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Abstract
Aim: This study examines the opportunities available to individual countries to 
act jointly and effectively against cross-border crime, with particular emphasis 
on the potential embedded in education.
Methodology: In addition to the legislation, recommendations, and best prac-
tices related to CEPOL’s functioning, the study presents European Union law 
enforcement training based on the author’s personal experience.
Findings: Beyond tracing the development and operation of CEPOL, the study 
provides insights into why a unified European law enforcement training system 
is important and necessary.
Value: The paper is practice-oriented and seeks to offer a comprehensive over-
view of CEPOL’s role and history.
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Introduction

In the 21st century, there is no longer any doubt that criminal activities have 
long transcended national borders, and even continents. Just as globalization 
has advanced and become dominant in the economy, crime has also become 
a global phenomenon, as it is nothing more than another means of generating 
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profit. Consequently, if success is to be achieved in the field of law enforcement, 
a form of globalization must also be pursued there. This requires cooperation 
between states (continents, communities of nations). Once again, this is a case 
of law enforcement following in the footsteps of crime: the crossing of borders 
by crime preceded that of law enforcement. It is in the fundamental interest 
of every country to strengthen international cooperation, both in practical law 
enforcement and in the science of law enforcement. The former entails the ex-
change and flow of information, while the latter involves the development of 
unified standards for complex investigative and detection procedures. Such ob-
jectives can only be realized through broad-based intergovernmental cooperation.

This study explores the role played by CEPOL in enabling joint and effective 
action against cross-border crime, with particular emphasis on the opportuni-
ties offered by education.

The Establishment of the European Union Agency for Law En-
forcement Training (CEPOL)

Common challenges and shared responsibilities made unified action necessary 
not only in operational terms but also in the field of training. As borders opened 
and unique forms of crime became exportable, a demand emerged not only for 
information exchange and joint action but also for law enforcement profession-
als to exchange their knowledge, thereby enabling more effective action against 
cross-border crime. It was in response to this demand that the idea of a unified 
European police training system was conceived.

The primary aim of establishing the European Police College (CEPOL) was 
to provide training for senior officers of EU Member States, supplementing na-
tional training with Union-level knowledge and best practices. One of the major 
achievements of the European Union is the freedom of movement, a right grant-
ed to all EU citizens. However, this also facilitated the free and uncontrolled 
movement of crime and offenders, which could only be effectively countered 
through closer cooperation among the police forces of Member States. This 
underscored the importance of creating an academy capable of offering Euro-
pean-level solutions in the areas of law enforcement, crime prevention, public 
order, and public security – particularly with regard to cross-border aspects – 
while supporting the exchange of experience among Member States as well as 
research and scientific work.

A key objective of CEPOL is to familiarize the national police forces of the 
Member States with the possibilities of cross-border police cooperation, since 
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successful collaboration requires that Member States understand precisely what 
they can expect from their partners and within which legal and organizational 
frameworks they can work together. The deepening of international and EU le-
gal knowledge is also among its central goals.

The creation of a common European dimension for police training was decid-
ed by the European Council in 1999, and with Council Decision 2000/820/JHA, 
the European Police College was formally established. In 2001, CEPOL began 
operating as a network of police training institutions from EU Member States, 
with its Secretariat temporarily located in Copenhagen, Denmark. At that time, 
the Academy had neither a budget nor legal personality; its courses were organ-
ized from the human and financial resources of the Member States themselves.

The acronym CEPOL derives from the French Collège Européen de Police. 
The official English designation of the organization is European Police College, 
in Hungarian Európai Rendőrakadémia.

During the course of the Academy’s operation, it became evident that in or-
der to enhance efficiency, the organization needed its own budget and legal 
personality. Consequently, by Council Decision 2004/566/JHA, CEPOL was 
transformed into a European Union agency, while retaining its network-based 
operational character.

In its current form, since 1 July 2016, it has operated under the name Euro-
pean Union Agency for Law Enforcement Training, while keeping the acro-
nym CEPOL.

The network, which was transformed into an EU agency as of 1 January 2006, 
had previously maintained its permanent seat in Bramshill (United Kingdom). 
It was a significant achievement for Hungary when, in 2014, CEPOL was suc-
cessfully relocated to our country; since then, its headquarters have been based 
in Budapest. Our commitment to the organization has remained unwavering, 
and Hungary—recognizing that in the field of law enforcement priorities, train-
ing and the exchange of experience among Member States must play a promi-
nent role, and that independent, EU-level law enforcement education is indis-
pensable—continues to support CEPOL’s work. This support is reflected in the 
provision of a new, modern headquarters better suited to contemporary needs, 
while acknowledging the Agency’s achievements to date.

The Structure and Functioning of CEPOL

As previously noted, CEPOL operates both as a European Union agency and as a 
network of law enforcement training institutions of the Member States. This dual 
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nature is also reflected in its organizational structure. The Agency component 
of the Academy is located in Budapest and is headed by the Executive Director.

The decision-making body of CEPOL is the Management Board, composed 
of delegates—typically directors—of the law enforcement training institutions 
of the Member States. Each EU Member State is represented by one member 
with voting rights. The Chair of the Management Board is always provided by 
the country holding the rotating Presidency of the European Union. The Exec-
utive Director of the Agency reports to the Management Board on the Agen-
cy’s activities.

Figure 1
Decision-Making Body of CEPOL

Note. C EPOL

Key components of the organization are the National Contact Points (NCPs), 
responsible for coordinating and harmonizing work among the Member States, 
as well as the working groups, which are tasked with developing CEPOL’s pro-
grammes and training activities, and designing new initiatives.

All EU Member States are members of CEPOL, with associated countries 
participating without voting rights. CEPOL training courses are generally or-
ganized by national law enforcement training institutions that have concluded 
framework agreements with the Agency. In Hungary, the International Train-
ing Centre (ITC) has entered into such an agreement with CEPOL. The CEPOL 
Hungarian National Unit operates within the ITC, serving both as the National 
Contact Point for Hungary and as the body delegating Hungary’s voting member 
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to the Management Board. In simplified terms, the Management Board takes the 
decisions, the Agency is responsible for their implementation, and the Member 
States organize the training activities. In legal terms, CEPOL is represented by 
the Executive Director. The official working language of the Agency is English.

The Management Board currently meets twice a year. It discusses all matters 
requiring a decision, including work programmes, budgets, and new initiatives, 
and hears reports from the Agency and other experts. Between meetings, writ-
ten procedures are used to decide on issues requiring a resolution. The appoint-
ment, extension of mandate, and dismissal of the Executive Director also fall 
within the competence of the Management Board. The Executive Director leads 
the Agency, manages daily operations, supports the work of the Management 
Board and the Member States, and is responsible for the implementation of the 
budget. The Agency drafts the annual budget and work programme, reports, 
proposals, and agreements, which are submitted to the Management Board for 
discussion and/or approval. The Agency coordinates the implementation of the 
approved work programme, provides logistical support to the Member States 
for the organization of training courses, arranges online programmes, and hosts 
seminars and meetings.

From an operational perspective, the National Contact Points play a key role 
in the organization, as they are responsible for national-level tasks related to 
CEPOL. Staff working there coordinate applications for training, travel arrange-
ments for participants from their Member State, involvement in the exchange 
programme or other initiatives, and the organization of seminars awarded to their 
country. They cooperate with contact points in other Member States, ensuring the 
proper day-to-day functioning of the network. Representatives of the National 
Contact Points generally meet twice a year, similar to the Management Board.

CEPOL’s core mission is therefore law enforcement training and responding 
proactively to current challenges arising from international crime. In formulat-
ing its long-term strategy as well as in designing specific training programmes, 
the Agency must take into account the principles, recommendations, and objec-
tives set out in EU-level professional and political programmes and documents, 
as well as the risks and threats identified therein. Within this professional and 
political framework, CEPOL develops its various training and educational ac-
tivities year by year (annual programme) and continuously enhances its service, 
educational, and expert potential in line with the needs of the Member States.

CEPOL training activities can be grouped into three main categories. The 
largest group consists of seminars, courses, and conferences, of which approx-
imately 100–150 are organized annually by the Member States and the Agen-
cy. These training events place strong emphasis on the European dimension: in 
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addition to the host country, at least three supporting countries and several EU 
institutions participate in their delivery, thereby fostering European-level, col-
lective thinking. Typically attended by 25–30 participants, these courses pro-
vide significant added value by enabling professionals working in the same field 
to meet in person, discuss problems and challenges, and share best practices.

The second major category comprises online training formats (webinars, e-les-
sons, e-workshops, online modules). While they lack the added value of per-
sonal interaction inherent in traditional seminars, they offer the advantage of 
being recorded and accessible for later viewing, and they allow for a much 
larger number of participants at a time. Furthermore, they are cost-effective, as 
there are no expenses for travel, accommodation, or subsistence: participants 
can join directly from their own offices, and their absence from work is usually 
limited to only a few hours.

The third category of training is the exchange programme, which is unsurpris-
ingly one of CEPOL’s most popular products. The Agency pairs applicants ac-
cording to their professional fields, enabling them to undertake one-week study 
visits to each other’s organizations. The programme fosters closer ties between 
professionals working in the same area and offers the opportunity to become 
acquainted with the capacities and methods of other countries.

The Agency classifies training topics into various categories and prioritizes 
them in line with European Union guidelines. CEPOL continuously monitors 
crime trends and, based on the findings as well as proposals from the Mem-
ber States, compiles the priority training themes. These include, among others:
•	 Serious and organised crime
•	 Cybercrime
•	 Public order and crime prevention
•	 Strategic management for senior police officers
•	 Counter-terrorism
•	 International missions / Civil crisis management
•	 International police cooperation and information exchange

An overview of the above training categories clearly shows that CEPOL’s activ-
ities cover almost the entire spectrum of law enforcement. Beyond courses fo-
cusing on specific, specialized areas (e.g., targeted searches or cybercrime), the 
Agency offers high-level, up-to-date training and cooperation opportunities for 
professionals working in European countries in leadership, research, scientific, 
crime prevention, police medical, and human rights fields. For Hungarian police 
officers, customs officials, civil servants, as well as colleagues engaged in ed-
ucation and research, CEPOL provides a comprehensive, high-quality training 
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portfolio that meets nearly all needs. This portfolio offers excellent opportuni-
ties to acquire the latest international practical and research knowledge, to be-
come familiar with emerging criminal and public order trends, and to achieve 
European-level networking and partnership objectives.

Regardless of the type of training, the aim remains the same: to strengthen 
European law enforcement cooperation and to enhance professional expertise.

Figure 2
CEPOL–ITC DVI Training 2023

Note. CEPOL

The target group of CEPOL training courses previously consisted primarily of 
senior police officers, as involving the leadership was considered more effec-
tive than training the broader staff given the limited number of participants. To-
day, this is only partly true, since the emergence of new training formats and the 
changing needs and expectations towards CEPOL have led to a transformation 
of the target audience. Taking advantage of the opportunities offered by online 
courses, many frontline police officers have also come into contact with the 
Agency. Moreover, by incorporating proposals from Member States and other 
institutions, CEPOL now provides training for professionals working in other 
areas of law enforcement, alongside or together with police officers.
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In the globalized world of the 21st century, the growing effectiveness and risks 
of cross-border crime and terrorism continuously pose renewed challenges to 
international and European law enforcement agencies as well as to Europe-
an political leadership. These challenges demand adequate and up-to-date re-
sponses not only from individual European states and institutions but also from 
organizations responsible for law enforcement training at the European level.

In response to these challenges, the European Union Agency for Law Enforce-
ment Training (CEPOL), which plays a leading role in the field of European law 
enforcement training, adopts a strategy for each programming cycle and, at the 
level of specific training programmes (courses/seminars, online modules) as 
well as individual projects (working groups, the creation of an expert database, 
etc.), proactively addresses the current challenges arising from international 
crime. In formulating both its long-term strategy and its specific training pro-
grammes, the Agency must take into account the principles, recommendations, 
and objectives set out in European Union professional and political programmes 
and documents, as well as the risks and threats identified therein. Within this 
professional and political framework, the Agency designs its various training 
and educational activities year by year (annual programme) and continuously 
develops its service, educational, and expert potential in line with the needs of 
the Member States—enhanced since 2013 by the establishment of a lecturer–
presenter–researcher database.

Among the most significant European professional and political documents 
shaping training programmes, those of greatest importance for CEPOL include 
the Stockholm Programme, the Treaty of Lisbon, Europol’s Serious and Organ-
ised Crime Threat Assessment (SOCTA), and the priorities set out within EM-
PACT. In previous years as well, CEPOL based the design of its annual training 
portfolio on earlier documents of a similar profile that preceded these. In addition, 
CEPOL takes into account and evaluates further guidelines and recommenda-
tions contained in documents issued by various political and professional bodies 
and institutions of the European Union (e.g., the Standing Committee on Oper-
ational Cooperation on Internal Security – COSI, the European Council, etc.).

CEPOL’s strategic programme, as well as its annual programmes, are devel-
oped transparently and democratically, taking into consideration professional 
and political expectations. On the one hand, the drafting of the programmes 
and the preparation of the final documents are carried out with the involvement 
of European political and professional organizations—including the Europe-
an Commission, Europol, various EU agencies and networks such as ENFSI 
(European Network of Forensic Science Institutes). On the other hand, before 
decisions are taken, the CEPOL Management Board also considers the needs 
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and proposals put forward at the level of the Member States, which are integrat-
ed into the Agency’s professional programmes in accordance with established 
democratic mechanisms.

Outlook

CEPOL is a developing European Union agency that continuously improves the 
quality and range of its services in line with European legislative obligations and 
the needs of the Member States. CEPOL strives to become the Union’s central 
hub for law enforcement training, equipping law enforcement personnel with 
the skills required to prevent and combat the crime of today and tomorrow. Its 
strategic goal is to foster a common law enforcement culture through training 
and to promote the accreditation of vocational law enforcement education. In 
addition, as a modern EU agency, it also seeks to set an example in organiza-
tional management.

With regard to forms of European cooperation, it can be observed that the 
common institutions are composed of European countries sharing similar traits 
and historical, social, and cultural development. Due to their criminal situations 
and geographical location, these countries exert a direct influence on one an-
other’s security environment, and their public safety responsibilities are there-
fore closely interconnected. They have rightly recognized this interdependence 
and the need to coordinate their activities accordingly, since common problems 
require joint solutions based on cooperation among those concerned. Beyond 
geographical factors, it is also of great importance to recognize that in today’s 
fast-paced, IT-driven world, personal relationships are vital in the field of po-
lice cooperation. Joint work carried out in direct, physical collaboration helps 
dismantle prejudices and strengthen trust among partners, and in recent years 
has contributed to the dismantling of numerous criminal organizations and the 
resolution of many cases.

The future, both in Europe and globally, points towards increasingly close 
cooperation.

Perhaps the most fitting way to summarize why it is so essential for coopera-
tion among countries to remain uninterrupted is through the words of a former 
CEPOL Executive Director.
‘In many respects, the future of Europe depends on whether we are able to 

meet the security challenges arising in the field of home affairs and justice, and 
whether we can address the threat of cross-border crime. The dynamism of Eu-
ropean Union agencies such as Europol, Frontex, and Eurojust compels CEPOL 
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to keep pace with them and to support their law enforcement efforts. Further-
more, the renewal of CEPOL is strongly encouraged by the implementation of 
the Treaty of Lisbon and the launch of the Stockholm Programme’s action plan.

In the coming years—within the evolving framework of international law en-
forcement cooperation—ever greater expectations can be anticipated with re-
gard to European police training. The creation of European training systems 
is one of the objectives that promotes a shift in teaching and learning from a 
quantitative to a qualitative approach. In line with this trend, CEPOL must have 
a jointly developed and clearly articulated strategy. (…)

In our conviction, the CEPOL network will function as a European law en-
forcement training centre and knowledge base characterized by the highest lev-
el of international excellence.’ 1

Dr Ferenc Bánfi
Executive Director of CEPOL

Conclusion

Crime knows no borders and is constantly evolving, and law enforcement must 
adapt to new trends and patterns. This includes understanding the dynamics 
of serious and organised crime, terrorism, and other emerging threats such as 
cross-border and hybrid challenges.

With technological advancement, law enforcement agencies must keep pace 
with new tools and methods, ranging from cybersecurity measures to advanced 
forensic techniques.

At the same time, law enforcement personnel at the European level often come 
from an ageing workforce, and they must both understand and apply new tech-
nologies, which requires further investment in training.

Law enforcement and training activities are a shared responsibility, and last-
ing results can only be achieved through cooperation and mutual support. Di-
alogue, the exchange of experience, new approaches, and the application of 
modern training methods are therefore of key importance.

For effective cross-border cooperation, there is an increasing need to establish 
a common EU law enforcement culture that applies all systems and coopera-
tion mechanisms created at Union level, including the sharing of best practices 
through joint capacity-building activities.

1	 Quality Approach, Quality Training – CEPOL Publication, 2010
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Promoting lifelong learning for law enforcement officials may also require a 
new approach at the EU level.

A thorough and comprehensive assessment of current trends and the present 
situation would enable the creation of a Union-wide framework that supports 
responses tailored to actual needs and, potentially, the mutual recognition of 
learning outcomes, acknowledging qualifications acquired through any form 
of education and training.

Figure 3
13th Meeting of the CEPOL Management Board, 2024, Budapest

Note. CEPOL
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