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India—Italy: From Cordial Ties to a Strategic
Partnership

&' The Indian Express 20 May 2026

IE  The Indian Express 2 tags v

INTERVIEW ANGLE

"India recently announced a Special Strategic Partnership with Italy — how does IMEC fit into
India's broader multi-alignment strategy, and what differentiates this from existing EU

engagements?"

EDITORIAL SUMMARY:

The Indian Express argues that PM Modi’s May 2026 Rome visit and the elevation of India-Italy ties to a Special
Strategic Partnership is substantively justified, not merely ceremonial — Italy’s role as the prospective IMEC
western terminal, its G77 presidency bridging India into Western forums, and the complementarity between
Italian precision manufacturing and India’s industrial scale make this partnership structurally significant. The
editorial recommends three deliverables: Italian championship of the EU-India FTA, joint AI governance

frameworks under the G7 Hiroshima Process, and a dedicated IMEC investment coordination mechanism.

A NEW DIPLOMATIC TIER

India’s foreign policy uses a graduated architecture of bilateral designations — from basic diplomatic relations

through Comprehensive Partnership to Strategic Partnership, with a select few elevated to Special Strategic
Partnership. The designation is not honorary: it carries expectations of annual summits, structured ministerial
dialogues, and joint working groups on priority domains. The India-Italy elevation to Special Strategic
Partnership during PM Modi’s May 2026 Rome visit places Italy in the same tier as the United States, Japan,

and Australia in India’s diplomatic vocabulary.

The symbolism is deliberate. Italy is the fourth-largest EU member state by GDP, the rotating G7 presidency
holder in 2024, and — critically — the country whose ports of Trieste and Genoa constitute the prospective

western anchor of the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC).
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THE G7 BRIDGE

Italy’s 2024 G7 presidency and the Puglia Summit of June 2024 were consequential for India’s relationship with
the Western institutional architecture. Rome used its presidency to elevate outreach with India, inviting PM
Modi as an outreach partner and facilitating India’s engagement on artificial intelligence governance, climate
financing, and food security — three domains where India’s scale and G7’s capital and technology are

structurally complementary.

The G7 Hiroshima Process on AI — launched under Japan’s presidency in 2023 and continued under Italy’s —
produced a set of principles on responsible AI development. India’s Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) model,
which combines Aadhaar biometric identity, UPI payment rails, and data governance frameworks, offers a
practical counterpart to the G7’s principles-level AI discourse. Italy’s role in carrying this bridge forward into
subsequent G7 presidencies (Canada in 2025, US in 2026) gives the India-Italy partnership a multilateral

multiplier effect.

IMEC: THE STRUCTURAL ARGUMENT

The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor was announced at the G20 New Delhi Summit in September
2023 by India, the United States, the European Union, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Jordan, Israel, and Italy, among
others. IMEC envisions a two-leg connectivity route: an eastern corridor from India to the Gulf by sea and rail,

and a northern corridor from the Gulf across Jordan and Israel to European ports.

Italy’s ports of Trieste and Genoa are the most strategically positioned western terminals. Trieste’s free port
status and its rail connections into Central Europe via the Pontebbana line make it a natural hub for container
and project cargo arriving from the Levant. Genoa’s position as the Mediterranean gateway to Northwestern

Europe adds redundancy and commercial depth.

For India, IMEC is not simply an infrastructure project — it is a strategic answer to China’s Belt and Road
Initiative in Europe and West Asia. Italy’s active participation converts the corridor from a conceptual
framework into an operational one with port authorities, rail operators, and logistics networks that exist and

can be mobilised.

INDUSTRIAL COMPLEMENTARITY

The economic case for the Special Strategic Partnership rests on a complementarity that is genuine rather than
manufactured. Italy’s industrial strengths are concentrated in domains where India has demand and ambition

but not yet depth:
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ITALIAN SECTOR RELEVANCE TO INDIA
Precision engineering and machine tools Backbone of Make in India manufacturing upgrade
Aerospace (Leonardo S.p.A.) Defence indigenisation, helicopter procurement

Railways (Hitachi Rail Italy, formerly Ansaldo) = Metro rail expansion, Vande Bharat 2.0 technology
Pharmaceuticals API manufacturing, regulatory alignment

Luxury goods (fashion, jewellery, automotive) India’s premium consumer market growth

Bilateral trade stands at approximately €15 billion, making Italy India’s fourth-largest EU trading partner. The
jointly agreed target of €20 billion by 2029 is achievable if IMEC reduces logistics costs and if the EU-India FTA

is concluded.

THE EU-INDIA FTA: ITALY AS RATIFICATION CHAMPION

The EU-India Free Trade Agreement — launched in 2007, suspended in 2013, and resumed in 2022 under a
renewed mandate — was concluded on January 27, 2026 at an India-EU summit in New Delhi. This is the
largest trade agreement either side has ever concluded. However, conclusion of negotiations is not entry into
force: the agreement now requires approval by the EU Council, consent of the European Parliament, and

ratification by India’s Parliament — a process that could take 12—24 months.

Italy, as a major manufacturing economy with a direct stake in IMEC connectivity and bilateral trade growth, is
positioned to be an internal EU advocate for swift ratification in the EU Council. Unlike France (protective on
agriculture and luxury goods) or Germany (protective on automobiles), Italy’s interests in the concluded FTA
are broadly compatible with the text. A diplomatic commitment from Rome to champion early ratification
within EU Council deliberations would be among the most consequential deliverables of the Special Strategic

Partnership.

Al GOVERNANCE AND DIGITAL CONVERGENCE

India’s DPI model — a government-built open-source stack enabling financial inclusion, identity verification,
and benefit transfers at scale — has attracted global interest as an alternative to both American platform
dominance and Chinese state-controlled digital infrastructure. Italy’s G7 Hiroshima Process engagement offers

a forum to align India’s practical DPI experience with G7’s Al governance principles.

A joint India-Italy AT governance working group, embedded in the Special Strategic Partnership framework,
could produce: shared principles on algorithmic accountability for public services, a bilateral data bridge
agreement enabling secure data flows for research and industry, and joint advocacy in the UN’s Al governance

processes for DPI as a global public good.
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UPSC MAINS ANALYSIS

GS Paper 2 — India’s foreign policy, bilateral and regional groupings, international institutions

Key arguments:

e India-Italy elevation to Special Strategic Partnership is substantively justified: Italy’s IMEC gateway
role (Trieste/Genoa ports), G7 Puglia 2024 outreach, and industrial complementarity ground the

designation in strategic logic.

e Bilateral trade at approximately €15 billion (Ttaly = India’s 4th largest EU trading partner); target €20
billion by 2029.

e IMEC announced at G20 New Delhi Summit, September 2023: two-leg corridor (India-Gulf sea/rail

+ Gulf-Europe overland); Italy’s ports are the western terminals.

® Ttaly can serve as an EU-internal champion for swift ratification of the EU-India FTA (negotiations

concluded January 27, 2026; awaits EU Council and European Parliament approval).

® G7 Hiroshima Process on Al + India’s DPI stack = convergence point for joint AI governance

frameworks.
Counterarguments:

e Ttaly’s coalition government (PM Georgia Meloni, Brothers of Italy) has Europe-first tendencies;

domestic politics may constrain India-oriented advocacy within EU.

e IMEC remains conceptual; no binding investment commitments or timeline milestones have been

announced since the 2023 declaration.

® Special Strategic Partnership designations risk inflation — if too many states are in the top tier, the

designation loses signalling value.

Keywords: Special Strategic Partnership, IMEC, Trieste, Genoa, G7 Puglia Summit 2024, G7 Hiroshima
Process on Al, EU-India FTA (concluded January 27, 2026; awaiting ratification), Italy G7 presidency 2024,

Digital Public Infrastructure, Make in India, Leonardo aerospace, Hitachi Rail Italy.

The Indian Express’s argument is that the India-Italy Special Strategic Partnership passes the threshold test
of strategic substance — IMEC’s western terminals are Italian, Italy’s G7 role bridges India into Western
deliberations, and industrial complementarity is real. The partnership will prove its worth not in the joint
statement but in three concrete tests: whether Italy champions the EU-India FTA in Brussels, whether IMEC
investiment commitments are monetised through Italian port and logistics capital, and whether the two sides
build a joint AI governance framework that travels into G7 processes. Cordial ties are India’s default with

most of Europe; strategic partnerships are defined by what they deliver under pressure.
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Sources: Indian Express , Ministry of External Affairs , PIB

® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

India-Italy’s elevation to a Special Strategic Partnership is
substantively warranted by Italy’s G7 presidency, its IMEC gateway
role, and industrial complementarity — it is not merely diplomatic

symbolism.

v SUPPORTING

* ltaly is India’s fourth-largest EU trading partner with bilateral trade at approximately €15
billion, with a mutually agreed target of €20 billion by 2029.

* ltaly’s ports of Trieste and Genoa are the prospective western terminal hubs for IMEC,
making Italy a structural partner in the India-Middle East-Europe connectivity corridor
announced at the G20 New Delhi Summit in September 2023.

* Italy’s precision manufacturing, aerospace (Leonardo), railways (Hitachi Rail Italy), and
luxury goods sectors complement India’s large-scale but lower-tech industrial base in a
Make in India synergy.

* Italy’s G7 presidency in 2024 elevated India’s role in G7 outreach (Puglia summit, June

2024), signalling Italy’s willingness to bridge India into Western minilateral forums.

A COUNTER

Italy’s coalition government under PM Georgia Meloni has shown Europe-first instincts;
domestic political constraints may limit Italy’s ability to champion India’s interests within
the EU on FTA acceleration or IMEC investment mobilisation.

— WAY FORWARD

Deepen the partnership through three instruments: accelerate ratification of the concluded
EU-India FTA (negotiations concluded January 27, 2026 — agreement awaits EU Council,
European Parliament, and Indian Parliament approval); launch joint Al governance
frameworks aligned with the G7 Hiroshima Process; and establish a dedicated IMEC
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investment coordination mechanism with Italian port authorities and Indian infrastructure

agencies.

PRACTICE TODAY'S QUIz

Take the 20 May 2026 Quiz —

“t\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
PM Modi's May 2026 Rome visit elevated India-Italy ties to a 'Special Strategic Partnership."' Critically
examine the strategic and economic rationale for this elevation and assess its implications for India's

European and Indo-Pacific connectivity agenda. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Prime Minister Modi's May 2026 visit to Rome and the bilateral elevation to a ‘Special Strategic
Partnership’ comes at a strategically significant moment — Italy holds the IMEC's prospective western
gateway, bilateral trade is growing, and the EU-India FTA — whose negotiations were concluded on
January 27, 2026 — now awaits ratification, making Italian advocacy within the EU Council more

consequential than ever.

BODY

India’s diplomatic classification system recognises tiers of partnership — Comprehensive Partnership,
Strategic Partnership, and the highest Special Strategic Partnership. The elevation of India-Italy ties
signals both states' intent to move from episodic engagement to structured cooperation.

The substantive case is strong. Italy’s ports of Trieste and Genoa anchor the European end of the India-
Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), announced at the G20 New Delhi Summit in September
2023.

Italy’s G7 presidency in 2024 (Puglia Summit, June 2024) gave New Delhi visibility in Western minilateral
deliberations. Bilateral trade stands at approximately €15 billion — India’s fourth-largest EU trading
partner — with a jointly agreed target of €20 billion by 2029.

ltaly’s industrial strengths in precision engineering, aerospace (Leonardo), railways (Hitachi Rail Italy),
and pharmaceuticals are complementary to India’s scale and cost advantages under the Make in India
framework. On digital governance, India’s Digital Public Infrastructure stack and Italy’s championing of
G7 Al principles under the Hiroshima Process offer a convergence point for joint Al governance
frameworks.

The EU-India FTA — stalled from 2013, resumed in 2022, and concluded on January 27, 2026 — now
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needs internal EU champions to drive swift ratification through the EU Council; Italy, given its bilateral

engagement with India, is a credible advocate.

CONCLUSION

The Special Strategic Partnership is a scaffolding, not a structure. Its value will be measured by three
deliverables: Italian investment in IMEC infrastructure, Italian advocacy for swift EU-India FTA ratification
in the EU Council, and joint Al governance frameworks.

If these materialise, India will have converted a cordial European relationship into a strategic one; if they

do not, the elevation will remain an exercise in diplomatic optics.
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