') increases from year to year. In 
2009, 10,216,091 C visas were applied for. In 2010, the number was 11,812,352, an 
increase of 15.6% from the previous year. In 2011, 13,483,497 C visa applications were 
recorded, an increase of 14.1% from the previous year. The increase between 2009 and 
2011 was 32%. 

Schengen State Schengen visas applied for 
in 2011 

Schengen visas issued (incl. 
multiple entry visas) in 2011 

Austria 283.540 270.539 

Belgium 242.857 201.524 

Czech Republic 581.931 557.454 

Denmark 94.310 84.266 

Estonia 144.567 142.031 

Finland 1.259.643 1.244.681 

France 2.130.471 1.938.556 

Germany 1.707.197 1.588.594 

Greece 768.246 755.776 

Hungary 288.415 278.018 

Iceland 636 553 

Italy 1.516.237 1.445.746 

Latvia 163.309 156.307 

Lithuania 345.765 340.692 

Luxembourg 9.051 8.810 

Malta 33.858 31.108 

Netherlands 428.206 390.458 

Norway 151.071 138.497 

Poland 912.988 893.455 

Portugal 142.754 126.513 

Slovakia 71.313 69.681 

Slovenia 39.735 38.123 

Spain 1.518.641 1.337.992 

Sweden 220.567 192.489 

Switzerland 428.189 406.887 

TOTAL 13.483.497 12.638.750 

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/borders-and-visas/visa-policy/docs/overview_of_schengen_visa_statistics_2011_final_en.pdf
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In 2011, most Schengen visa applications came from… 

In 2011, the countries where most C visa applications were lodged were Russia (5.2 
million, 39% of total), Ukraine (1.1 million, 8%), China (1.1 million, 8%), Turkey (0.62 
million, 5%) and Belarus (0.58 million, 4%). 

 Number of 
Schengen visa 
applications 

Share of single 
entry visas 
issued 

Share of 
multiple 
entry 
visas 
issued 

Acceptance 
rate 

Refusal 
rate 

Russia 5.265.866 52,7% 47,3% 98,5% 1,5% 

Ukraine 1.142.732 64,5% 35,5% 96,7% 3,3% 

China 1.079.516 88,2% 11,8% 95,5% 4,5% 

Turkey 624.361 63,0% 37,0% 95,0% 5,0% 

Belarus 583.871 54,7% 45,3% 99,5% 0,5% 

India 499.954 53,8% 46,2% 93,1% 6,9% 

Morocco 359.657 59,6% 40,4% 88,5% 11,5% 

Algeria 311.167 68,0% 32,0% 72,6% 27,4% 

United 
Kingdom 

212.564 64,0% 36,0% 95,2% 4,8% 

Saudi Arabia 196.327 51,1% 48,9% 97,8% 2,2% 

Thailand 191.021 88,8% 11,2% 93,5% 6,5% 

South Africa 184.618 50,1% 49,9% 99,0% 1,0% 

Iran 182.876 80,1% 19,9% 83,1% 16,9% 

United Arab 
Emirates 

165.821 43,6% 56,4% 94,2% 5,8% 

Kazakhstan 121.578 82,0% 18,0% 96,9% 3,1% 

Egypt 121.106 68,2% 31,8% 89,8% 10,2% 

Indonesia 118.692 64,9% 35,1% 98,0% 2,0% 

Tunisia 115.151 67,3% 32,7% 86,6% 13,4% 

Colombia 112.445 70,8% 29,2% 88,6% 11,4% 

USA 104.603 62,5% 37,5% 96,4% 3,6% 
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The evolution in visa applications for the top 10 countries 

Between 2009 and 2011 visa applications increased by 80.7% in China, 62.4% in Russia, 
57.9% in Belarus and 51.6% in Saudi Arabia. Visa applications lodged in the top-10 
countries represented 66.3% of all applications lodged worldwide in 2009. The percentage 
increased to 71.3% in 2010 and 76.2% in 2011. 

 

  
2011 2010 2009 

Russia 5.265.866 4.222.551 3.241.940 

Ukraine 1.142.732 972.580 854.209 

China 1.079.516 824.860 597.430 

Turkey 624.361 559.946 484.209 

Belarus 583.871 433.102 369.842 

India 499.954 444.562 364.408 

Morocco 359.657 330.218 269.875 

Algeria 311.167 263.794 267.460 

United 
Kingdom 

212.564 198.046 191.178 

Saudi Arabia 196.327 170.029 137.548 

TOTAL  13.483.497 11.812.352 10.216.091 
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