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IE The Indian Express | MAINS RELEVANCE: GS Paper 2 |

🎤
INTERVIEW ANGLE

"India and the EU have signed their first comprehensive Security and Defence Partnership.
Does this represent a meaningful shift in India's strategic autonomy, or is it a tactical
alignment that India can sustain alongside its partnerships with Russia and China? What are
the structural drivers and limits of India-EU strategic convergence?"

🗞️  WHY IN NEWS

At the 16th EU-India Summit on January 27, 2026, India and the EU signed their first-ever Security and

Defence Partnership — the EU’s third in Asia after Japan and South Korea — with EU leaders attending

India’s 77th Republic Day as chief guests and a joint strategic agenda “Towards 2030” adopted alongside.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TIMING

That the EU leaders served as chief guests at India’s 77th Republic Day was more than protocol. The Republic

Day chief guest is a carefully chosen diplomatic signal — France’s President was invited when France and

India were launching their strategic partnership; US President Barack Obama’s attendance in 2015 signalled

the post-nuclear deal relationship reset. The EU leadership’s invitation signals India’s recognition of the EU as

a geopolitical pole, not merely a trading arrangement.

The 16th EU-India Summit (each summit is numbered, tracking the cadence of engagement over decades)

came at a moment of profound geopolitical flux:

Russia’s war in Ukraine has pushed European defence spending to post-Cold War highs and fractured

the EU’s energy-Russia relationship permanently

China’s military build-up in the South China Sea and its support for Russia has consolidated a Western

consensus against Chinese hegemony

The United States under its current administration has signalled ambiguity about its European

commitments — pushing EU members toward greater strategic self-reliance
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India’s rise as the world’s most populous nation and 5th largest economy has made it an essential

partner for any global power seeking to balance in Asia

In this context, the India-EU Security and Defence Partnership is not a surprise — it is an inevitable outcome

of converging strategic interests.

WHAT THE PARTNERSHIP DOES — AND DOES NOT DO

What it does: The partnership institutionalises what had previously been episodic and informal. Annual

ministerial dialogues, structured cooperation on maritime security and cyber threats, and the commitment to

negotiate a Security of Information Agreement (which would enable classified intelligence sharing) create

durable mechanisms that persist beyond any individual government.

The maritime security pillar is particularly significant. The EU operates EUNAVFOR Atalanta — an anti-

piracy mission in the Gulf of Aden and Indian Ocean since 2008. India coordinates counter-piracy

independently. A formalised framework would allow joint exercises, shared maritime domain awareness, and

potentially coordinated patrols — building towards what strategic planners call “integration of maritime public

goods” in the Indian Ocean Region.

What it does not do: This is not a mutual defence pact. The EU has no collective defence obligation

comparable to NATO’s Article 5. Article 42.7 of the Lisbon Treaty contains a solidarity clause — but it is far

weaker and subject to interpretation. India and the EU are not committing to come to each other’s military

defence. This is a partnership for cooperation, not a security umbrella.

Crucially, the partnership does not constrain India’s relationships with Russia or China. India can — and does

— maintain significant economic, energy, and defence ties with Russia (Indian oil imports from Russia

reached record levels during the Ukraine conflict; India’s S-400 systems remain operational). The partnership

does not require India to choose.

THE STRATEGIC AUTONOMY TEST

India’s foreign policy doctrine — called “strategic autonomy” or informally “multi-alignment” — holds that

India should maintain relationships with all major powers and not be in permanent alliance with any single

bloc. This is not non-alignment in the Cold War sense (India was effectively closer to the Soviet Union than to

the US despite formal non-alignment) — it is a conscious choice to accumulate relationships, extract

maximum benefits from multiple partnerships, and preserve freedom of manoeuvre.

The EU partnership fits this doctrine:

India can have a defence partnership with the EU and simultaneously buy Russian oil

India can be in the Quad (with the US, Japan, Australia) and simultaneously be in the SCO (with

Russia, China)

India can have a CEPA with the UAE and simultaneously negotiate a CEPA with the EU
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The test of strategic autonomy is not whether India has partnerships — it is whether India can act

independently when its interests diverge from partners. India has repeatedly demonstrated this: buying

Russian oil when Western partners objected, refusing to name Russia as an aggressor at the UN, maintaining

its nuclear programme outside the NPT. The EU partnership does not compromise this capacity.

THE TRADE AGREEMENT — THE UNFINISHED BUSINESS

The 16th Summit’s most consequential long-term outcome may be the renewed momentum for the India-EU

Comprehensive Trade and Investment Agreement (CTIA) — which has been under negotiation (on

and off) since 2007 and has been in active negotiations since 2022.

The sticking points are well-known — labour standards, agricultural market access, automobiles, services

liberalisation. But the political goodwill generated by the security partnership changes the cost-benefit

calculation: an EU that has signed a defence partnership with India has more incentive to compromise on

trade disagreements.

Historical parallel: The India-UAE CEPA (2022) was concluded rapidly after the 2017 India-UAE Strategic

Partnership. Strategic alignment accelerates economic liberalisation. If the CTIA closes — which could unlock

EUR 100 billion in additional annual bilateral trade — it would be the EU’s most consequential trade

agreement with an Asian democracy.

THE LIMITS OF CONVERGENCE

Three structural constraints limit how far India-EU strategic convergence can go:

1. India-Russia ties: Europe cannot forget that India has been purchasing Russian oil at discounted prices

even as European countries have imposed sanctions. The EU’s sanctions architecture on Russia is binding on

EU members and associated states — India faces no such constraint. This creates a fundamental asymmetry in

how each side views the conflict and Russia’s legitimacy.

2. Values conditionality: The EU has historically attached human rights, democratic governance, and

labour standard conditions to its partnerships. India has resisted what it frames as “interference in internal

affairs.” The CTIA negotiations have repeatedly stumbled on EU demands for ILO-standard compliance —

which India sees as protectionist conditions, not genuinely values-based.

3. EU-China hedging: While the EU has adopted de-risking language on China, it has not ended

engagement. EU-China trade is EUR 740 billion annually — larger than EU-India trade by 5x. Major EU

economies (Germany, France) have significant corporate interests in maintaining China access. The EU’s

ability to take a firm posture alongside India on China is limited by economic exposure.
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UPSC RELEVANCE

16th EU-India Summit (Jan 27, 2026; New Delhi); Security & Defence Partnership (first ever); EU’s 3rd Asia

defence pact; António Costa (European Council); Ursula von der Leyen (European Commission); Kaja

Kallas (EU HR/VP; Estonia); 77th Republic Day chief guests = EU; CFSP (Maastricht 1992); CSDP;

EUNAVFOR Atalanta (Gulf of Aden, 2008); Article 42.7 Lisbon Treaty (EU solidarity clause); India-EU

bilateral trade ~USD 140 bn; CTIA (Comprehensive Trade and Investment Agreement).

India’s strategic autonomy doctrine — multi-alignment vs non-alignment; India-EU relations: drivers and

constraints; EU’s Indo-Pacific strategy; India’s parallel memberships (Quad, SCO, BRICS, India-EU); does

the EU defence partnership compromise India’s Russia relationship? How security partnerships accelerate

trade agreements (UAE CEPA parallel). Interview: India’s foreign policy coherence — can India maintain

genuine autonomy while accumulating multiple security partnerships?

📌  FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

INDIA-EU PARTNERSHIP — KEY FACTS:

EU FOREIGN POLICY ARCHITECTURE:

INDIA-EU TRADE:

INDIA’S MULTI-ALIGNMENT ARCHITECTURE:

Summit: 16th EU-India Summit, New Delhi, January 27, 2026

Partnership signed: Dr. S. Jaishankar (India) + Kaja Kallas (EU HR/VP, Estonia)

EU’s Asia defence pacts: Japan (2023) → South Korea (2024) → India (2026)

77th Republic Day (Jan 26, 2026): Chief Guest = EU leadership (first collective EU as RD chief guest)

EU leaders: António Costa (European Council, Portugal) + Ursula von der Leyen (European Commission,
Germany)

CFSP: Common Foreign and Security Policy — Maastricht Treaty, 1992; unanimous decisions

CSDP: Common Security and Defence Policy — military/civilian missions

Lisbon Treaty, 2007: Strengthened CFSP; created permanent European Council President and HR/VP role

Article 42.7 (Lisbon): EU solidarity clause — weaker than NATO Article 5

EUNAVFOR Atalanta: EU anti-piracy mission; Gulf of Aden + Indian Ocean; since 2008

Bilateral trade: ~USD 140 billion/year (EU = India’s largest collective trading partner)

CTIA negotiations: Relaunched 2022 (suspended 2013–2022; originally started 2007)

Quad: India-US-Japan-Australia (Indo-Pacific security)

SCO: India-Russia-China-Central Asia (Eurasian)

BRICS: India-Russia-China-Brazil-South Africa + expanded members

iCET: India-US critical + emerging technology

IMEC: India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (G20, 2023)

India-EU Security & Defence Partnership (2026): New European pillar
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