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This article reflects on the relations between the European Union (EU) and India. It questions whether the 

strategic partnership between the EU and India is truly strategic, by looking at their position in international 

organisations and at their views about multilateral governance. The article points to the EU‘s and India‘s different 

views about the principles and values that are to be upheld in global governance, about their different positions in 

the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and the United Nations (UN), with special attention to the voting behaviour 

of India and the EU at the UN General Assembly (UNGA), and to the explanations for the lack of voting cohesion 

between the EU and India.   

Relations between India and the EU date back to the early 1960s. The 1994 Cooperation Agreement governs 

the current relations and resulted in sectoral dialogues, frequent ministerial meetings and annual summits between 

the parties. In 2004 the EU-India strategic partnership was launched, reflecting the increasing importance of India 

for the EU. In 2005 a Joint Action Plan was launched (and revised in 2008) in order to realise the full potential of 

this partnership in the areas of main interest for the EU and India. Over the past two decades the EU-India 
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partnership has developed from a merely development-oriented partnership to a partnership with a clear focus on 

trade and economics, but with the engagement between both partners also gradually expanding from the economic 

to the political and security realms (Bava, 2008, 2010; Jain, 2007; Grevi and Khandekar, 2011). India is for the 

moment the EU‘s eight largest trading partner, accountable for approximately 2,5% of total EU trade, while the 

EU is the largest trading partner of India representing 19% of India's exports and 14% of its imports (European 

Commission, DG Trade). Building on this relationship, the EU and India intend to increase their trade in goods, 

services and investment through the establishment of a Free Trade Agreement (FTA), which is the subject of 

negotiations that were launched in 2007. 

Despite these developments, the EU-India strategic partnership is considered as neither comprehensive nor 

strategic (Renard, 2011). The EU-India strategic partnership currently has failed to make progress in any 

significant way, as both parties do not seem to have managed to agree on a narrowed down and manageable set of 

strategic priorities  (Khandekar, 2011), basically making the status of the EU and India as ‗strategic partner‘ a 

rhetorical facade.  

This also becomes obvious when looking at the EU‘s and India‘s stance with regard to multilateral 

governance. First of all, mirroring other BRICS countries and emerging powers, India has different views on 

global governance issues and multilateralism than the EU (Bava 2011; Keukeleire and Bruyninckx, 2011; 

Keukeleire, Mattlin, Hooijmaaijers, et al., 2011). India strongly supports respect for national sovereignty and 

prefers legally non-binding commitments agreed by consensus, while the EU is in general a strong proponent of 

international legally binding commitments as well as powerful international regimes. The EU encourages social 

protection, respect for the environment and human rights, while India is rather reluctant to let its economic growth 

and development be limited by concerns about these issues. The EU is in general pleased with the current system 

of multilateral governance, as the EU or European countries have privileged positions in various of the main 

international organisations (such as the UN Security Council, the WTO, the IMF and the WB); India is 

underrepresented, though, in the dominant international organisations and seeks to increase its international 

influence through various newly emerging power alliances (such as the BRICS, IBSA and BASIC).  

Secondly, the positions of Brussels and New Delhi within the World Trade Organization (WTO) do not point 

to a true strategic partnership either. Despite the negotiations on a bilateral Free Trade Agreement between both 

parties, India and the EU are often at loggerheads in the WTO on concrete dossiers of international trade, for 

example in areas that are highly important for India‘s economy including agriculture, textiles and services 

(Baroowa, 2007). Moreover, India opposes an inclusion of core labour standards in WTO negotiations and, 

similarly, it opposes linking trade with environmental issues (Ibid: 740).  

Thirdly, we can find a similar trend of diverging positions and interests between India and the EU in the UN 

framework. In the main body of the UN, the Security Council, India had experienced that it could not count on the 
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full support of the EU and its member states for institutional reforms, in order to gain a permanent seat in the UN 

Security Council (Ibid, 2007). On environmental issues, in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC), the 2009 Copenhagen meeting showed a lack of a true strategic partnership between the EU 

and India. India negotiated a deal together with the US and other emerging powers such as China, Brazil and 

South Africa, hence sidelining the EU (Hallding et al., 2011; Keukeleire and Bruyninckx, 2011). The divergence 

also appears with regard to foreign policy issues at the UN General Assembly (UNGA), which we now assess in 

somewhat more detail. 

Our recent research on the voting behaviour at the UNGA in the period 2004-2010 illustrates to what extent 

and on which issues India and the 27 EU member states cast identical votes. We have to take into account in this 

respect that a large majority of resolutions in the UNGA are adopted with consensus (Hooijmaaijers, 2011; 

Hooijmaaijers and Keukeleire, 2012). An analysis of the voting cohesion demonstrates that in case of full EU 

cohesion (i.e. when all EU member states cast the same vote), the voting cohesion per annual UNGA session 

between the 27 EU member states and India varies from 43% to 53%. This means that, overall, in half of the 

resolutions voted upon during an annual UN General Assembly session the EU member states and India casted 

split votes.  

An issue-based analysis shows some differences in the degree of voting cohesion in several issue areas. On 

international security issues, the extent of agreement between the 27 EU member states and India in case of EU 

consensus fluctuates between 20 and 47 percent. As there are rather significant differences between the various 

years, it is hard to draw clear conclusions from these data. Nevertheless, we can observe that in the vast majority 

of the UNGA resolutions concerning international security both parties cast split votes. In case of full EU 

consensus on UNGA resolutions about human rights and development issues, the EU member states and India 

casted identical votes in approximately 30 percent of the resolutions voted upon. The only exception in this case is 

the year 2005, when both parties voted as one in 47 percent of the resolutions adopted with vote. India and the 

member states of the EU casted split votes on, for example, the human rights situation in the Democratic Republic 

of Congo, Iran, Myanmar and North Korea. Except for the year 2005, these findings are in line with data from 

other researchers such as Gowan and Brantner (2010: 4), who illuminated that on human rights issues at the UN, 

India casted identical votes with the EU in 25% of the cases when there is full EU cohesion. This limited degree 

of identical votes casted on resolutions about human rights at the UNGA indicates that both parties can hardly be 

seen as like-minded partners on this theme.  

These findings are worrying for the EU and for its ambition to project its values as a normative power (see 

Manners, 2002; Whitman, 2011). The EU considers human rights issues as highly important in its foreign policy 

and easily assumes that this position is shared by other democratic countries in the world. However, the data 

demonstrate that the EU significantly differs on these issues with an important country that the EU not only has 
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designated as a strategic partner, but that it also perceives as a full-fledged democracy. The observation that India 

and the 27 EU member states do not cast identical votes on human rights issues in the UNGA can be explained by 

India‘s strong preference to respect the national sovereignty of third countries and to uphold the principles of non-

intervention and equality between nations. These principles or values are considered more important than the 

promotion of human rights and democracy which - at least in the EU‘s formal discourse - figure at the top of the 

EU‘s priorities (Kumar, 2008). The launch of the EU-India strategic partnership in 2004 so far does not seem to 

have helped the EU and India to overcome their different approaches.  

Equally problematic for the EU is that it suffers from ‗weak visibility and low profile‘ in India (Jain and 

Pandey, 2010: 207) and that its image in India (and other non-European countries) is less positive than often 

assumed in Europe. The EU is not perceived as a central factor in India‘s foreign and security policy, which 

reflects the lack of common strategic interest between the two partners, the low visibility of the EU, and the 

greater importance of bilateral relations with some of the largest EU states and with other major powers and the 

US in particular (Bava, 2010; Novotny, 2011). Perhaps even worse for the EU is that public opinion surveys 

illuminate that the external image of the EU is in decline and that, in 2012, only 21 percent of the Indian 

population had a favourable attitude towards the EU (PEW Research Center, 2012).  

The Indian perception of the EU can be seen as another major indicator that, at this moment, one can hardly 

speak of a true partnership, let alone a strategic partnership, between both parties. It is doubtful whether India and 

the EU will be able to move their ‗strategic partnership‘ to a qualitatively higher level by the time they will 

celebrate its 10
th
 anniversary. There is a risk that this anniversary will be celebrated by further expanding the 

scope of their cooperation or by further upgrading the label of the partnership - as a facade for the lack of a 

genuine strategic partnership. A more fruitful way forward may be that India and the EU select a limited number 

of strategically important issues and goals, with both partners accepting firm commitment and agreeing on the 

concrete steps to provide the other with strategic support to achieve these goals. This may require from the EU 

that it questions and surpasses its self-image as a morally superior normative power and shows more active 

interest in what India and other Asian countries consider as essential in their foreign policy and in the partnership 

with Europe.  
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