
The European Border and Coast Guard 
Agency, Frontex, trains professionals from 
European Union and Schengen member 
states in maritime border safety at Aboa 
Mare Training Centre. Training, focussed 
on rescues in the Baltic Sea areas at Aboa 
Mare, is often conducted in close co-
operation with the Finnish Coast Guard.

FRONTEX BORDER SURVEILLANCE TRAINING
Frontex was established in 2004. Before 
that, ad-hoc centres administered border 
management. The reason for establishing 
Frontex was an increased focus on 
migration, asylum seekers and security 
within the EU. With an increased workload 
on the Southern sea borders, a need for 
international co-operation increased. 
One of Frontex’s tasks is to ensure safe 
navigation in coastal areas and ports.

Frontex arranges three or four Maritime 
Border Surveillance Officer-courses every 
year. Aboa Mare’s co-operation with 

Frontex on training began five years ago. 
Frontex training is now mainly conducted 
as simulator exercises, focusing on 
various aspects of managing sea areas. 
The expertise of both parties has since 
developed and deepened. The aim of the 
training was to enable controlling and 
safeguarding the movement of people in 
the maritime regions of the EU. 

One reason for this is that maritime 
rescue operations have become more 
common. Because of the large number 
of overfilled and poorly-equipped boats 
carrying asylum-seekers and refugees in the 
Mediterranean, cooperation became the 
only way to accomplish marine operations.

The course consists of three parts, the 
last of which is largely practical, and realised 
in Aboa Mare's simulator centre. Aboa 
Mare’s focus in the simulator training was 
on leadership, i.e. on practical skills in crisis 
situations. Leadership skills were needed 
at the scene of an accident, and also in  

other critical situations. The Norwegian 
government’s Joint Rescue Coordination 
centre (JRCC) plays a key role in coordinating 
rescues among various countries in these 
situations, and the need for practising 
cooperation increases in international 
operations. The JRCC is responsible for the 
pre-screening of passengers from air and 
sea carriers through its central hub.

The importance of fast and efficient 
rescue operations is further emphasized in 
northern latitudes because of low seawater 
temperatures. Casualties must be located 
quickly since the risk for hypothermia is 
imminent, e.g. in the Baltic Sea, even during 
the summer months.  

The aim of the training has been to train 
and improve the co-operation between the 
authorities of different member states and 
focuses on communication between the 
involved parties. Another important aim is 
to test the suitability and interconnectivity 
of different technical equipment. The 
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training takes advantage of Aboa Mare's 
simulator facilities that have been found to 
be excellent for these requirements.

So far two courses with 15-20 participants 
have taken place, and included  experts 
in navigation and in aviation among the 
participants. Member states also organise 
their border safety in different ways, 
which is one reason why the background 
of the participants varies considerably. 
Participants include, for example,  police 
officers, border safety professionals, 
helicopter and aircraft pilots, sea captains 
and mates, immigration officers and so 
on. The participants arrive from member 
states such as France, Greece, Italy, Poland, 
Portugal, Romania, Sweden and Finland. 
The trainers are maritime border security 
experts are also from different member 
states. 

SIMULATED OPERATIONS TAKING 
ADVANTAGE OF STATE OF THE ART 
TECHNOLOGY  
Aboa Mare Training Centre has a long history 
of co-operation with different authorities, 
not least with the Finnish Coast Guard. Aboa 
Mare had already begun search and rescue 
(SAR) as well as on scene coordinator (OSC) 
training before the disasterous sinking of 
the passenger ship Estonia  in the Baltic Sea 

in  1994. The training has been conducted 
in co-operation with the Coast Guard and 
ship officers. In addition, representatives 
from ports, such as medical personnel 
and helicopter landing facilities, have 
participated in rescue training. 

We believe that the long co-operation 
between Aboa Mare and the Finnish Coast 
Guard as well as the suitable simulator 
environment lies behind choosing us for 
the training. All the operations that the 
authorities use for border surveillance 
at sea are practised in the full mission 
simulators. In addition, common routines 
that the authorities from different states 
use to save people in distress are practised. 
In simulators, it is possible to practise and 
solve different highly realistic scenarios.

The skills developed in the training will 
be used in various maritime operations in 
which Frontex participates. One example of 
a skill is the safeguarding of the maritime 
borders in the Mediterranean Sea, for 
which skills acquired from simulator 
exercises are then maintained with annual 
joint simulator exercises.

In the simulator exercises, the variety 
of practices used in the Mediterranean 
are opened up for scrutiny. Common 
debriefing sessions after the exercises 
make it possible for the representatives of 

different authorities and different member 
states to discuss procedures and to get an 
understanding of different ways to perform 
in challenging missions. Based on the 
shared experiences and feedback obtained, 
it is then possible to establish best practices. 
Also, the language of command must be 
practised. The best practices can then be 
used in exercises, tested further and later 
implemented for wider operational use. 

Participating organisations can follow 
staff training exercises in the simulators 
on-line and in real time. The web page 
shows a chart of the training area as well as 
vessel data in the form of AIS-information. 
In a chat box on the page, additional data 
can be given from the MRCC or the vessel 
in distress, for example, to keep tabs on 
training outcomes. VHF-radio traffic is also 
transmitted in real time. 

Sometimes  Twitter and Facebook are 
included in the exercises, since nowadays 
these channels of information have been 
found to be useful; not least because 
passengers often post pictures etc. from 
the scenes of accidents. 

FUTURE PROSPECTS
The focus of Aboa Mare and the Finnish 
Coast Guard’s co-operation is now shifting 
from the conditions of the Baltic Sea to 
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the challenging Arctic areas. Co-operation 
between the eight Arctic countries will 
develop common sea rescue practices for 
these regions. 

The work is focussed on a two-year project: 
the Arctic Coast Guard Forum. As both 
cruise and cargo vessels are getting bigger, 
the need to provide assistance for those in 
distress becomes greater. In remote areas, 
efficient integration of available resources is 
also crucial. Frontex, the Arctic Coast Guard 
Forum and the Finnish Coast Guard Academy  
– together with Aboa Mare – are developing 
best practices for safe navigation as well as for 
SAR-operations in the Arctic waters.

The European Maritime Safety Agency’s 
project SafeMed IV focuses on safety, 
security and pollution prevention in the 
Mediterranean. As part of the project, Aboa 

Mare trains VTS operators from non-EU states 
in the region. 

New methods for controlling vessels 
and their cargoes, when under way or in 
port whether loading or discharging, are 
being developed. New methods become 
unavoidable when vessel control is 
transferred to shore centres via autonomous 
ships, when handling shipping documents is 
digitalized and when the authorities move 
to digitalized procedures in shipping. If a 
vessel is unmanned, who guarantees that the 
cargo is not dangerous for the ports and the 
cargo handlers in them? The importance of 
cybersecurity is also becoming recognized by 
the maritime industry. 

New technological advances bring 
training needs with them. A test area 
for autonomous ships has already been 

established in Finland, and it is self-
evident that remotely-operated ships will 
call for training with simulators, as well 
as for developing simulator technology 
further. Implementing artificial intelligence 
on vessels must also be tested in traffic 
situations involving manned and unmanned 
vessels. This can safely be done only in 
simulators, preferably by connecting several 
training centres for common exercises. It 
is becoming clear that simulated  remote 
control ship exercises will also soon be 
asked for. 
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ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION

Aboa Mare offers degree and continuing 
education for the maritime industry. The 
maritime education and training centre in 
Turku was founded in 1813. In addition, 
Aboa Mare offers continuing education for 
both professional seafarers and boaters. 
The training centre provides safe and 
environmentally sustainable training. The 
education and training on offer makes use 
of the simulators developed by Aboa Mare. 
Our simulation department consists of 
10 ship bridge simulators: engine control 
room simulator, VTS-simulator, Navis DP-
simulator and GMDSS simulator. The first 
rate simulators are used also for different 
R&D projects. 

ENQUIRIES

Emails: Ossi.Westila@novia.fi,
Peter.Bjorkroth@novia.fi
Website: www.aboamare.fi

Participating organisations can follow training exercises on line and in real time in "the cloud"
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