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CHAPTER 1

Introducing the EuropeanUnion’s Strategic
Partnerships: Global Diplomacy

in a ContestedWorld

Laura C. Ferreira-Pereira and Michael Smith

The willingness to shape an ever more intrusive process of globaliza-
tion and complex global governance by influencing some of its major
contours has been a leitmotiv for the European Union’s (EU) endeav-
ours to increase its leverage in the contemporary international arena. The
constitutional process launched by the Laeken Declaration on the Future
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2 L. C. FERREIRA-PEREIRA AND M. SMITH

of Europe of December 2001 and concluded with the entry into force
of Lisbon Treaty in 2009 was informed by the ambition of the EU to
expand its foreign policy reach and reinforce its international political
and security persona. In the meantime, multiple efforts undertaken by
the EU at the politico-diplomatic, institutional and operational levels to
assert itself as a global actor have had tangible implications in terms of
the external perception(s) of its image and role (Lucarelli and Fioramonti
2010; Martin and Kaldor 2009; Chaban and Holland 2019). Prominent
among such efforts has been the institutionalisation of Strategic Partner-
ships (SPs), by means of which the EU has fostered a network of exclusive
bilateral relationships with key major actors, encompassing both estab-
lished and emerging powers, to advance a common political, economic,
commercial and security agenda.

Permeating those privileged rapports with pivotal states, which have
received increasing attention by key stakeholders in EU’s foreign policy,
various references to the global implications of SPs can be found1. While
reinforcing the status of the EU as an international actor in its own right,
the SPs have functioned as equalizing arrangements between the EU
and pivotal states. To this extent while being acknowledged as ‘strategic
partners’ of one of the largest trade and economic poles/blocs in the
world, such states have been positioned on an equal footing with the
EU. At the same time, when ascribing such priority to particular third
states, the EU has tended to introduce a hierarchical structure in its
international/diplomatic relations. In fact, the strategic partnership policy
has created a space for differentiation, thereby drawing a dividing line
between those that are acknowledged as strategic partners and those that
do not receive this formal recognition (Renard 2011). In promoting the

M. Smith
PAIS, University of Warwick, Coventry, UK
e-mail: M.H.Smith@warwick.ac.uk

1Following the 23 May 2009 EU-South Korea summit, it was announced that “The
future SP envisaged by the Leaders is expected to contribute greatly not only to Korea-
EU bilateral relations but also to the peace and development of the regional and
international community”. In another geographic region, one can refer to the Joint Exec-
utive Action Plan regulating EU-Mexico SP which reads that: “The establishment of a
Strategic Partnership between Mexico and the EU reflects the readiness of both players
to strengthen coordination on matters of global importance and further intensify their
political, economic and cooperation links”.
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1 INTRODUCING THE EUROPEAN UNION’S STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS … 3

dichotomy between inclusion and exclusion, the EU tends to exert a force
of attraction on those who still remain at the margins, but wish to get
into the privileged fold of strategic partners for the growth in prestige
and leverage it entails.

Therefore, as an evolving multidimensional and multipurpose foreign
policy instrument, SPs have impacted not only upon the reputation and
influence of the EU as a global political, diplomatic and security player,
but also upon the behaviour of third states that eventually agree to get
engaged in such a privileged relationship. These states have either demon-
strated a disposition to embrace central aspects of the EU’s political modus
faciendi, or have exhibited compliance with the EU’s provisions as a result
of a voluntary action towards emulating the EU ‘model’ (Ferreira-Pereira
2012). Indeed, at least for some partnering states, the status and recogni-
tion endowed by a ‘strategic partnership’ have become vehicles through
which they are incentivised to follow the ‘right track’, in line with EU’s
standards and best practices in key areas of mutual interest. Ultimately, all
this adds to the overall understanding of the global impact of the EU’s
partnership policy and its ingenious/creative use of selective incentives
to promote the emulation of standards in the various substantive areas it
operates within (ibidem). Along these lines, it is clear that SPs have been
developing themselves as a relevant configuration of the EU’s globally
oriented presence and governance in operation.

The EU has drawn on a cumulative experience of bilateral rapports
with third parties to design its current ten SPs, notably with Brazil,
Canada, China, India, Japan, Mexico, South Africa, South Korea, Russia,
and the United States. Precedents of SP-driven dynamics in the Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) realm can be found in specific tools
which were originally implemented throughout the 1990s in the frame-
work of the EU’s post-1989 foreign policy, notably the political dialogue
and Common Strategies. Yet, over the last decade and a half roughly,
the SPs have gained mounting salience in the EU’s pursuit of a credible
and influential globally-oriented foreign and security policy. They entered
originally into the EU’s foreign policy doctrine in the 2003 European
Security Strategy which was conditioned by developments stemming from
both the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the subsequent Anglo-American mili-
tary intervention in Iraq. While calling for “effective multilateralism” as
a leading comprehensive principle for the post-9/11 world governance,
the ESS enumerated a limited number of countries with whom the EU
intended to strengthen a strategic relationship. This was the case with
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Canada, China, India, Japan, Russia and the United States. Further SPs
were enshrined in the Report on the Implementation of the European
Security Strategy approved in 2008, namely with South Africa and Brazil.
Furthermore, the EU sealed a SP with Mexico during the same year,
while in 2010 South Korea was identified as a strategic partner, thereby
completing the list of the current ten members. Table 1.1 details the key
aspects of these ten SPs, along with some of their key policy focuses.

The economic and financial crisis that struck Europe as of 2008 and
subsequently undermined the external image of EU as a community of
prosperity and solidarity, galvanized the importance ascribed to the SPs
as a comprehensive foreign policy tool to match the EU’s increasingly
global ambitions. This became especially noticeable in September 2010,
when the Council Conclusions acknowledged that the SPs were a ‘useful
instrument for pursuing European objectives and interests’ (European
Council 2010: 2; see also Renard 2011). At the time, the recognition
of SPs’ salience by such a high-level institution as the European Council
then led by Herman Van Rompuy, and the political impetus they also
received from the then High Representative of the Union for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy, Catherine Ashton, augured well for the future
of SPs.

However, since then, the EU has faced the biggest succession of crises
since the inception of the European project. This fact has crystallized the
EU’s crisis identity, which has gained new salience in the face of growing
populism, the decline of democracy in some EU member states and the
successive terrorist attacks across Europe. Among those crises, the Brexit
process inaugurated by the June 2016 British referendum has posed an
unprecedented challenge to the EU’s continuity as a regional model with
a differentiated global presence. The eventual withdrawal of such a full
spectrum global power as the UK characterized by a virtually unmatched
political, economic and military leverage has brought with it the prospect
of geopolitical tensions and competition at the very heart of continental
Europe. Moreover, the future necessity to forge a new customized rela-
tionship with the UK as a potential special partner takes the EU into
uncharted territory.

On the external front, the EU has been confronting unprecedented
and diverse challenges posed by the so-called rising powers which
promote contesting views about the reform of global governance as well
as the management of globalization both inside and outside the realm of
the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa). Russia’s newly
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aggressive behaviour as reflected in the annexation of Crimea in March
2014 and its increasing presence in the Middle East have led to a growing
perception of this state—once a strategic partner—as a potential threat.
To this should be added the wave of aggressive assertiveness of China
in the South China Sea alongside its post-imperial nostalgia underlying
the ‘One Belt, One Road Initiative’; and the perplexing authoritarianism
prevailing in Erdogan’s Turkey. The general deterioration of international
politics and transatlantic relations as a result of the Trump adminis-
tration’s erratic foreign policy, which has been further fuelling both
contestation of and mistrust regarding US leadership, completes the
complexity of this picture. During 2020, the impact of the COVID-19
coronavirus crisis on all major regions of the world served to highlight
many of the tensions and fissures outlined above, with frictions between
leading powers and an intense competition to develop means of treating
the disease.

Against this backdrop, the consolidation of SPs with pivotal global and
regional powers has been further pushed to the top of the EU’s foreign
policy agenda. This became evident in the EU’s Global Strategy launched
in June 2016 by the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs
and Security Policy, Federica Mogherini. While describing the EU as
being “under threat”, the new strategic framework document emphasised
the need for the organization to invest in its current external partnerships
to “partner selectively with players whose cooperation is essential to the
provision of global goods and meeting new challenges” (EEAS 2016: 13,
18). Furthermore, it underlined that the EU is willing to share global
responsibilities with its partners and contribute to their strengths, on the
basis of “win-win solutions”. By fostering and supporting “comprehensive
agreements rooted in broad, deep and durable regional and international
partnerships, the EU aims to contribute to Europe’s collective security
and achieve sustainable peace” (ibid.: 4, 29).

In this broad context, this book aims to provide a critical analysis of
the nature and development of the EU’s strategic partnership diplomacy,
and of the SPs themselves as a foreign policy modality and an instrument
of the EU’s external action, in the conditions of the twenty-first century.
Our aim in conceiving this project was to link with key aspects of the
EU’s Global Strategy; to bring together a strong list of experts who could
work within a clear framework for analysis; and to deal not only with
the substance of the policy, but also with the ways in which the policy
as a whole has emerged, is conducted and might develop in the future.
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This collective exercise will bring us one step closer to understanding the
SPs’ ontology while contributing to the clarification of issues springing
from not only their differentiated institutionalization and implementation
processes, but also their implications, achievements, setbacks and pitfalls.
The establishment of SPs is a relevant fact with manifold repercussions on
the evolving assertion of the EU as a global politico-strategic actor and
its leadership capacity to advance multilateral solutions in various high
order issues related to critical international challenges, such as transna-
tional terrorism, climate change, organized crime and migration, among
others. At the same time, it can be also consequential for the regional
integration processes in which strategic partners are engaged and in many
instances taking a leading role. This is so to the extent that the choice
of a given SP and the exclusiveness of the bilateral relationship it entails
seem to reflect the EU’s outlook on the prevailing hierarchal structure in
key regions. The exclusive relationship sealed with an individual country
tends to endow this country with a sort of regional powerhood status
while generating a more or less accepted followership dynamic on the
part of the non-partnering countries in the same region.

SPs have never hitherto been conceptualized in a clear-cut way, nor
clarified in the many CFSP declarations (Ferreira-Pereira and Vieira
2016). At the same time, while varying from country to country, the
rationale underlying the establishment of a given SP has never been unam-
biguously stated. Variation has also been noticeable when it comes to
the institutionalization of the political dialogue which underpins the SPs.
As a result, the latter have evolved in multiple ways and to differing
degrees thereby giving ample room for critical voices to depict them as a
hollow or empty shell. Hence, when it is not discarded for being totally
elusive, the concept of SP is questioned. Metaphorically speaking, it is also
prone to be equated with a ‘black box’, calling for exploration and illu-
mination based on a comprehensive conceptual, theoretical and empirical
investigation.

Despite the growing importance attributed to SPs by the Global
Strategy, in recent times some could observe that they have not been
notably high on the EU agenda and, ultimately, the stage that some SPs
have reached nowadays could make some ask: Are the strategic partner-
ships still alive? Along these lines, an important dimension of this book
derives from a critical approach to SPs as it teases out the limitations
and constraints underlying their existence, utility/functions and func-
tioning; it discusses the putative relationship between SPs and the EU’s
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purported role as a strategic actor; and explores the linkages between
different SPs and how they have been played out or used by the EU (or
by the strategic partners themselves) in the pursuit of their objectives. As
a result, intriguing questions arise. How do bilateral relations with one
strategic partner affect those with other partners? For example, consid-
ering that the United States National Security Strategy of December
2017 depicted both Russia and China as challengers to American power,
how can the bolstering of the EU-China Comprehensive Strategic Part-
nership of 2003 based on the EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for
Cooperation be achieved without questioning the long-time transatlantic
partnership with the United States? Do strategic partners actually perceive
and treat the EU as a strategic actor? In the context of the return of great
power rivalry and considering that, theoretically speaking, great powers
are among the EU’s strategic partners, is the EU shifting its strategic part-
nership policy from a more idealist view evinced in the 2003 European
Security Strategy to a more “Realpolitik” view of the world, as envisaged
by the Global Strategy?

The Strategic Partnerships Within
the Field of European Foreign Policy

In recent years, following diverse developments at the policy level in the
context outlined above, a significant number of academics in both univer-
sities and think tanks have addressed the topic of the EU’s SPs. However,
as a distinct research topic in the established specialized field of EU’s
Foreign Policy, the SPs have seldom been systematically studied to date
(for exceptions, see Renard and Biscop 2012; Sautenet 2012). While there
has been a significant body of literature focusing on individual EU’s SPs,
these studies have not been put in immediate juxtaposition to the litera-
ture on EU foreign policy. Symptomatic of this, some relevant scholarly
works dedicated to European foreign and security policy do not cover the
specific topic of the EU’s SPs (Jørgensen et al. 2015; Bickerton 2015;
Duke 2017). Yet, in the meantime the field of European Foreign Policy
has witnessed the emergence of research sub-streams such as ‘strategic
diplomacy’, ‘external perceptions of the EU’ and ‘EU relations with
emerging powers’, as well as the ‘EU’s relationship with the UN’ (Husar
and Maihold 2010; Maihold 2010; Allen and Smith 2012; Lucarelli and
Fioramonti 2010; Renard and Hooimaaijers 2011; Smith et al. 2016),
which offer contributions potentially relevant to the understanding of the
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EU’s SPs. In addition, recent work by Chaban and Holland and their
contributors (Chaban and Holland 2019) has provided valuable insights
into the ways in which the EU’s strategic partners themselves have fed
into the shaping of the EU’s global strategy and diplomacy, bringing
together aspects of the ‘strategic diplomacy’ and ‘external perceptions’
literature.

Linked to this, it should be underlined that research on the EU’s SPs
has been intertwined with a more general academic debate on how the
EU is viewed worldwide and perhaps even more so with the EU’s own
capacity to reinvent its role in contemporary world politics. Research
focused on the EU’s SPs therefore contributes to the study of the EU’s
external action and its multifaceted international actorness, mainly as a
political, diplomatic, economic and security actor. Some studies have also
analysed the EU’s ambition to contribute to the overarching goal of
strengthening ‘effective multilateralism’ as the fundamental principle of
global governance (see, for example, Bouchard et al. 2014). Others have
paid particular attention to the security considerations underlying the
EU’s SPs, including the identification of common threats and perceived
needs related to joint endeavours in the domain of international peace-
keeping and peacebuilding (for an overview, see Ferreira-Pereira and
Vieira 2016).

As noted above, a number of studies focusing on the dynamics of
the EU’s SP regarding specific countries have been published. Yet, this
genre of literature is highly disparate, with a moderate number of studies
covering only few target states, notably Brazil (Gratius 2018; Saraiva
2017; Santander 2016; Ferreira-Pereira 2016; Emerson and Flores 2013),
China (Pan 2012; Michalski and Pan 2017; Smith 2016; Li 2016; Maher
2016), Russia (Chizhov 2012; Haukkala 2010; De Wilde and Pellon
2006) and India (Kavalski 2016; Bava 2010; Sachdeva 2009) besides rela-
tions with the United States which have been much more widely covered.
A less extensive coverage is available for Canada, South Korea, Japan,
Mexico and South Africa. To this, it should be added that there are also
publications exploring the strategic partnership dynamics embedded in
the EU-Africa (Mangala 2013) and EU-ASEAN (Novotny and Portela
2012) relations/frameworks. Finally, a separate stream of research has
explored the cooperation between the EU and it strategic partners in
specific policy areas such as environment, trade (Husar and Maihold
2010) and cyber issues (Renard 2018).
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The literature is thus uneven, for various reasons. Firstly, considering
the significant events that took place in recent years, particularly since
2016, such as those referred to above, the available literature exhibits a
number of blind spots that need to be overcome. Secondly, the literature
has not fully recognized that there are different levels of policy activity
towards different countries pertaining to the same region, meaning that
on the part of the EU there are no homogeneous policies towards the
region of the strategic partners. The cases of Brazil and Mexico, and Japan
and South Korea, may be presented as illustrative cases in point. However,
very few studies critically analyse and contrast the EU’s approach towards
the different Asian countries (Song and Wang 2019) and Latin America
(Dominguez 2015). Thirdly, bearing in mind the current state of the
art of the EU’s SPs on the one hand, and the fluid and contested state
of world politics on the other, there is a need for further exploration
of the impact of change and crisis. To what extent have the Trump
administration, the Brexit process, the security crisis originating from
both the wave of illegal migrants and refugees arriving in Europe and
the terrorist attacks between 2015 and 2017, and also the continuing
trade frictions and competing ideas of global governance impacted upon
the EU’s partnership policy? In the evolving highly intricate and unpre-
dictable international environment, what have been the pay-offs springing
from the reinforcement of the EU’s partnership policy, and to what
extent are they in line with the partners’ expectation that “the European
Union [should] play a major role, including as a global security provider”
(EEAS 2016: 3)? While engaging itself in the establishment, expansion
and/or consolidation of its SPs with regional leading powers, is the EU
promoting regional orders thereby conditioning regional governance and,
ultimately, governance at the global level? Can the official narrative of the
EU’s SP policy be equated with an attempt to forge a strategic meta-
narrative or does it simply represent an easy short cut designed to skip
much-needed long-term strategic thinking and planning? Has the expe-
rience of 20 years or so of a strategic partnership policy confirmed its
potential to enable the EU to wield further persuasive and regulatory
power on the world stage? If yes, has the partnership policy helped the
EU both to transform its relations with major powers and to tame the
revisionist and contestation-oriented posture adopted not only by rising
powers, notably China and Russia, but also by the United States? Finally,
might the variegated portfolio of SP’s be useful in developing an excep-
tional type of partnership with the post-Brexit UK and how might the
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latter impact upon the future EU’s partnership diplomacy in an ever-more
complex world?

Focus and Content of the Volume

While acknowledging the merits of previous scientific efforts made in
the framework of three special issues of well-known journals (i.e. Inter-
national Affairs, 2013, Cambridge Review of International Affairs,
2016 and International Politics, 2017)—two of which have particularly
contributed to evaluating the state of the art with respect to the EU’s
partnership policy while outlining an agenda for future research—this
volume aims to present an updated and integrated reading of the EU’s
SPs in the context of the current geopolitical and strategic reconfigura-
tion of the global order. In offering an inclusive set of case studies and
diverse perspectives, namely comparative perspectives in order to interpret
the complexity and multifacetedness of the phenomena, the volume aims
to advance both conceptualization and analysis of the implementation of
the established SPs.

The appraisal of the EU’s partnership policy in times of global power
shift and liberal order contestation will highlight four dimensions. Firstly,
there is the functional dimension linked to the increasing resort to SPs as a
foreign policy instrument to help the EU to thrive in a critical juncture of
multilevel crisis. By this reasoning, the establishment and development of
SPs can be seen as a milieu-shaping expedient used by the EU to promote
stability in an increasingly uncertain/unpredictable international environ-
ment while countering/mitigating the effects resulting from the growing
affirmation of rising and contesting powers (e.g. Russia and China), as
well as from the US drift towards unilateralism. Equally important, the
reiterated commitment to the SPs can be eventually equated to a novel
meta-narrative that has accompanied the redefinition of the EU’s interna-
tional posture and status-seeking strategy since the launching of the 2003
European Security Strategy and especially with the development of the
Global Strategy. Among other aspects, this includes the evolution from
the promoter/supporter of “effective multilateralism” to the co-creator
of “effective global governance” (EEAS 2016: 36, 43). Secondly, there
is the policy dimension which highlights the building up of the SPs as
a gradually separated, but not separable policy within CFSP, of which
it is an integral part. Thirdly, there is the institutional dimension, on
the basis of which the originally declaratory SPs have been consolidated
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and have evolved into a self-preserving institutional platform and soft law
contractual basis, allowing for denser and deeper cooperation in various
policy areas. Finally, there is the identity/role dimension articulated with
a reflection on whether the evolution of the SPs has strengthened the
EU’s self-conception as an international actor and thus whether the SPs
have crystallized into an instrument to enhance the legitimacy of the EU’s
global role in times of transition. These four themes—functional, policy-
related, institutional and role-related—are key to the chapters that follow
and thus to the volume as a whole.

The structure of the volume reflects the arguments put forward in this
Introduction, and also the evolution of the SPs as a focus of EU external
action. In Part I, the focus is on the evolution and analysis of the SP as
a part of EU diplomatic practice. In Chapter 2, Laura Ferreira-Pereira
and Michael Smith explore key trends in the development of the SPs,
and propose a set of frameworks for considering the SPs as a reflection
of different logics and images in EU external action, thus linking closely
with the underlying questions about the functions of the SPs, their policy
implications and their connections with the EU’s international roles. In
Chapter 3, Daniel Schade focuses on the institutional aspects of the devel-
opment and implementation of SPs, and in particular on the ways in
which institutional factors shape the focus and the exercise of authority
within the SP process. In Chapter 4, Laura Ferreira-Pereira and João
Mourato Pinto explore the role of soft power in the evolution of SPs,
with particular reference to the Erasmus+ programme and to the pursuit
of educational diplomacy.

Part II of the volume is dedicated to study of two traditional partners
for the EU in the global arena: the United States and Canada. Chapter 5,
by Michael Smith, assesses the extent to which the EU-US relationship,
which is clearly strategic and a core element in the EU’s diplomatic activ-
ities, can be seen as a ‘strategic partnership’, and the extent to which
recent developments have moved the relationship towards divergence or
even divorce. Chapter 6, by Amy Verdun, examines the EU-Canada part-
nership, and the ways in which it has become formalized not only in a
SP agreement but also in a wide-ranging free trade agreement, placing an
emphasis on the effects of the differing domestic structures in the EU and
Canada and on the forces that promoted or delayed the move towards a
formalized SP.

Part III of the volume explores the relationships between the EU and
the BRICS countries. This grouping has been central to the development
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of the EU’s network of SPs, embodying as it has the idea that such part-
nerships can help to promote ‘effective multilateralism’ as a building block
for global cooperation. In Chapter 7, Laura Ferreira-Pereira assesses the
turbulent course of EU-Brazil relations and the factors that have led to
the stagnation of cooperation since 2014, among them domestic political
developments and the evolution of the global power structure. Chapter 8,
by Hiski Haukkala, analyses the course of EU-Russia relations, and the
extent to which the SP was thrown into crisis by the development of an
assertive Russian foreign policy, evident especially in the Ukraine conflict.
In Chapter 9, Emilian Kavalski explores the development of EU-India
relations, and the ways in which the interaction of EU external action with
Indian foreign policy has created real difficulties in the implementation of
the SP provisions. Andrew Cottey in Chapter 10 explores the EU-China
relationship and evaluates the ways in which the development of China’s
internal politics as well as its global status have interacted with the EU’s
efforts to develop the relationship both in economic and in cultural terms.
In Chapter 11, Talitha Bertelsmann-Scott assesses the development of the
EU-South Africa SP, drawing attention not only to the role of domestic
political developments but also to the regional and global dimensions of
South Africa’s foreign policy and its intersection with the concerns of the
EU.

Part IV deals with the development of SPs in two other cases: those
of Mexico, and of Japan and South Korea. Roberto Dominguez in
Chapter 12 charts the development of the EU-Mexico SP, with refer-
ence to the broader EU-Mexico relationship as formalized in the Global
Agreement, and explores the interaction between these two areas. Elena
Atanassova-Cornelis and Bruno Hellendorff in Chapter 13 analyse the
close links between the EU-South Korea and the EU-Japan SPs, and the
ways in which they bring together both economic and trade agreements
and the more political aspects of SPs in novel forms of partnership.

The final chapter in the volume takes the form of an overall appraisal of
the SPs as diplomatic and political-economic agreements. Thomas Renard
looks back at the frameworks proposed in Chapter 2 and reviews the
key questions posed by the volume in the light of the evidence from the
succeeding chapters. This chapter brings together key themes and places
them within a broader context, both conceptually and empirically, as a
means of reflecting on the ideas and evidence advanced in the volume as a
whole. In particular, Renard suggests that strategic partnerships in general
reflect a particular conjuncture in the global arena in the early years of
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the new millennium, and that the EU’s strategic partnerships in partic-
ular arose in a rather untidy way as a response to external opportunities
and to the development of partnerships by key international interlocu-
tors such as the United States, China and Russia. This being so, there are
important questions to be asked about the continuing rationale for and
implementation of such partnerships.
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Strategic Partnerships in EuropeanUnion
External Action: Evolution and Analysis

of a Developing Policy Instrument
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partnerships in later chapters of the volume. It locates the initiation of
strategic partnerships in the early 2000s with reference to the devel-
opment of the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP),
especially its security strategies and its strategic diplomacy, and charts
the key stages in the development of strategic partnerships as practices
and institutional forms, through the European Security Strategy (ESS)
of 2003, the 2008 review of the security strategy, the Lisbon Treaty,
and the framing and implementation of the EU’s Global Strategy. It also
assesses the ways in which the search for and evolution of strategic part-
nerships has come into contact with other areas of Union external action.
In this context, the chapter explores the potential for a comprehensive
approach and joined-up policy-making in relation to strategic partnerships
and assesses the potential and actual tensions between different areas of
partnership diplomacy. It also focuses on the ways in which a multilevel
set of crises and challenges has surrounded the EU’s partnership diplo-
macy for the past fifteen years and suggests ways in which these challenges
might have affected the substance of policy.

Following from this empirical exploration, the chapter argues that the
phenomenon of strategic partnerships can broadly be analysed and eval-
uated in terms of three logics of EU external action—the internal logic,
the external logic and the identity logic—and three images of the way
in which partnerships are initiated: strategic, managerial and reactive.
The chapter concludes by relating these analytical devices to questions
about the functions and motivations, policy implications, institutionalisa-
tion and role implications of strategic partnerships in EU external action,
and by briefly discussing the ways in which they might be conceptualised
by different approaches in International Relations and European Union
studies.

The European Union’s Strategic Partnerships:
From the European Strategic Security

Strategy to the Global Strategy and Beyond

In the wake of the events of 11 September 2001, the EU came under
pressure to take an unprecedented collective stance regarding complex
security challenges that called for the promotion of ‘effective multilat-
eralism’. The latter required the establishment of new partnerships, in
addition to the consolidation of more long-standing ones. The creation



2 STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS IN EUROPEAN UNION EXTERNAL ACTION … 23

of a network of SPs would further help European foreign policy to adapt
itself to and reflect in its profile the evolving redistribution of power in
the international system fostered by the increasing weight of emerging
economic powers, such as the BRICs (Brazil, Russia, India and China).

In 2003, a decade after NATO launched its Partnership for Peace
(PfP)—a sort of strategic umbrella to attract states originating from the
former Soviet Union to its own institutional and functional orbit2—
the first EU strategic document, the European Security Strategy (ESS),
underlined the importance of developing SPs. In its section ‘Working
with Partners’, the document mentioned EU’s “balanced partnership”
with the United States and listed Canada, China, India, Japan and Russia
as the countries with which “special partnerships” should be developed.
However, this list was not exclusive in nature since the ESS noted that
all those who shared the EU’s values and goals and were “prepared to
act in their support” could be engaged in the same kind of partnerships
(European Council 2003: 13–14).

While it was not explicit about the criteria for considering a third state
as a strategic partner, the ESS’s content, nonetheless, suggested that the
existence of shared goals and values would have a bearing on the decision
to establish a SP with a given individual country. This is so to the extent
that in order to be elevated to the status of strategic partner, the country
in question must endorse the EU’s “goals and values” and should be
ready to support them. Besides shared principles or values, it is clear that
the choice of SPs should also based on convergence of interests or shared
objectives. Indeed, as Van Rompuy has observed, “strategic partnerships
have to be based on a balance of mutual advantages and commitments”
(Van Rompuy 2010: 3; see also Ferreira-Pereira 2012).

In the light of the ESS, therefore, the creation of the SPs consti-
tutes the recognition by the EU that in order to assert itself as a global
actor in a multipolar world, it had to cultivate multilateralism grounded
on a dynamic network involving both “international organizations and
key international actors” (European Council 2003: 13). Dialogue with
these constituents of a rapidly changing international power structure was
considered essential to address critical global issues. The security dimen-
sion was also implicit in the establishment of SPs since this was linked
with the Union’s quest for a more ‘Secure Europe in a Better World’ (the

2The formal establishment of PfP in 1994 was decisive for the reinvention of NATO’s
identity and role in the post-1989 strategic context and European security architecture.
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official title of the ESS). Following this line of reasoning, the EU’s part-
nership thinking can be seen as an additional European doctrinal response
to unprecedentedly intricate and unpredictable world politics and security.

In a pro-active endeavour to engage further countries, the EU signed
SPs with South Africa, Brazil and Mexico in 2006, 2007 and 2008,
respectively. The formal existence of these partnerships was recognised
in 2008, in the Report on the Implementation of the European Secu-
rity Strategy. In 2010, South Korea was added to this exclusive list that
eventually encompassed ten strategic partners, and whose importance
was stressed in the Conclusions of the European Council of September
2010. This document is of particular significance in the evolving trajec-
tory of the EU’s SPs. In the sequence of the worldwide economic and
financial crisis which reverberated severely within the Eurozone and in
the face of the “emergence of new players with their own world views
and interests”, it dedicated its first section to ‘Relations with Strategic
Partners’. Such relations are presented as part of a European collective
endeavour directed at giving “new momentum to the Union’s external
relations”, and enhancing “the effectiveness of the Union’s external
policy” (European Council 2010: 1).

It is worth highlighting the contributions made by the EU Council
Presidencies of Germany, Portugal, and France to the expansion of the
SPs portfolio to embrace Brazil, Mexico and South Africa. Among the
initiatives launched by the German Presidency, between January and
June 2007, and particularly supported by the Chancellor Angela Merkel,
was the Heiligendamm Process, which has institutionalised the high-
level dialogue between G8 and five emerging economies, notably China,
Mexico, India, Brazil and South Africa (Fues and Leininger 2010). Such
institutionalisation intended to “intensify the political dialogue and foster
cooperation with these countries, especially in the fields of innovation and
intellectual property, investment conditions including responsible busi-
ness conduct, energy efficiency and development cooperation” (European
Council Conclusions 2007: 17). It was under the Portuguese Presi-
dency during the second semester of the same year that the first ever
EU-Brazil Summit took place and a SP with this then rising actor was
signed (Ferreira-Pereira 2008, 2016). During the French Presidency, the
organisation of high-level meetings with Brazil, India and South Africa
contributed to reinforce the French President, Nicolas Sarkozy’s vocal
endorsement of the expansion of G8 to include these countries alongside
China and Mexico (Pilling 2008).
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Viewed from a historical perspective, the emergence of SPs does not
date back just to 2003. Its deepest roots can be found in a more long-
standing tradition of the EU’s rapport with third states and regions in
the past, which has been based on a multifaceted tool known as polit-
ical dialogue. This is recognised as a “quite specific” form of relationship
which goes beyond occasional meetings, but cannot be equated to a
commitment typical of an alliance (Monar 1997: 264). According to
Monar, after several wide and vague references to political dialogues
with third parties in the early 1990s, the EU set out three conditions
that had to be met so as to enable the establishment of a political
dialogue with a given country as a basis for a new relationship. First of
all, there must be a formal decision made by the Political Committee
and/or the Council to engage in a dialogue. Secondly, there must be
a formal agreement with the third state concerned, which could take
the form of an informal arrangement between the Presidency and the
third state, a common understanding through an exchange of letters, a
joint declaration or a formal treaty. Finally, the agreement had to provide
for regular political contact at one or several levels, in addition to the
normal diplomatic relations (ibid: 263). Over the years, the pattern of
political dialogues became more diversified and began to incorporate new
instruments, thereby helping the EU to acquire an enhanced political
profile.

In 1997, the Amsterdam Treaty represented a turning point in
bringing about a new formal instrument to the EU foreign policy port-
folio, notably the ‘Common Strategies’. The latter were inaugurated in
1999 with documents on Russia and Ukraine (see below) and reinforced
in 2000 with a Common Strategy on the Mediterranean region. Interest-
ingly, the post-Cold War relations between the EU and the post-imperial
Russia structured round a ‘Common Strategy’ emerged as a test-bed
for the eventual development of the EU’s strategic partnership diplo-
macy. After Russia was for the first time labelled a “strategic partner”
in the Presidency Conclusions of the Vienna European Council held in
December 1998 (Blanco 2016), the Common Strategy of the European
Union on Russia introduced the term ‘strategic partnership’ into the
EU’s lexicon when saying that: “The European Council therefore adopts
this common strategy to strengthen the strategic partnership between
the Union and Russia” (European Council, June 1999). Some observers
raised questions based on the Common Strategies’ negative interference
with well-established policies existing on these countries and regions
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(Spencer 2001); and on the ways in which they might constrain the action
of individual EU Presidencies given their exposure to public scrutiny
(Eeckhout 2011: 477). Moreover, they became an object of criticism for
having achieved little, as for example the Common Strategy on Russia that
failed to provide the EU with any leverage on Chechnya (Dover 2007:
250). Not surprisingly, therefore, subsequent Common Strategies, such
as the one planned for the Balkans, were simply not brought forward. It
can thus be argued that the key characteristics of the Common Strategies,
whose implementation by Joint Actions and Common Positions required
qualified majority voting, contributed to the eventual disappearance of
this instrument (de Baere 2008, 115).

Considering that from 2001 until 2003 Common Strategies faded
away, it seems that the disappearance of this CFSP legal instrument for
autonomous action created a void that the ESS started to fill by under-
lining the importance of developing “strategic partnerships” with major
interlocutors, such as Canada, China, India, Japan and Russia (Council of
the European Union 2003: 14). In addition, the EU initiated other kinds
of ‘Strategies’ such as ‘The EU and Africa: Towards a Strategic Partner-
ship’ (European Council 2005) and developed new strategic initiatives
such as the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP).

Unlike the ‘Common Strategies’, the strategic partnerships as a policy
instrument have never entered into the treaty-basis of the EU. Yet,
the Lisbon Treaty introduced a new framework for EU external action,
while creating specific conditions to enhance the framing of SPs. In light
of the post-Lisbon EU institutional set up, the European Council has
the power to set overall objectives and determine the strategic inter-
ests of the Union as a whole, i.e., not only in CFSP matters, but in
other aspects of EU foreign policy (Art. 22, 1 TEU). It is also entitled
to “take the decisions which may concern the relations with a specific
country or region or be thematic in approach” (Art 22, 1 TEU). The
establishment of a SP would, thus, result from a decision, unanimously
adopted upon a recommendation from the European Council. The High
Representative/Vice-President (HRVP), the Commission, or both, have
the prerogative of submitting proposals to the Council (Art. 22, 2 TEU).

After the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, the EU’s strategic
priorities were placed at the core of a rethink of the EU external rela-
tions agenda. The President of the European Council, Herman van
Rompuy, started the debate around this developing foreign policy instru-
ment driven by the realisation that the economic strength of developing
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countries was transforming itself into “real political power.” Such real-
isation resulted from the lessons learned during the 2009 Copenhagen
climate change conference, during which “there was the perception that
the EU was sidelined” (Van Rompuy quoted by Rettman 2010). The
work of van Rompuy and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and
Security Policy/Vice-President of the Commission (HRVP), Catherine
Ashton, contributed tangibly to the initial consolidation of the ten official
SPs as part of their endeavours to make the EU more effective in world
affairs. The same can be said regarding the President of the Commission,
José Durão Barroso, for whom the SPs helped the EU to punch above its
weight within G20 by galvanising relations with key economic and trade
players. As he observed in the State of the Union Speech in September
2010: “As the strategic partnerships of the 21st century emerge, Europe
should seize the chance to define its future…In our globalized world,
the relationships we build with strategic partners determine our prosper-
ity” (Barroso 2010). Yet, overall criticism as to the ill-defined nature and
usage of the term ‘strategic partnership’, and widespread doubts about
the strategic partners’ perception of the EU as a genuine strategic partner
persisted (Rettman 2010; Renard 2011). On the other hand, as Grevi
stressed, the lack of definition is a condition for the establishment of a
given SP due to the need for flexibility and adaptability (Grevi 2013).

The post-2003 identification of ‘strategic partners’ generated particular
expectations regarding the promotion of symmetric relationships, within
which the partners would stand on an equal footing and be granted equal
political value. Incidentally, the preamble of the 2010 European Council
Conclusions conveyed clearly this idea of ‘reciprocity’, when stressing
“the need for Europe to promote its interests and values more assertively
and act in a spirit of reciprocity and mutual benefit” (European Council
2010). However, by developing and intensifying the use of SPs as the
highest level platforms of bilateral convergence to deal with major powers
in world politics, the EU created new space for further differentiation,
thereby drawing a dividing line between those that are positioned inside
and outside this exclusive circle.

Despite variations among SPs, they exhibit common aspects, namely
concerns with security issues and attempts towards the coordina-
tion/harmonisation of political stances in the framework of interna-
tional fora. To be sure, most of the current SPs incorporate a security
agenda, with security being understood in all-encompassing terms so as
to comprise matters related to energy, environment and economy. Not



28 L. C. FERREIRA-PEREIRA AND M. SMITH

surprisingly, such a security agenda is adjusted to the specificities of a
given strategic partner with some aspects receiving more attention than
others. The particular emphasis placed upon environmental security in
the EU’s relations with both Brazil and the US, and the weight ascribed
to the issue of energy security with Russia are paradigmatic examples
of this. The introduction of security issues onto the European agendas
governing SPs has represented significant progress and therefore it stands
as an analytically relevant trait in the present volume.

In fact, while traditional relations with third states have been mainly
structured around economic, commercial and technical cooperation
issues, the SPs have been founded on a noticeable convergence of posi-
tions regarding complex common threats arising from the increasingly
complicated post-9/11 security context and the realities of the post-2008
economic crisis. The existence of shared security and strategic concerns
between the EU and its partners has, in many instances, reinforced the
political dialogue. Yet, such reinforcement did not prevent the suspen-
sion of political dialogues as part of the mechanisms of diplomatic crisis
management. The temporary suspension of the political dialogue strictu
sensu with China in 2011, and with Russia in 2008 and since 2014 are
cases in point.

Underlying the architecture of the EU’s SPs, there is a commitment
to political dialogue, which tends to add an institutional structure to
the relationship with partners by defining the areas for cooperation and
communication. However, the level of institutionalisation of this specific
component varies from case to case. The duration and scope of the
political dialogues also vary according to such factors as the historical
foundations of the relationship, strategic importance of the partner in
its regional context, geopolitical considerations, and economic and trade
interests, among others. At the same time, there has been an attempt on
the part of the EU to recognise the idiosyncratic features characterising
each partner, by offering it a customised political dialogue deemed to
mirror its particular requirements and status. In the case of South Africa,
for example, the fact that it is the only country with which the EU has
sealed a SP in the whole African continent makes it particularly important
at both continental and the regional level, and also has implications for
the country presenting itself as positive point of reference or role model
for other African states.

The EU has developed a form of ‘strategic partnership labelling’, by
means of which specific countries have been recurrently recognised and
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labelled as the organisation’s strategic partners. The continued adherence
to such rhetorical recognition has contributed to a degree of stability and
sustainability in the existing strategic relationships, through which the
EU has been able to advance a common political, economic and secu-
rity agenda when dealing with key players in critical regions of the world.
Moreover, the continuous use of the SP ‘label’ has helped to sustain a
commitment of the relevant parties to the pursuit of common goals like
those stipulated in the ESS and the Report on the Implementation of
the European Security Strategy (European Council 2008), namely the
promotion of a well-governed neighbourhood and effective multilater-
alism. The strategic partnership ‘labelling’ has also helped to mitigate
concerns of both the EU and its partners with the changing balance of
power in a world order in transformation. In so doing, the EU aims to
enhance the predictably and stability prevailing in its relations with third
states—something that is not without resonance for the improvement of
the Union’s political and security milieu and, ultimately, the international
environment.

That being said, the fact that some countries have been acknowledged
as ‘strategic partners’ does not imply any guarantee that this privileged
status will endure in the future. The cases of Ukraine and Russia stand
out as illustrative examples of this. In 1999, a “strategic partnership
between the European Union (EU) and Ukraine based on shared values
and common interests” (European Council, December 1999, 7) was
formally initiated in the framework of the Common Strategy on Ukraine.
But in subsequent years the acknowledgement of the country’s condi-
tion as a strategic partner ceased to be consistently stated; and to date
Ukraine has never entered the list of strategic partners (Ferreira-Pereira
and Vieira 2015). On the other hand, the EU dropped the ‘strategic
partner’ label after Russia annexed Crimea in 2014; and in the Global
Strategy of 2016, relations with Russia were described as representing a
“key strategic challenge” (EEAS 2016: 33). More recently, on 12 March
2019, the European Parliament overwhelmingly approved a resolution
stating that Russia “can no longer be considered a ‘strategic partner’”.3

Equally, China in 2019 was acknowledged as a strategic partner, but also
as a commercial and political rival challenging the EU in key areas of
interest (European Commission 2019).

3The resolution has passed with 402 votes in favour, 163 against and 89 abstentions.
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Incidentally, reflecting the impact of the unfolding of the post-2014
events in Ukraine as well as of the seminal moment in European integra-
tion inaugurated by the British referendum held on 23 June 2016, the
EU’s Global Strategy further pushed the strategic partnership policy to
the top of the CFSP agenda. Against the backdrop of a Union that is
“under threat” and of a European project that “is questioned”, “partner-
ing” with and within a web of major players seemed to be one of the
principal themes of the new framework document (EEAS 2016: 7, 43).
In line with this, the Global Strategy recognised that the role of the EU
as a “responsible global stakeholder” requires “revamping [our] external
partnerships” (ibid: 8). Furthermore, it emphasised that: “Sustainable
peace can only be achieved through comprehensive agreements rooted in
broad, deep and durable regional and international partnerships” (EEAS
2016: 29). Finally, while presenting the SPs as a key contribution to
the Global Strategy’s priority of “effective global governance”, the docu-
ment stressed that: “On the vast majority of global governance issues,
we will work with the UN….with other core partners such as the US,
with regional organisations, and with like-minded and strategic partners
in Asia, Africa and the Americas” (ibid: 43, Italics added). Indeed, the
achievement of such effective global governance, which is later referred
in the 1st Year Report of the Global Strategy as “reformed global gover-
nance” (EEAS 2017: 6), makes work with partners in general, and
strategic partners in particular, indispensable.

Against the backdrop of the implementation of the Global Strategy, the
then HRVP, Federiga Mogherini, further underlined the critical signifi-
cance of the SPs to the core of the European approach to multilateralism
by stating in 2018 that: “This year, the priority of our work will be
to strengthen a global network of partnerships for multilateralism. This
requires a new mind-set, maybe less focused than before on the traditional
bilateral diplomacy. As such, the vision was to foster an “an alliance for
multilateralism”, founded on a “network of truly like-minded partners”
(Mogherini 2018).

Strategic Partnerships in Time of Crisis

Although various periods of crisis can be found in the annals of the
European integration process, since 2008—the year which marked the
beginning of the economic recession originating from the United States—
crises have become the order of the day for an increasingly vulnerable EU.
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Such crises have unfolded in various domains, besides the economic one,
thereby creating a general picture of what might be termed multilevel
crisis. As its first major manifestation, the crisis caused a general reces-
sion in the Eurozone, with some more peripheral and fragile economies
being subject to (total or partial) international bailouts, such as those that
occurred in Ireland, Greece, Portugal, Cyprus and Spain. The recession,
which gave rise to severe austerity politics, put into question the tradi-
tional image of the EU as ‘the club of prosperous democracies’, while
challenging the well-respected European economic and social model. In
contrast, the continuing economic growth of the countries belonging
to the BRIC grouping, such as Brazil and China, only intensified the
perceived decline of the European project while paving the way for these
countries to contest the existing international order and offer alternative
solutions (Saraiva 2018: 8).

Equally important, in view of the geographical location of the eye of
the economic storm, internal breaches between the North of Europe that
continued to exhibit economic growth, employment and competitiveness,
and the South of Europe afflicted by sovereign debt challenges, unem-
ployment and social unrest became very visible. Such breaches exposed
a deep crisis in European economic and social solidarity that became
more pronounced upon the impact of the refugee crisis that overflowed
into Europe from war and misery in Syria, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq
and Eritrea, as well as other countries in sub-Saharan Africa. In the
Summer of 2015, the refugee crisis transformed into the deepest human-
itarian crisis since the World War II and further revealed the normative
‘capability-expectations’ gap between the EU’s rhetorical defence of prin-
ciples such as ‘human security’, ‘responsibility to protect’ and ‘responsible
sovereignty’ on the one hand; and its inability to translate them into prac-
tice, as a collective actor, in the management of uncontrolled migration
waves, on the other. Diverging views among member states about the
implementation of a quota policy to ensure a proportional distribution
of migrants/refugees, which was eventually rejected by some countries,
aggravated intra-EU divisions, especially between the West and East. At
the same time in domestic arenas anti-immigration discourses cultivated
particularly by populist leaders and radical parties begun to attract more
support.

While putting into question the EU’s ability to meet the expecta-
tions of its citizens when it comes to the creation of jobs and affluence,
the economic crisis has weakened their identification with the ontology
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and teleology of the European integration process inextricably linked
to the diffusion of hope, prosperity and security. Disenchantment and
even indignation on the part of a growing number of voters resulted
in stronger support for anti-EU forces on the far-right and left of the
political party spectrum in various European states. Hence, the rising
Euroscepticism that became more evident in the June 2014 European
Parliament elections and was corroborated, more recently, in the Euro-
pean elections of June 2019. Moreover, the series of terrorist attacks that
took place across Europe (e.g. Brussels, Nice, Barcelona, Manchester,
among others) since those in Paris, in November 2015, have aggravated
the overall sense of insecurity and thus the citizens’ discontent with the
EU’s boasted efforts to foster a ‘secure Europe in a better world’. Illustra-
tive of this, the feeling that the EU is a secure place to live has continually
decreased since 2011 (European Commission 2017).

On the external front, the experience of economic crisis moved the
EU to further reach out towards forging and implementing new strategic
partnerships with pivotal states such as Mexico, Japan and South Korea.
More importantly, however, the annexation of Crimea by Russia in March
2014 which embodied Russia’s aggressive assertiveness was a watershed
event in many respects. It led to the deterioration of the European secu-
rity environment with various international ramifications. Apart from an
entrenched and protracted political and military conflict between Ukraine
and Russia, this critical episode provoked a split not only in the EU-Russia
SP (see Haukkala, this volume), but also in the relationship between
United States/NATO and Russia. Eventually, as noted above and recog-
nised by the Global Strategy, Russia came to be approached as “a key
strategic challenge” (EEAS 2016: 33) and ceased to be perceived as a
strategic partner. In the aftermath of the Russian annexation of Crimea
and the subsequent conflict in Ukraine, the EU’s increasing focus on its
Eastern neighbourhood has taken its toll upon (extra-) European engage-
ments in other more distant regions, and this tendency was reinforced by
the priorities of the new Commission installed in 2019.

Furthermore, unforeseen challenges posed to the EU and to transat-
lantic security by the Trump Administration, reflecting its disaffection
regarding the European integration process and doubts raised about the
United States’ continued commitment to transatlantic solidarity and secu-
rity in Europe have disrupted the EU-United States strategic relationship
(see Smith, this volume). Against this backdrop, the deepening of the
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Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) through the implementa-
tion of Lisbon Treaty provisions such as Permanent Structured Cooper-
ation (PESCO) can be seen as part of a self-resilience-building strategy
to rescue the vitality of the integration process and build up ‘strategic
autonomy’ vis-à-vis the United States and NATO. As a result, during
2017—and in the following years—the mainstreaming of security and
defence policy became particularly pronounced, with repeated calls for
the creation of a European Security and Defence Union (Ferreira-Pereira
2020).

The prospect of the UK’s withdrawal from the EU, opened up by
the victory of the ‘Leave’ vote in the British referendum, magnified
the uncertainty and instability within the EU. Ultimately, it has created
doubts about the EU’s sustainability due to fears about fragmentation
and disintegration resulting from other states leaving the EU. As a sort
of corollary of the post-2014 crisis path, Brexit constituted a politically
tortuous process that diverted the EU’s attention and energies from other
external action fronts, notably its bilateral cooperation with strategic part-
ners. The first phase lasted three and a half years (June 2016–January
2020) and comprised manifold political and institutional twists and turns,
both in London and Brussels, that only started to be settled, in a more
predictable way, after the UK general elections of December 2019. Boris
Johnson was re-elected with a large majority and the date of the country’s
departure from the EU was fixed at 31st January 2020—but this was only
the prelude to a complex and highly politicised process of negotiation and
transition.

The implications of this multiple set of challenges are still working
themselves out in the context of the EU’s strategic partnerships. The
internal challenge of economic and political capacity, the external chal-
lenge of assertive and often unpredictable ‘powers’, and the accompa-
nying challenges to the legitimacy and credibility of EU external action
are bound to resonate in its pursuit of partnerships with key external and
global actors. At the same time, however, a number of strategic part-
nerships have been consolidated, extended or reinvented in the period
since the Global Strategy was framed, providing some basis for claims of
renewed vigour in the EU’s approach to its key interlocutors. Reflecting
these developments, there appears to be strong evidence of the ways in
which internal and external factors have interacted to mould the EU’s
approach to strategic partnerships in the light of multiple challenges and
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crises, and to shape the EU’s position as a global interlocutor. As a conse-
quence, the practices of strategic partnerships have been characterised by
a number of co-existing patterns, and these have exerted a formative influ-
ence on the effectiveness and impact of the EU’s partnership diplomacy.
The next part of this chapter puts forward a framework for a more system-
atic analysis of these processes and for potential evaluation of the EU’s
responses to the challenges facing it.

Analysing Strategic
Partnerships: Logics and Images

Why have strategic partnerships emerged as a key expression of EU
external action, and how do they relate to key elements of the EU’s
broader international strategies? We have already seen that the Global
Strategy of 2016 places SPs into a broader framework of international
cooperation, that it relates them to the challenges faced by the EU itself
in the global arena, and that the effectiveness of EU actions has been
challenged in a number of dimensions. But it is important to go further
and to provide a way of locating SPs into a broader concept of EU
external action, as well as to link them to issues such as those raised by
the evolution of EU diplomacy over the past fifteen years and more.

In this section, the focus is first on the logics of strategic partner-
ships: a set of forces and factors that operate to make SPs a salient and
integrative means of organising EU external action, and that generate a
number of questions that can order more detailed analysis. The second
focus of the section is on the images of strategic partnerships: the ways in
which they can be seen as expressing competing or complementary sets of
assumptions, priorities and practices. An appreciation of the ways in which
logics and images act to shape the EU’s approach to strategic partnerships
and their associated diplomatic actions can provide the framework within
which the evolution and impact of specific partnerships can be evaluated,
and the conclusions to the volume will take up this approach as one means
of assessing the SPs in a general sense.

Logics

Three underlying logics can be discerned in EU external action more
generally (Smith 2009, 2012). The first is the internal logic: that external
action reflects the development of the balance of forces within the EU,
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between Brussels institutions and member states and even within member
states themselves. Thus, the changing membership of the Union, the
development of domestic politics within old and new member states, and
the processes sometimes described as the ‘Brusselisation’ of EU external
action are relevant to this area of analysis. The second logic is the external
logic: in other words, the ways in which the changing structures and
processes of the global arena impinge upon EU external action, providing
opportunities for and challenges to the extension of the Union’s interna-
tional activity. A relevant concept here is that of international opportunity
structures—the ways in which the changing shape of global political and
economic activity provide openings for and constraints upon the EU’s
ability to engage effectively with other actors at regional or global levels.
The literature of opportunity structures distinguishes between those that
are open with respect to a given actor and those that are closed—and of
course allows for processes of opening and closing that can radically affect
the available spaces for action (Tarrow 1996, 1998; Tilly and Tarrow
2006). The third logic is that of identity: the search for a settled iden-
tity reflecting the norms, values, interests and capacities of the Union in a
changing world. In this case, external action is a reflection of the ways in
which debates about the EU’s collective presence and engagement in the
global arena are framed by social and political norms, and by the social-
ization and learning processes that accompany them. It is clear that these
three logics are linked, that they intersect and can fluctuate in a complex
balance of forces that will condition key aspects of EU external action—
and we would expect SPs to be no exception to this. It is also clear that
the signs attached to each of the three logics can be positive, neutral or
negative, and that the overall balance between them is likely to shape the
EU’s ability to undertake new initiatives and bring them to fruition in a
changing global arena.

What do these three logics imply for the origins, development and
impact of SPs? In the first case, we would expect the emergence of SPs
as a high-level policy device to reflect internal forces within the Union. It
is clear from the ‘historical’ discussion above that during the late 1990s
and early 2000s, there was a set of internal pressures leading towards the
development of a more structured EU approach to key international part-
ners. One set of pressures came from the institutional context, with the
development of the structures first established in the Maastricht Treaty
and then fleshed out further through the Amsterdam and Nice Treaties—
these structures including the CFSP and eventually the CSDP. But the key
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developments were not only to be found in the foreign policy and security
domains: the further development of EU external commercial policy, and
the introduction of the Euro, created greater internal capacity to under-
take broad partnerships in the global arena, which were complemented by
external policy developments (see below). At the same time, the extension
of EU activity in domains such as global environmental policy and the
promotion of international human rights provided further foundations for
a more comprehensive engagement with major partners. During the late
1990s and early 2000s, the Union provided itself with at least the outlines
of a framework for the introduction and management of strategic part-
nerships, building on the existing infrastructure of dialogues and policy
engagements with key international interlocutors. The 2004 and 2007
enlargements of the Union arguably also strengthened the impetus behind
the search for new external action initiatives, by bringing into the Union
a number of member states that supported the extension of the EU’s
international activities and the political and economic ‘economies of scale’
that this would provide. Finally, the internal crises over the development
of the Constitutional Treaty and subsequently the Lisbon Treaty between
2005 and 2009 saw external action in general, and strategic partnerships
in particular, gain salience as an ‘antidote’ to the internal woes of the
Union. Although the line of causation is not always clear, it is the case
not only in the early 2000s but also in the 2020s that external action can
be seen as a way of (re)asserting the vigour of the European project.

Such developments in the internal logic were accompanied by key
forces in the external logic. Much attention has been given to the nature
of structural shifts in the global arena during the past two decades, and it
is clear that these have provided a potent mix of opportunities and chal-
lenges for the EU. In the first place, the post-Cold War period from the
1990s to the early 2000s provided opportunities for the Union to assert
itself at the international level, especially in its guise as a ‘normative power’
(see also below) and an international conflict manager. Not only this,
but the development of the global political economy and its reflection in
trade negotiations such as the Uruguay Round and later the Doha Devel-
opment Round in the context of the World Trade Organization (WTO)
provided the basis for strong EU engagement with key partners in the
multilateral context—just as the internal development of the Euro and
economic and monetary union also provided the basis for a new Euro-
pean engagement with international monetary policy. In many ways, the
period from 1995–2003 provided a virtuous circle of opportunities for
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EU extension of its external action, but there were also severe constraints,
especially those composed by the lack of ‘hard security’ capabilities and
the lack of full international economic autonomy.

These constraints came home to roost in the mid-2000s, with the
shocks provided by the Iraq War and the international financial crisis.
Tellingly, these shocks were also reflected in EU internal tensions, both as
regarded the CFSP and CSDP, and as related to the development of the
Euro and cross-national financial management. At the same time, and as
noted in earlier parts of this chapter, the changing power-structure of the
global arena, especially symbolised by the emergence of ‘rising powers’
such as the BRICS, created new challenges and opportunities for the
Union (Smith 2013, 2016a). Given the existing infrastructure of political
dialogues, high-level summits and common strategies, it is no coincidence
that one response to this was the development of the SP idea. First initi-
ated in relations with Russia, elaborated in relations with China and then
extended into wider areas, the SP framework thus expressed not only
internal pressures but also external opportunities. The opportunities of
the 2000s, though, have not always persisted: indeed, the development in
the 2010s of new pressures towards unilateralism in terms of trade policy
and foreign/security policy, underlined by internal financial and economic
crisis and interacting with global power shifts, arguably made SPs both
more important and more difficult to achieve. The external logic of the
past decade and now the 2020s is in many ways more challenging and
more constraining than that of the 2000s, and a key issue is thus whether
the momentum of the 2000s has been maintained and developed since
2010.

Alongside the internal and the external logics, it is important to
consider the identity logic as it relates to strategic partnerships. As noted
above, there have been major internal incentives and constraints attending
the development of SPs, and these have coincided with key shifts in the
external opportunity structure. One constant element, though, has been
the linkage between SPs and the desire to promote the EU’s international
identity—not just as an antidote to internal crisis, but also as a means
of furthering the EU’s interests and values at the global and regional
level. A key aspect of this desire is a form of European exceptionalism—
reflecting the idea that the Union is a distinctive form of international
actor, with distinctive priorities and means of action. One dimension
of this exceptionalism has been the fact that the Union has been—and
largely remains—a civilian power, without the means of coercion through
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military means. Although recent developments (e.g. PESCO and other
innovations) have promised to add to the EU’s military capacity, they
have not yet come fully to fruition, and may not for a decade. Allied to
this quality of EU external action is the idea that the EU is a ‘force for
good’ in the global arena, acting in line with global norms and through
the multilateral framework constituted by the UN and its specialised
agencies as well as a number of major sectoral bodies. In this context,
the notion of strategic partnerships assumes an additional dimension:
they are not only a response to internal pressures or to external oppor-
tunities, but also an expression of a distinctive European approach to
international cooperation and global governance, through which the EU’s
international identity could be pursued. Thus, the attempts in strategic
partnerships to promote multilateralism through trade, financial relations
and approaches to such issues as UN peacekeeping have gone alongside
attempts to promote democracy, human rights and the roles of partners
as ‘responsible stakeholders’ in the global arena.

As noted earlier in the chapter, however, these elements of the strategic
partnership phenomenon have often (and some would say, increasingly)
come up against the harsh realities of geopolitics and realpolitik both at
the regional and at the global level. One key issue in this area is thus
the extent to which and the ways in which SPs reflect the EU’s norma-
tive power, and the extent to which this can be translated into effective
policy impact. From the Global Strategy and other key statements of EU
external action, it is clear that the assumption of a distinctive European
international presence remains at the core of the Union’s aspirations for
external action—but it is not always clear how this matches up either with
the demands of the external environment or indeed the positions of key
EU member states.

Images

Over the past thirty years, the EU has developed a wide-ranging part-
nership diplomacy, of which the formalised strategic partnerships are only
one dimension. This part of the chapter aims to build on the ‘histori-
cal’ treatment of the SPs conducted thus far, and on the analysis of the
underlying logics shaping SPs, and to propose some ways in which the SPs
might be evaluated as part of the EU’s partnership diplomacy. It focuses
in particular on three images of partnership diplomacy in general, and of
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strategic partnership diplomacy in particular, with the aim of clarifying
their place in EU external action.4

A first image focuses on the building of partnerships as strategy. As
noted by many commentators, the EU does not lack strategies (Grevi and
de Vasconcelos 2008; Renard 2012, 2016; Smith 2016a). The problem as
perceived by some is that it does not have a single overarching strategy,
in the tradition of ‘grand strategy’, that establishes priorities, identifies
targets and commits resources. The ESS, it can be argued, was only
a partial expression of such an overarching strategic approach, more a
statement of challenges and possibilities than a collective statement of
approach and priorities. The Global Strategy of 2016 was in part an
attempt to go further and to formalise what is often left implicit—the EU
approach to key international challenges and commitments. As already
noted, the Global Strategy embodied a search for ‘strategic autonomy’
and a ’comprehensive approach’, coupled with a ’joined-up’ approach to
policy-making, and thus pointed to the deployment of a ‘strategic diplo-
macy’ in pursuit of SPs among other forms of external engagement. But
what would such a strategic diplomacy imply?

A first issue that would in principle be addressed by a strategic approach
would be that of ‘target acquisition’. There would be an explicit ordering
of priorities, that would provide a guide to the attention to be paid to
specific partnerships or groups of partnerships, and a long-term frame-
work both for the pursuit of partnerships and their evaluation. A second
issue addressed by a strategic approach would be that of resources: the
establishment of reliable, dedicated financial, institutional and human
resources with which to pursue the targets identified, and with which to
operationalise the principles behind the EU’s partnership diplomacy. A
third key element would be adaptability: the capacity to adjust to change
and challenge, and to take advantage of opportunities, without casting
aside the principles and the priorities established through the strategic
approach.

The problem is that this kind of strategic approach has not charac-
terised either the establishment or the conduct of the EU’s partnership
diplomacy to date. The strategic review that preceded the Global Strategy
identified this issue in a clearcut form, by pointing to problems of policy
direction, flexibility, leverage, coordination and capability that must be

4The following discussion draws upon work undertaken by one of the present authors
in another context: Smith, M. (2017).
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overcome in order to produce a fully-fledged strategic approach (EEAS
2015; see also Tocci 2017). The consequence—spelt out in the Global
Strategy, and illustrated in the earlier discussion in this chapter—is that
EU diplomacy (including partnership diplomacy) is sub-optimal because
of institutional and other variations within the EU system (both among
the Brussels institutions and between those and member states). While
that is clearly a key part of any diagnosis, it is only a part. The nature
of external challenges, as recognised elsewhere in the review, is funda-
mental, but so is the existing structure of the EU’s external engagements,
reflecting as it does not only a fundamental commitment to partner-
ships, but also an incremental process which has produced a complex and
messy system of strategic partnerships. This system, which produces both
awkward contexts and awkward partners, as well as significant elements
of path dependency, does not lend itself prima facie to a comprehensive
strategic approach or to a comprehensive strategic diplomacy.

A second image of the EU’s pursuit of strategic partnerships sees it as a
process of management—an image that is in many ways a reaction to the
difficulties encountered by a strategic approach. Here, the EU’s actions
are defined not as a goal-oriented and explicit reflection of a strategy, but
much more as a management process (and this is of course how many
diplomats themselves would present the activity). The emphasis is not on
explicit setting of goals and priorities, but on a process that is contin-
uous, incremental and dedicated to problem-solving rather than to the
pursuit of a ’grand strategy’. The emphasis in this approach is on process
itself, and in terms of partnership diplomacy on the maintenance of a kind
of infrastructure that enables the day to day business of partnership to
be transacted. Thus, the whole array of dialogues, management groups,
sectoral working parties and specialised codes of conduct that underpin
relationships such as those between the EU and the US or the EU and
China are central to this image (Smith 2016b; Renard 2016). This kind
of low-key institutionalisation, often expressed in joint action plans with a
largely technical content, reflects a technocratic vision of diplomacy itself,
in which the interests of a wide range of stakeholders need to be taken
into account and in which the result is an intensification of day to day
interactions.

In general, the managerial image of EU partnership diplomacy
responds to a number of the problems confronted by a strategic image,
but it does not resolve all of them. It can promise to make diplomacy
more of a technocratic, adaptive process, and thus to iron out some of
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the elements that stand in the way of a comprehensive, differentiated and
purposeful approach to what is a complex and messy area. But it cannot
resolve (at least in the short term) the issues of international structure and
high politics that create the demand for strategic approaches in the first
place. It also creates potential problems arising from the tensions between
the aims and actions of institutional stakeholders, and from different arms
of the EU’s commercial and political/security diplomacies.

A third image of the EU’s search for strategic partnerships sees it as
essentially a reactive process. While the first and second images discussed
above contain a series of inbuilt tensions and potential frictions between
different actors and activities, the third image challenges both of them,
and in doing so challenges the notion of an organised or systematic EU
partnership diplomacy. It also has important implications for the EU’s
credibility and legitimacy as a global actor, and for the resilience of its
diplomatic system and diplomatic presence. The argument is that there
have always been elements of the reactive in the EU’s partnership diplo-
macy, from its earliest manifestations, but that these have been given
greater salience by recent external challenges, and by the internal chal-
lenges to the legitimacy of the EU’s institutions and policies in a range of
fields.

The most obvious manifestation of this reactive tendency is the EU’s
response to external and internal crisis. As noted above, in recent years,
there has been a series of external challenges to EU diplomacy in general,
and these challenges have also attacked the central pillars of partner-
ship diplomacy. Recent and current crises can thus be seen as a set of
challenges to the EU’s capacity for strategic or managerial approaches
to strategic partnerships, since they have called into question the credi-
bility and the legitimacy of the EU as an international interlocutor. The
potential consequence is a retreat from the notion of a settled collective
approach, and the (re)emergence of clashing preferences within the EU
as to what might be acceptable partners and acceptable types of partner-
ship. This in turn could lead to uncertainty within the EU about the types
of commitment that might be entered into or maintained, and about the
availability of resources that can be deployed to bolster conceptions of
partnership. The eventual outcome might be a retreat from the vision
of a stable and rule-governed partnership diplomacy to a reactive and
sometimes chaotic EU approach in key regions of its engagement. At the
same time, the increasing prevalence of ‘strategic partnerships’ initiated by
some of the EU’s major interlocutors, for example the United States and
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China, could also form the basis for a process of competition or emula-
tion, in which the EU would respond to the claiming of new ‘territory’
by some of its key existing partners.

Themes, Frameworks and Theories

As noted in the Introduction, this volume is organised essentially around
four key themes, which link with the three key logics of EU external
action and the three images of the EU’s SPs outlined above to constitute a
framework for the analysis of strategic partnerships as diplomatic practice.
First, there is the question of functions and motivations: Why has the EU
sought SPs, do EU member states share the motivations and functions
generated at Brussels level, and do partner countries recognise and share
the motivations on which the EU initiative is based? This clearly links
directly to the argument in this chapter about the different logics of EU
external action in general and of the drive towards strategic partnerships in
particular. Second, there is the question of policy: How is the nature and
extent of a partnership shaped by both the specific negotiations on which
it is based and the broader logics (i.e. internal, external and identity)
framing EU external policies, not to mention the priorities and actions
of the prospective or actual partner? This question links directly with the
three images presented earlier, each of which constitutes a specific diag-
nosis of the characteristics of any given partnership. Third, there is the
issue of institutionalisation: How are SPs in general, and individual SPs
in particular, given institutional expression, to what extent do the institu-
tions concerned to develop a dynamic of their own and to what extent do
they adapt to the changing needs and scope of the partnership(s) as well
as to broader claims from stakeholders and outsiders? Again, this ques-
tion connects closely with the images of SPs as strategic, managerial or
reactive, since each contains an implicit set of judgements on the need for
and the effects of institutionalisation. Finally, there is the question of role:
to what extent do SPs in general, and specific SPs, shape the behaviours
demonstrated and roles played by the EU and others involved in them as
well as the broader forces operating in the global arena? Clearly, this has
strong links with the earlier discussion of the external logic and opportu-
nity structures in the global context, but it also has a strong connection to
the ways in which the dynamics of partnership (re)shape the expectations
and actions of the partners.
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The approach taken in this volume is deliberately eclectic, but it is
important at this point to note the ways in which it intersects with some
key approaches in international relations and European integration theory.
In the first place, there is a strong intersection with questions of power,
and of the EU as a ‘power’ in international relations. Each of the partner-
ships under examination is a partnership between a non-state actor (the
EU) and a state actor How does this affect the power relations inherent
to the partnership, and how does the partnership itself reflect or reframe
the power relations in the global arena more generally? As noted above,
the resurgence of ‘power politics’ in the global arena during the past two
decades has raised important questions for EU external action and for the
Union’s ability to exercise power within its key international relationships.
At the same time, while developing outside inter-regional cooperation
arrangements, the SPs tend to be more in line with realist-driven sensi-
tivities and approaches. All this means that Realist theories are far from
irrelevant to the analysis and evaluation of the EU’s strategic partnerships.

In a parallel fashion, the relevance of Liberal theories with their
emphasis on a variety of international actors (and thus on multiple stake-
holders in strategic partnerships), on the building of institutions and on
the nature of global governance is clear: the issue is to what extent the
key ideas of Liberalism can capture the EU’s drive towards strategic part-
nerships and explain the ways in which those partnerships have been
negotiated, have flourished or have decayed. Institutionalist theories more
specifically have a strong bearing on the ways in which SPs have been
initiated, consolidated and supplied with more or less extensive infrastruc-
tures: do they reflect processes of rational choice and utility maximisation,
of social learning and adaptation, or of historical evolution through
phases of institutionalisation that accumulate to provide a more or less
robust structure? Finally, there is clearly a place for reflectivist and Social
Constructivist approaches to the understanding of SPs: To what extent do
they reflect the generation of strategic narratives and processes of social
learning by those involved—and more specifically, on the part of the EU
itself? Even these brief references to theory underline the ways in which
SPs challenge processes of explanation and understanding as well as gener-
ating a wide range of international interactions between the EU and its
partners.
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Conclusions

This chapter set out to review the development and the key characteristics
of the EU’s strategic partnerships, and to propose some ways in which
they might be subjected to systematic analysis and evaluation. By iden-
tifying and tracing the roots of the strategic partnership phenomenon,
the chapter has raised a number of questions about the EU’s capacity
and inclination to enter into such arrangements, and about the impact
of internal and external challenges or crises on the EU’s choices. By
proposing that strategic partnerships as an EU integrative policy can be
evaluated in terms of their relationship to internal, external and identity
logics, in relation to the interaction of those logics, and by reference to
the images of EU policy that they shape, the chapter has provided a frame-
work for considering the functions and motivations shaping EU policies,
the scope and policy implications of the agreements reached, the extent
to which these agreements are institutionalised, and their impact both
on the role of the EU and on its partners in the broader world arena.
Thus, the chapter has suggested that there are important implications for
the development of the EU’s strategic diplomacy, as an expression of the
EU’s international role and as a mechanism for the achievement of policy
objectives. In the chapters that follow, the contributors will focus on each
of these dimensions in relation to specific partnerships as well as to the
aims and practices of EU policy.
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CHAPTER 3

Institutional Perspectives on the EU’s
Strategic Partnerships: Where
Is the Focus and Authority?

Daniel Schade

Introduction

Ten years have passed since then European Council President Herman
Van Rompuy bemoaned in a speech that ‘Until now, we had strategic
partners, now we also need a strategy ![sic]’ (Van Rompuy 2010: 1).
The speech was held in the aftermath of the EU’s transition to its func-
tioning under the Treaty of Lisbon in 2009. While affecting the EU’s
policy-making system as a whole, the EU’s foreign policy was particularly
affected: not only were new institutions set up for its coordination, but
a carefully balanced institutional setting was disrupted with the changes
made.

The purpose of this chapter is to analyse the role that the EU’s insti-
tutions as currently constituted have played and continue to play in
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developing the EU’s strategic partnerships. Its focus is thus largely on an
elaboration of the internal logic as identified in Chapter 1, which posits
that the EU’s external action is ultimately shaped by factors internal to
the EU.

Identifying the institutional basis of the strategic partnerships is a key
challenge given the absence of formality in designating EU strategic part-
ners, formulating goals to be achieved through the strategic partnerships
and lastly enacting them. The lack of formality can be illustrated by the
difficulty to establish the number of strategic partnerships in place around
the time of the transition to the EU’s Lisbon Treaty (Renard 2011: 111).
This is due to the fact that the rationale for, and development of each also
followed radically different trajectories (Renard 2013: 305), with no clear-
cut definition or criteria to be found (Ferreira-Pereira and Vieira 2016:
4–5). These underlying facts about the EU’s strategic partnerships have
not changed since their inception and continue to provide the backdrop
against which they are assessed. Similarly, the list of the EU’s strategic
partners has not formally changed and constitutes the universe of cases to
be considered here.

This chapter will be concerned primarily not with the issue of strategic
partner choice and designation, but with how the institutions have
managed and acted upon them since they were established. To paraphrase
the call by former European Council President Van Rompuy, have the
EU’s institutions since developed a strategy for the EU’s strategic partner-
ships, and have they been able to translate this into partnership practice?
The first part of the question is ultimately motivated by broader concerns
in research on EU foreign policy which seek to understand if and how
the EU attempts to bring more strategic thinking to its external rela-
tions so as to enhance coherence and effectiveness of its activities (see,
for instance, da Conceição-Heldt and Meunier 2014; Furness and Gänzle
2017; Mayer 2013). This is also echoed by the first image introduced
in Chapter 1, which considers the building of the partnerships as part
of a strategic approach. With regard to the EU’s strategic partnerships,
this could either relate to addressing the strategic partners collectively
as part of a single policy toolkit, or in relation to approaching EU ties
towards individual strategic partners coherently across all areas of EU
foreign policy activity. The second part of the question is then ulti-
mately concerned with the capacity of the EU’s current Brussels-based
foreign policy system to leave an imprint on the strategic partnerships in
its current set-up. This closely mirrors the second image introduced in
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Chapter 1, which considers whether the EU’s approach to the strategic
partnerships is ultimately managerial.

The bar for identifying institutional activity towards a more ‘strategic’
use of the strategic partnerships is ultimately a low one, as around the
time of the transition to the Lisbon Treaty after 2009 officials within the
European Commission responsible for the EU’s ties to its strategic part-
ners were often unaware that theirs was a strategic partner, or how their
activity differed from that of colleagues dealing with other third partners
(Renard 2013: 308). Nonetheless, for the purpose of offering a struc-
tured analysis of institutional activity towards the strategic partnerships,
distinct areas in which an answer to the above research questions could
be expected need definition.

This is necessary as both the very nature and functioning of strategic
partnerships are contested, just as what would constitute ‘strategy’ in the
conduct of these (Grevi 2013: 160–162; Schade 2019b: 376). The first
analytical category to be identified ultimately revolves around whether
there are genuine priorities and interests identified for the EU’s strategic
partnerships (Bendiek and Kramer 2010: 455–456), in other words
whether the EU has identified a goal to be achieved through its strategic
partnerships. Furthermore, secondly, following on from previous anal-
yses of the EU’s strategic partnerships (Renard 2013: 308–311), one
would expect that a strategic use of the strategic partnerships necessi-
tates for these to be based on specific frameworks enabling structured
cooperation. Thirdly and finally, the existence of the strategic partner-
ships needs to translate into specific institutional provisions internal to
the EU which enable its foreign policy system to translate partnership
goals into outcomes. The remainder of this chapter is thus structured
around these analytical categories, identifying the role and activity of key
EU institutions within each.

Such a focus on the institutional underpinnings of the EU’s strategic
partnerships is necessary, as the EU’s policy choices on these are ulti-
mately shaped not just by the pursuit of the EU’s aims and interests—as
posited by the third logic of identity introduced in Chapter 1—but
by how these are defined, perceived and advocated for by the actors
shaping EU foreign policy. These cannot be considered as mere trans-
mission belts of EU interests. Institutionalist literature instead cautions
that bureaucratic decision-making processes are themselves shaped by the
institutional set-up of a foreign policy bureaucracy, as well as the distinct
interests and preferences of each institutional actor involved. Existing



52 D. SCHADE

literature on EU foreign policy-making thus cautions that it has become
increasingly necessary to consider the bureaucratic politics of the EU’s
institutions in this domain, including their changing organization and the
role of individuals within them (for an overview of these arguments, see
Delreux 2015). A focus on the institutional elements of the EU’s strategic
partnerships can thus help unearth how much these are an expression of
the EU’s strategic pursuit of foreign policy goals (strategic image), or
a mere expression of the underlying bureaucratic politics (management
image).

The institutions to be considered in this context are numerous. This
is despite the fact that one of the purposes of the EU’s transition to the
Lisbon Treaty was to simplify the EU’s foreign policy system. Ultimately,
this can today be qualified as a ‘hybrid’ system (Smith 2012), in which
old divisions and modes of decision-making continue to survive in a now
formally unified foreign policy system. This means that actors involved in
the EU’s strategic partnerships prior to the Lisbon Treaty, and the Euro-
pean Commission and the Council of the EU, in particular, continue to
play a relevant role in the strategic partnerships. To this, one has to add
the novel EU High Representative for the Common Foreign and Secu-
rity Policy (CFSP) and Vice-President of the Commission (HRVP), as
well as the affiliated institution, the European External Action Service
(EEAS). Given the HRVP’s formal responsibility in the conduct of the
EU’s external relations, and due to the fact that the EU’s first post-Lisbon
HRVP Catherine Ashton had declared the strategic partnerships as one of
her foreign policy priorities (Renard 2016: 24), the analysis of this actor’s
activity and that of its underpinning institution, the EEAS will be of
particular relevance. Lastly, insofar as the adoption of frameworks for the
strategic partnerships (see below) involves the conclusion of formal EU
international agreements, the European Parliament also has to form part
of the analysis. Given the important changes introduced with the Treaty
of Lisbon, this chapter’s analysis focuses on institutional developments
since its inception in 2009.

A Lack of Overarching Goal Formulation
for EU Strategic Partnerships

It is difficult to identify a single set of documents outlining the goals to
be achieved with the strategic partnerships, as ‘the EU actually produces a
lot of strategies’ (Smith 2017: 505). It is telling, however, that there is no
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document, in particular, that is devoted to jointly discussing the entire set
of the EU’s strategic partnerships. Part of this is due to the fact that the
strategic partnerships were gradually set up disjointedly with individual
partners in increments, without overarching goals in mind. However, this
does not explain why no efforts have been made to remedy this situation
since their initial set-up.

The EU’s main attempt at formulating its foreign policy vision in the
post-Lisbon context, the so-called EU Global Strategy of 2016 (EEAS
2016), puts an emphasis on the EU approaching external relations as an
exercise involving partnerships. However, the specific strategic partner-
ships are only mentioned in passing and no explicit reference is made
to the strategic partners as a specific foreign policy instrument. Instead,
the strategic partners are mentioned alongside other countries in the
geographic sections of the Global Strategy as well as when discussing
with whom to pursue multilateral cooperation. This is telling as to the
relevance of the strategic partnerships as a policy instrument, given that
the Global Strategy is ultimately the result of a large-scale consultation
process involving all key stakeholders of the EU’s foreign policy system
(Smith 2017: 509; Tocci 2017: 491–495). Furthermore, it was the novel
EEAS under the guidance of the HRVP that was ultimately responsible
for its publication, indicating that the strategic partnerships did not form
part of this institution’s policy priorities at the time.

This is not to say that there haven’t been any times when the strategic
partnerships were on the agenda of the EU’s institutions. Following on
from van Rompuy’s above-mentioned call for more strategic thinking
surrounding the strategic partnerships in September 2010, the European
Council mandated the HRVP:

in coordination with the Commission and the Foreign Affairs Council, to
evaluate the prospects of relations with all strategic partners, and set out in
particular our interests and possible leverage to achieve them. (European
Council 2010: 9)

This indeed resulted in some mainly descriptive reports on most of the
strategic partnerships being produced, albeit lacking an overall structure
to them (Grevi 2013: 170). Since then, there has been little to no collec-
tive follow-up by the EU’s institutions on these. When it comes to the
current formulation of goals for individual EU strategic partnerships,
great differences can thus be observed. Whereas there are some strategic
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partnerships which have received regular attention (such as the ones with
Canada or China), including the adaptation of an EU goal formulation,
this is clearly not the case for most others.

The formulation of a common vision for the EU’s strategic part-
nerships is naturally limited by the important diversity of partners at
hand (Renard 2013: 305). While some, such as Canada (see Verdun in
this volume), are naturally close to the EU’s position on many issues,
including aspects such as the protection of democracy and human rights,
this is not necessarily the case for all. Russia is a case in point: the strategic
partnership with the country had been fraught with difficulties for quite
some time (Schmidt-Felzmann 2016). It was the country’s involvement
in the Ukraine conflict which led to the strategic partnership effectively
having been put on hold (Casier 2019: 1; see also Haukkala in this
volume).

To illustrate the matter of divergent approaches to the strategic part-
nerships, the case of the EU-China partnership provides an example
for regular and differentiated thought into the overall goal formula-
tion by the EU’s institutions (see also Cottey in this volume). In this
case, two documents from 2016 provided the basis for the EU’s current
goal formulation towards the country. The first is a joint document
by the European Commission and the HRVP (European Commission and
HRVP 2016) analysing developments in China, outlining the EU’s posi-
tion towards these developments, as well as formulating specific aims and
goals to be achieved. This document is accompanied by Council conclu-
sions (Council of the EU 2016a) which immediately followed the other
document, and which similarly emphasize specific aims to be achieved.
This documents an instance in which the core EU institutions acted in
sync, providing an overall set of goals for this specific strategic partnership.

To attest to the dynamism of the EU’s goal formulation towards
the country, the initial strategy by the Commission and the HRVP has
since been amended ahead of an EU-China summit in 2019 (European
Commission and HRVP 2019a), significantly revising both its analysis of
developments in China and the associated goals to be achieved. While
the 2016 document still emphasized the potential for cooperation with
the country in many areas, the new document now recognizes that
‘China is, simultaneously, in different policy areas, a cooperation partner
with whom the EU has closely aligned objectives, a negotiating partner
with whom the EU needs to find a balance of interests, an economic
competitor in the pursuit of technological leadership, and a systemic rival
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promoting alternative models of governance’ (European Commission and
HRVP 2019a: 4). This is relevant insofar as the document recognizes
a rapidly changing environment for the pursuit of the strategic partner-
ship, while also outlining the limits of cooperation with specific strategic
partners at hand. As initially suggested by Grevi (2013: 170), this demon-
strates an EU capacity to distinguish between the partnerships overall, and
partnering on specific policy issues at hand.

The other extreme of the spectrum is EU strategic partnerships which
see little to no goal formulation, let alone regular reflection on the matter
by the EU’s institutions. This can be illustrated through the case of the
EU’s strategic partnership with Brazil. While the strategic partnership
dates back to 2007, the latest overall goal formulation by the EU towards
the country dates back to the same year (Schade 2019b: 383).

This is despite the fact that throughout this period negotiations were
ongoing with Mercosur on the conclusion of an EU Association Agree-
ment including an FTA with the countries of this regional organization,
of which Brazil is by far the largest member. While the ultimate Asso-
ciation Agreement with Mercosur will contain a political pillar which
was agreed upon in principle in 2018 (Schade 2020: 110–111), unlike
for the trade pillar of the agreement its contents are not in the public
domain. In the same vein, no recent goal formulation for ties with either
individual countries of said organization or the entire grouping is to be
found. Instead, the Commission and the HRVP have opted to draft a new
strategy document outlining its strategy towards the entire Latin Amer-
ican and Caribbean region in 2019 (European Commission and HRVP
2019b). While the document emphasizes that the EU considers its ties to
the entirety of the region as a strategic partnership, no mention is made
of the specific strategic partnership with Brazil or Mexico, the EU’s other
formal strategic partner in the region.

While goal formulation towards specific strategic partners attests to the
EU’s institutional ability to analyse its ties to the strategic partners, and
to associate the analysis with the pursuit of specific aims, it nonetheless
demonstrates the complexity and difficulty in finding and defining these
within and between key EU institutions. In the absence of a distinct goal
formulation on the EU’s side, the very bilateral frameworks setting out
cooperation instruments and target areas with strategic partners may also
serve a goal formulation function, as discussed below.
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Diverging Frameworks---A Plethora
of ‘Strategic Partnerships’

The EU’s ability to translate its policy aims towards its strategic part-
ners into practice also ultimately relies on how cooperation with specific
strategic partners is structured. This can be achieved through the creation
of a framework for cooperation with strategic partners. This section eval-
uates the existing framework formats and how these were set up. It
ultimately finds that while the frameworks developed for specific strategic
partners enable EU institutions to pursue EU policy aims, this is not the
case across all strategic partnerships at hand.

The conduct of EU strategic partnerships ultimately relies on bilateral
cooperation between the EU and individual strategic partners. Usually,
this is based on an agreement as to the modalities of cooperation between
the EU and its specific strategic partner. It is such a framework that defines
the structures which determine the range and intensity of cooperation
with strategic partners. These frameworks for the EU’s strategic partner-
ships differ radically and a variety of differing formats are in existence, all
affecting the role that the EU’s institutions can play in them.

The most extensive kind of framework for such cooperation between
the EU and its strategic partners is so-called strategic partnership agree-
ments (SPAs). These are in place with Japan and Canada, as well as
a similar ‘framework agreement’1 with a third strategic partner, the
Republic of Korea (ROK) (also known as South Korea). Aside from the
difference in name, the latter was also somewhat more limited in scope
given that its negotiations largely precede the Treaty of Lisbon. There is,
however, a similarity in the negotiation of all three, as these occurred in
parallel to the conclusion of Free Trade Agreements (FTAs). This follows
an overall recent development which has seen the EU formally eschew the
increased formal complexity of Association Agreement by signing parallel
yet legally separate FTAs and political agreements in its external negotia-
tions (D’Ambrogio 2019: 3–4; Schade 2020: 203). The set-up of these
frameworks therefore does not occur in a vacuum and happened as part
of a broader negotiation effort involving a plethora of actors on the EU’s
side.

These agreements ultimately help to set up specific formats for discus-
sion and cooperation across many areas with the EU’s strategic partners.

1This was also the term used in the initial negotiations with Canada and Japan.
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It has been argued that the added value of the partnerships is in facilitating
specific technical exchanges (Vivet and de Lalande 2014: 4) between offi-
cials on both sides. In many cases, such as for the Republic of Korea, the
creation of a framework has led to a significant expansion of the number
of dialogues occurring (Chung and Lee 2019: 329–330). These are all
contained within an overarching institutional setting. In the case of the
SPAs (see, for instance, Council of the EU 2016b: 32–35), this usually
provides for regular summits at head-of-state level, meetings between
foreign ministers, as well as a so-called Joint Committee. It is the latter
that is meant to direct the strategic partnership between both partners.
On the EU’s side, the highest official is typically notionally the HRVP,
thus giving the EEAS a core institutional role at the highest level of the
strategic partnership. Nonetheless, a consideration of the areas of cooper-
ation contained within the SPAs makes it obvious that many are within the
institutional remit of the European Commission. This creates the poten-
tial for bureaucratic and political tensions on the EU’s end, as institutional
involvement ranges from a (national) executive dominance in the regular
summits and ministerial meetings, to the HRVP and the EEAS and ulti-
mately the Commission at different levels, which all have distinct policy
goals.

While the SPAs provide for the most coherent and developed
framework for the EU’s strategic partnerships, there are nonetheless
important differences between them. For instance, while the agreement
with Canada can be suspended if one party violates fundamental prin-
ciples that both have agreed to, an inclusion of this has proven highly
contentious in the case of the SPA with Japan (D’Ambrogio 2019: 4).
Similarly, while the agreement with Canada lists specific areas for cooper-
ation in chapters, the agreement with Japan is significantly less ambitious
when it comes to that, and thus ultimately less structured. This shows that
while SPAs provide an extensive structure for individual strategic part-
nerships, they do not help the EU’s institutions to address all strategic
partners collectively.

To put the SPAs further into perspective, it is also important to note
that such agreements are ultimately not limited to the EU’s formal
strategic partners. The framework agreement with Australia, in particular,
closely resembles the Canada SPA and the ROK framework agreement in
structure and scope. It also goes beyond the EU-Japan SPA in one crucial
area in that it includes an essential elements clause allowing for its suspen-
sion if either party violates fundamental principles such as human rights.
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This ultimately raises the question as to whether the particular framework
adopted here sets EU strategic partnerships apart from those countries to
whom the label has not been applied (Murray 2016).

While SPAs represent the most developed framework for EU strategic
partnerships, there are also some which lack any significant underlying
framework altogether. This can be illustrated through the case of the
EU’s strategic partnership with Brazil (for a more focused discussion of
this, see Ferreira-Pereira in this volume). While both SPAs and frame-
work agreements are legally binding international treaties which require
ratification, no similar framework for the strategic partnership exists with
Brazil. Instead, there are a number of outdated bilateral political agree-
ments which predate the strategic partnership. The strategic partnership
framework itself is then but a declaratory concluding joint statement from
a 2011 EU-Brazil summit (Council of the EU 2011), which sets out
areas in which cooperation is to occur. While the ‘Joint Action Plan’ is
structured similarly to the sections of the Canada SPA discussing areas
for cooperation, it entirely lacks the overarching legal framework and
sections outlining cooperation institutions and modes of decision-making.
Since then, further summit conclusions have listed some additional areas
for cooperation which are, however, once again devoid of any institu-
tional framework whatsoever (EU-Brazil Summit 2014). In addition to
this, much like with most countries across the globe, the EU has signed
a number of very specific smaller agreements with the country, such as
on civil aviation matters. These are not part of an overall framework,
however, and have all been negotiated separately.

This is partly related to the fact that prior to the establishment of the
SP with Brazil, the EU’s relations with the country were principally struc-
tured by the EU’s attempts to develop its ties to Mercosur. Since the
entry into force of a so-called Framework Cooperation Agreement with
this particular regional organization, this has provided a legal basis for
ties to the region. The EU-Mercosur Association Agreement, which at
the time of writing has been concluded but not yet ratified, would also
modernize the basis for political ties to the region in addition to an FTA.
However, all Mercosur partners are considered as equal within this agree-
ment, meaning that institutionally speaking the EU’s ties to Brazil would
be no different from those with Argentina or Paraguay.

This present lack of an institutional framework in the Brazilian and
other cases is somewhat problematic, as in addition to the potential lack
of aims for the strategic partnerships, it makes for much less structured
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exchanges with the strategic partner at hand. Considering the role of the
EU’s institutions, the SPAs ultimately set out a hierarchy for the conduct
of the strategic partnership, while still necessitating difficult coordination
between the EEAS, the Commission and the member states. In the case
of less codified strategic partnerships, even a basic agreement on institu-
tional roles and hierarchies is lacking, making the conduct of a strategic
partnership potentially much more difficult.

The hugely divergent frameworks for the EU’s established strategic
partnerships ultimately significantly hinder the EU foreign policy system’s
capacity to achieve coherence between the conduct of specific part-
nerships. Even when considering the relatively novel SPA format, the
differences between the established ones are striking. These reveal the
continued weakness of frameworks for a joined-up EU approach towards
its established strategic partnerships. Nonetheless, these types of agree-
ments should enhance the potential for cooperation with individual
strategic partners to be more strategic across individual areas of EU
foreign policy, as they set out some institutional hierarchies within the
EU. The case of Australia then illustrates that the pursuit of this kind of
coherence is not limited to the EU’s official strategic partners, however.
In fact, considering a case such as Brazil, it is easy to find other countries
like Ukraine which are not strategic partners of the EU, but with which
cooperation frameworks are more developed at present.

Institutional Complexity
and EU Strategic Partnerships

While the previous sections have dealt with how (a lack of) goal formu-
lation and frameworks for cooperation with strategic partners shape the
possibilities for an EU institutional response, this section considers how
the EU’s institutional set-up itself determined the EU’s cooperation with
its strategic partners. This section thus takes a perspective which particu-
larly emphasizes the potential for bureaucratic politics between and within
individual institutions involved in the EU’s foreign policy-making as a
factor determining the EU’s approach towards its strategic partners.

The considerations here partly interlink with the observations above,
as it is the EU’s institutions which are responsible for the negotiation
of cooperation frameworks and the elaboration of strategy documents.
Lastly, in the absence of such formal provisions, it is also institutional
action that can shape strategic partnership policy. The underlying issues



60 D. SCHADE

present in the EU’s strategic partnerships manifest themselves in the
negotiation setting for frameworks of the EU strategic partnerships, as
well as the day-to-day business of partnership policy-making.

The key challenge for strategic institutional activity on the EU’s
strategic partnerships is the continued survival of different modes of
decision-making in EU foreign policy. As mentioned above, despite
the Lisbon Treaty changes, it continues to act as a ‘hybrid’ in which
legal provisions from differing sources compete with one another (Smith
2012). Relatedly, the transition to the Lisbon Treaty also ruptured
existing formats for intra-institutional and inter-institutional cooperation
at the EU level. This is due to the fact that the Lisbon reshuffling—
meant to reduce complexity in the EU’s foreign policy system—ultimately
redrew institutional boundaries given the introduction of the remodelled
HRVP and of the EEAS (Schade 2019a: 203–207). While, since then,
some informal cooperation and coordination practices have been recre-
ated, this is ultimately an ongoing long-term process (Schade 2019a: 211)
and does not solve the underlying problem of the diverse institutional
set-up involved in the conduct of the EU’s strategic partnerships.

The negotiation of the framework for EU SPAs is illustrative of the
complexity involved in setting their modalities. This is ultimately due
to these agreements touching on several modes of functioning of the
EU’s foreign policy system and multiple of the EU’s policy areas. As
explored above, these therefore contain provisions pertaining to compe-
tencies within the exclusive remit of the EU, competencies which are
mixed between the EU and its member states, as well as those that the
member states formally retain. Furthermore, even in the areas within
which the EU has formal competency, the inclusion of clauses pertaining
to its CFSP as well as those relating to ‘regular’ EU policy-making means
that different modes of EU decision-making are involved in the nego-
tiations. These difficulties complicate the negotiations for the SPAs as a
plethora of actors are involved on the EU side.

This manifests even in negotiations with strategic partners with whom
the EU shares most interests and values, such as Canada. The negotiation
process for the SPA formally followed those established for any EU inter-
national agreement, in which the Council of Ministers mandates an EU
institution (and typically the Commission) to negotiate an agreement on
behalf of the EU. This institution then negotiates with the third partner
on the contents of the agreement based on the negotiation mandate given
by the Council and regularly reports back to it. Ultimately, an agreement
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is then signed and ratified once more by the Council, as well as the EP
since the Treaty of Lisbon.

However, much like other complex EU agreements spanning multiple
modes of decision-making in the EU such as EU Association Agree-
ments (Schade 2020: 58–60), the EU-Canada SPA did not have a single
negotiator on the EU’s side. Rather, the Council mandated both the
Commission and the EU’s HRVP to negotiate on different parts of the
agreement falling into the responsibility of each (Council of the EU
2010a: 2). In the case of the latter, this is for the EU’s CFSP, in particular.
Furthermore, as the SPA would also touch on competences remaining
with the member states, the Council additionally mandated the Commis-
sion to negotiate those provisions on its behalf (Council of the EU 2010b:
2). At the same time, a representative of the rotating Council presidency
was to be directly involved in those parts of the negotiations, and the rele-
vant Council working group closely informed at all times so as to ensure
constant member state supervision of the process.

The negotiation of SPAs thus necessitates the cooperation of multiple
EU institutions even in a relatively simple setting. However, most of
the time, the political issues at the heart of the EU’s strategic partner-
ships are only a side aspect of wider negotiations for FTAs. This is due
to the fact that the EU’s foreign policy has historically been dominated
by international trade, and this continues to be a major aspect in the
post-Lisbon context (Smith 2018). It is thus that the negotiations for all
EU SPAs so far were embedded in a wider context of economic negoti-
ations. This enhances the role of the Commission in the overall process,
as competencies in the area of international trade remain firmly with
its Directorate-General for Trade (DG Trade). Given the prevalence of
economic issues, a consideration of the EU’s overall strategic partnership
policy is unlikely to feature in such negotiations, as evidenced by the stark
differences in the SPAs negotiated to date.

Even in the absence of changing the framework of the EU’s strategic
partnerships, extensive coordination is necessary for their daily conduct
and leading up to specific moments such as summits with the strategic
partners. However, the set-up of the EU’s foreign policy structures is
ultimately ill-equipped to consider the strategic partners either collectively
or individually across policy areas.

A key problem is that the strategic partnerships are not reflected in
the organizational structure of the EEAS, despite the fact that this is
the institution tasked with managing the EU’s external relations overall.
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Its organizational structure instead largely follows a geographical logic.
While there are some cross-cutting thematic divisions in place, none are
concerned with the EU’s overall strategic partnership policy. This is not
surprising overall, as geographic coordination has been a constant feature
of the EU’s foreign policy system in recent times, while issue-based coor-
dination is weak in the EEAS’ institutional set-up (Grevi 2013: 171) due
to its origins with the external relations units of the Commission and the
Council.

While a geographical logic within the EEAS should ensure that—at
least within this institution—activities towards individual strategic part-
ners are coordinated across policy areas, this is not without its problems
either. Firstly, the resources devoted to strategic partners within the EEAS
are not linked to their strategic partner status, but rather indirectly to
the number of political dialogues to be upheld with third countries. This
in turn concerns EU strategic partners and non-strategic partners alike,
depending on the framework for their ties with the EU (Schade 2019b:
387–388). This lack of visibility of the strategic partners in the institu-
tional resources is not novel and has been observed at the time of the
transition to the Lisbon Treaty (Renard 2013: 308, 310) both within the
Commission and the EEAS delegations abroad. While today these obser-
vations principally concern the EEAS and its delegations, the problem
is also pronounced within the Commission, which—despite having been
stripped of its foreign policy bureaucracy—retains competencies in policy
areas relevant for EU foreign policy-making.

While this geographic logic of the EEAS may ultimately facilitate
the coordination of EU activity towards individual strategic partners
internally, it is not a guarantee that this institution can lead an effi-
cient coordination process across distinct institutions. Ultimately, the
EEAS remains reliant on the Commission for key elements of the EU’s
foreign policy towards third countries, including the strategic partners.
However, for the geographic subdivisions within the EEAS, it is not
always easy to identify their counterparts within the distinct hierarchy
of Commission Directorates’ General (DGs), which may not follow the
same geographic logic (Schade 2019a: 206). Furthermore, given that
Commission DG aims may differ from those of EEAS officials, and that
the ultimate question of hierarchies in EU foreign policy-making remains
unresolved, EEAS coordination efforts ultimately rely on the goodwill of
their Commission counterparts (Grevi 2013: 171).
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While EEAS-Commission interactions are one core part of the insti-
tutional coordination necessary for the EU’s strategic partnerships, it is
important not to overlook necessary interactions with the Council given
the retained member state powers in the area of foreign affairs. Here, the
Council of Ministers’ internal structure does not facilitate either a collec-
tive consideration of the EU’s strategic partnerships or one that would
focus on ties to individual strategic partners at hand.

Much like in the other institutions considered, there is no specific
Council subdivision responsible for ties with the EU’s strategic partners
as such. Instead, a number of geographically centred bodies within the
Council are responsible for following the relations with specific strategic
partners. These are notably the Working Party on Transatlantic Relations
(COTRA) which follows the EU’s ties to Canada and the United States;
the Asia-Oceania Working Party (COASI) responsible for the EU’s ties to
the 4 strategic partners China, India, Japan and South Korea; the Working
Party on Latin America and the Caribbean for Brazil and Mexico; the
Working Party on Eastern Europe and Central Asia (COEST) for Russia;
as well as two working parties in which South Africa is included, namely
the Africa Working Party (COAFR) and the Africa, Caribbean and Pacific
Working Party (ACP). Last but not least, thematic concerns relating to
the strategic partnerships may obviously also be addressed within other
specific Council working groups such as the Trade Policy Committee
(TPC) or the Working Party on Human Rights (COHOM).

Furthermore, the transition to the Lisbon Treaty reduced the Coun-
cil’s formal role in the EU’s foreign policy, with the HRVP and the
EEAS gaining some responsibilities that once formed part of the tasks
of the rotating Council presidency (Grevi 2013: 172). Ultimately, this
has somewhat reduced the incentives for member states to launch initia-
tives towards third partners during their tenure of the rotating presidency,
although the practice has not disappeared entirely.

While the European Parliament plays a relatively minor role in the day-
to-day conduct of the EU’s strategic partnerships, there is no specific
body responsible for the consideration of ties with all strategic partners
either. Instead, it maintains specific parliamentary delegations to their
counterparts in 9 of the EU’s 10 strategic partners. The odd one out
in this case is the Republic of Korea, as the EP maintains a parliamentary
delegation to the Korean peninsula instead. Furthermore, the delegation
to Brazil is a relatively novel addition, as parliamentary ties to the country
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were part of the exclusive remit of the EP’s delegation for relations with
Mercosur beforehand (Schade 2019b: 386).

The EU’s external relations system in the post-Lisbon context thus
suffers from a similar problem to the one it experienced beforehand
despite its institutional innovations: a lack of authority and focus that
could put the EU’s strategic partnerships on the agenda. Instead of
facilitating the formulation of strategies towards the EU’s strategic part-
nerships collectively or individually, the new role of the EEAS has ensured
that matters remain as complex as beforehand. While this institution is
now more visible in the conduct of the EU’s foreign policy, both the insti-
tution and its political head the HRVP lack the authority to guide overall
EU activity towards third countries, including the strategic partnerships.
While the EEAS might play a role as a facilitator in ensuring coherence
between individual policy areas aimed at specific strategic partners, the
distinct structures between EEAS, the Commission and the Council do
not help this coordination either.

This problem is exacerbated by the fact that the member states no
longer dispose of strong incentives to bring initiatives towards strategic
partners forward in time for high-level summits, as the political capital
arising out of the rotating Council presidency has been somewhat reduced
due to the HRVP’s more prominent role. Lastly, the organizational struc-
tures of the core institutions involved in the EU’s strategic partnerships
make it difficult to identify from where a more strategic outlook on the
EU’s strategic partners could occur.

Conclusion

The EU’s strategic partnerships offer a paradox for the EU’s pursuit of a
more coherent foreign policy. The very notion of prioritizing relations
to specific partners can be seen as an attempt to overcome the EU’s
haphazard approach towards third partners without strategy. At the same
time, pursuing coherent ties to the EU’s strategic partners is hampered
firstly by the impossibility to provide a coherent strategy and framework(s)
for a very divergent set of strategic partners, and secondly by this attempt
going counter to the different modes of decision-making in the EU’s
foreign policy. While it is an internal logic that dominates this process,
the reality of the diversity of the external world has also influenced it.

Ultimately, there is thus very little evidence that the concept of
strategic partnerships receives any ongoing and regular institutional
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attention whatsoever, either in the form of formulating goals and
aims, providing a framework for cooperation, or by facilitating inter-
institutional exchanges on the strategic partnerships. This can principally
be attributed to the complex institutional set-up of the EU in the area of
its foreign policy, allowing for bureaucratic politics to influence its activity
towards the strategic partners.

This perspective is mitigated by the possibility to identify best practices
across the dimensions considered. When it comes to a recognition of EU
goals and aims, the EU’s strategic partnership with China is such a case in
point. Here, the three key institutions involved in EU strategic partner-
ship diplomacy, namely the Commission, HRVP/EEAS and the Council
of Ministers all regularly consider ties to this specific country. What is
more, it is possible to identify a relatively rapid shift in the underlying
analysis, reacting to developments in the country—even if this ultimately
means that China can no longer be considered a strategic partner.

When it comes to frameworks for cooperation, the EU-Canada SPA
provides a blueprint for the policy areas which can form part of EU
strategic partnership diplomacy, as well as an institutional framework
which allows for more than political dialogues without consequences.
Sadly, when it comes to the interaction between the key institutions, no
best practice can be identified as to how to consider the strategic part-
nerships both as a policy tool and in their individual dimensions across
policy areas. This is due to the fact that underlying structural issues hinder
the development of a best-practice institutional approach towards the
strategic partnerships.

Given the low salience that most strategic partnerships appear to have
in EU foreign policy-making, it is thus safe to conclude that they have
not been used to pursue a more coherent and strategic EU foreign policy
overall. In the EU’s current foreign policy set-up, there still is no single
institution that is ideally placed to take the initiative for providing lead-
ership on the EU’s strategic partnerships despite the existence of the
EU’s HRVP and of the EEAS. While former Council President Herman
Van Rompuy’s plea for a strategy to underpin the EU’s strategic part-
nerships was well-intentioned, it has simultaneously remained the sole
high-level institutional attempt at doing something about said issue. Ulti-
mately, this chapter thus makes the case that an internal logic based
on a haphazard managerial approach is paramount in shaping the EU’s
strategic partnerships.
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CHAPTER 4

Soft Power in the EuropeanUnion’s Strategic
Partnership Diplomacy: The Erasmus

Plus Programme

Laura C. Ferreira-Pereira and João Mourato Pinto

Introduction

In March 2016, a few dozens of higher education students and young
graduates from around the world were invited by the European External
Action Service (EEAS) and Directorate General for Education, Culture,
Youth and Sports (DG EAC) for a meeting in Brussels. They had in
common the fact that they had participated in one of the several EU-
funded exchange programmes, such as Erasmus or Erasmus Mundus,
both of which were combined into the Erasmus+ Programme in 2014.
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The two-day meeting aimed at harvesting from the participants their
understanding of the role that (higher) education could play in the
EU’s foreign policy. The Erasmus and Erasmus Mundus Alumni, who
made it to the acknowledgement list of the Global Strategy, “stressed
the important role the European Union plays in securing global peace
and prosperity, by strengthening multilateral and bilateral partnerships
and standing up for human rights, democracy and rule of law around
the world” (EEAS 2016a: parag 2). For Erasmus and Erasmus Mundus
Alumni, hereinafter Erasmus Alumni, the EU’s soft power emanates from
its “commitment to human rights, education and cultural exchange” asso-
ciated with “a perceived lower security and military profile”. Indeed, for
them, “The Erasmus+ Programme is a prime example of a desirable soft
power tool in which the EU should continue to invest. Its alumni can act
as “multipliers” and “opinion leaders” in their respective countries”.1

Although the Global Strategy recognised that “soft power is not
enough” (EEAS 2016b: 44), the document asserted that the EU “prided
itself on its soft power” and was “the best in this field” (EEAS 2016b:
4). Moreover, it reinforced the Union’s soft power toolbox that came
to comprise several elements such as engagement with civil society
and people-to-people contacts through education and research. Taken
together, these elements aim at increasing the credibility of a Union
whose ontological and teleological foundations have been shaken by
successive crises since 2008 (see Chapter 2 in this volume). As this volume
demonstrates in its various chapters, such crises have taken their toll on
the EU’s strategic partnership policy by eroding the perceived value of
the Union as a strong and stable partner in world politics, economics
and trade; and affected the external lure and influence of the “Model
power Europe” (Ferreira-Pereira 2012) in different regions. Under these
circumstances, various SPs lost their momentum, some entered a state of
political stagnation and others were brought to a halt.

Despite these challenges, higher education is a domain enshrined in
the key documents of the majority of SPs and seems to have remained
relatively unaffected by their fluctuations. It also seems to have bene-
fited from the communication channels and resources generated by the
institutionalisation of differentiated bilateral relationships. In this regard,
Brazil and Russia constitute particularly intriguing case studies for two

1Personal email sent by EEAS/DG EAC to João Pinto, 22/04/2016.
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major reasons. On the one hand, in both cases, the SP dynamic has come
to a halt at the summitry level: the EU-Brazil SP has been in a state of
suspended animation since 2014 (see Ferreira-Pereira in this volume); and
the EU-Russia SP has been frozen particularly since it was voted down by
the European Parliament in 2015, after the Russian annexation of the
Crimean Peninsula (see Haukkala in this volume). On the other hand,
as this chapter will illustrate, despite the diplomatic inertia the exchanges
of students and university staff/researchers between the EU and these
two parties has continued to grow steadily. This seems to demonstrate
that, under the umbrella of SP, higher education has developed its own
dynamic given the autonomous implementation of EU soft power instru-
ments such as the Erasmus+ Programme. This generates a new insight
into the operation of linkages outside the “high politics” of SPs.

Although the Erasmus+ Programme is one of the largest student
exchange programmes of its kind, academic research devoted to its
role and impact in European Foreign Policy is still scarce. Only a few
exploratory studies have investigated the European case, but with a scope
mostly limited to the Union’s neighbourhood and looking at Erasmus+
as a tool for Europeanisation (Polglase 2013; Perilli 2017). Details and
effects of the synergies between the Erasmus+ Programme and the EU’s
external action, namely its inherent soft power impact upon relations with
strategic partners, have not yet received significant attention from the
European foreign policy-related literature.2 To be sure, within scholarship
dedicated to the study and examination of the EU’s strategic partner-
ship diplomacy there is no work that points out the significance of the
Erasmus+ Programme as a soft power tool in articulation with the EU’s
relations with its strategic partners. However, rapid and diverse develop-
ments have taken place in the field of so-called education diplomacy which
means that there is a lot of potential for academic enquiry.

This chapter attempts to fill part of this gap in the literature by
exploring the concept of soft power in connection to the area of
higher education and more specifically to the communities of alumni
built around the Erasmus+ Programme. This exploration will be made
against the backdrop of what can be seen as a democratisation of the

2For example, in the two-volumes of the SAGE Handbook of European Foreign Policy
(2015), there is no single chapter devoted to this educational dimension of European
foreign policy. The same applies to the book The Foreign Policy of the European Union
by Stephan Keukelaire and Tom Delreux (2014).
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Union’s SP, which has started gradually through the engagement of non-
governmental actors in the bilateral dialogues (Blanco 2016: 468). So the
focus is on a “bottom up” and not “top down” view of the SPs. This links
to this study’s underlying argument about the persistence, the vitality and
even strengthening of the educational links and networks set against the
stagnation and erosion of the SPs in the broader sense.

The present chapter will examine the concept of soft power in juxta-
position to higher education before relating it to the EU context and
specifically to the Erasmus+ Programme. Finally, it will examine the life
beyond summitry animated by the Erasmus+ Programme in the illustra-
tive cases of Brazil and Russia. This study’s conclusion points out the
growing role of higher education in sustaining the EU’s relations with its
strategic partners, especially those relations that with the passing of time
ended up “suspended” and even “frozen” at the highest political level as
a result of a combination of exogenous and endogenous factors.

Although revisiting some relevant earlier developments for contextuali-
sation purposes, the analysis will focus mainly on the period between 2014
and 2020. The year 2014 saw the inauguration of a new and more robust
Erasmus+ Programme, with reinforced funding and enhanced centrality
in the EU’s external action. It was also the year of the 7th EU-Brazil
Summit, marking the end of a promising and celebratory phase of this
bilateral relationship (see Ferreira-Pereira, this volume); and the year of
the annexation of Crimea by Russia which represented a turning point
in EU-Russia relations. The year 2020 corresponds to the end of the
2014–2020 funding cycle of EU programmes, the Erasmus+ Programme
included, making it a relevant milestone for taking stock of what has been
achieved and reflecting about possible further steps. This study draws
not only on secondary sources, but also on empirical sources, notably
documents produced by the Erasmus Student Network (ESN) (e.g.
ESNsurveys), the European Commission (e.g. Erasmus Impact Studies)
and original data collected from semi-structured interviews in Brussels
with officials from the DG EAC, EEAS and a former member of the
College of Commissioners over the course of 2019 and 2020.

The Erasmus+ Programme and the EU’s
Soft Power Operation in the World

The existing literature underlines the role of higher education as an
element of soft power in foreign policy (Nye 2004; Lima 2007; Atkinson
2010; Amirbek and Ydyrys 2014; Wojciuk et al. 2015). As Joseph S. Nye
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(2004: 12) puts it, “soft power rests on the ability to shape the preferences
of others”. Through a well-known and coherently implemented set of
values, a country—or as a group of countries—can make other countries
follow its leadership through their “co-optive power” which is “the ability
to shape what others want” through “the attractiveness of one’s culture
and values” (ibidem). According to Nye, education is one of the many
elements that can contribute to this goal, being an element of attraction
and influence.

The brief analysis of relevant literature dedicated to the soft power
dynamics underlying higher education shows that, there are evident simi-
larities between the international ambitions of key players concerning
the projection of education-related soft power and those that have been
exhibited by the EU, before and after the launching of its Global Strategy.
Chinese strategy for higher education and its links with foreign policy
goals is a case in point (Hong 2014; Wojciuk et al. 2015; Bislev 2017).
With an impressive number of nearly 970,000 Chinese higher educa-
tion students3 studying abroad in 2017,4 China sees each student as
an element of its soft power strategy and public diplomacy game. While
understanding the need to keep contact with these students, a Chinese
governmental directive “suggests creating a network integrating domestic
and foreign students and experts to propagate knowledge about the devel-
opment of “the fatherland”, thereby casting all Chinese overseas students
in the role of potential “people-to-people ambassadors” (Bislev 2017:
82). While major global actors compete to spread their values, higher
education is seen as a major vehicle because education is considered as
a universal value (Wojciuk et al. 2015: 300), its traditional target (i.e.
youth) and its relative affordability, especially when compared to hard
power. Against this backdrop, higher education has become part of the
battle for gaining influence in a rapidly changing multipolar world. And
the EU has been striving to position itself as a forerunner, in a distinctive
way.

Despite the absence of a shared understanding of the EU’s soft power
essence and scope, it is agreed that soft power projection has been a
distinctive area of the EU’s external action; and that among soft power

3Data retrieved from UNESCO Institute for Statistics. Table “Education: Outbound
Internationally Mobile Students by Host Region”.

4This includes the special administrative regions of Macao and Hong Kong, nearly
930,000 without them.
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resources employed by the EU to enhance its status as an actor of global
influence, European culture, identity and its values stand out (Manners
2002). Some observers have already connected soft power dynamics with
“the ability of the European Union to educate foreign students, set
global constitutional norms and garner a worldwide following for athletic
achievements” (Moravcsik 2017: 3). Considering the growing salience of
the Erasmus+ Programme as a foreign policy tool, higher education has
been a soft power means employed by the EU to boost cooperation and
mobility towards its partner countries.

Significantly, the meeting mentioned in the beginning of this chapter
culminated with a direct dialogue between the participants and HRVP
Federica Mogherini—an Erasmus alumna herself—who “highlighted the
crucial role of young people like the Erasmus Generation5 in building
a foundation for mutual trust and cooperation in times of crisis”. As
she stressed: “The European Union is above all about people coming
together. You play a crucial role in building a Europe that is open to the
world” (EEAS 2016a: parag 4). Both the invitation of these students to
Brussels and the outcome of their discussions unveil a strategic synergy
built between the EEAS and DG EAC. This interinstitutional collabora-
tion was built on the achievements of the Erasmus Programme, which
has reached the impressive milestone of 10 million participants in three
decades or so.

Since its creation in 1987, Erasmus has grown to become an EU flag-
ship programme and a tangible symbol of its vision for the European
country. Several studies, such as the Erasmus Impact Study of 2014 and
2019 have proven that its participants are among the most protective
of the European project, are more positive towards the idea of living in
another EU country and are more engaged in friendships or love rela-
tionships with other EU citizens. They are the European epitome of
multiculturalism and the possibilities that the EU has brought to the
European people.

What makes the programme particularly interesting is the fact that
education is not an EU competence in any of its dimensions. Never-
theless, by adhering to the Erasmus+ Programme, higher education

5The term “Erasmus Generation” does not have a clear definition, but it is widely used
by the educational sectors of the European Union to describe a loose group of people,
mostly alumni of the programme, who share a common and rather progressive vision for
the European project.
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institutions (HEIs) in the different member countries must sign the
Erasmus+ Charter for Higher Education, which is a shortlist of rules
complemented with an extensive guide with plenty of instructions to
which they all must abide. Although the EU does not regulate educa-
tion in the same way it regulates trade, by having created and consistently
increased the funding of its educational programme, it has managed to
attract over 5000 HEIs to its sphere, thus effectively regulating part of
their activity. Besides these, many other institutions are indirectly reached
and involved, such as those based in the countries with which the EU has
established and developed strategic partnerships.

In 2014, the Programme went through a revolution by absorbing most
of the existing EU programmes in the field of education—something
that helped to further boost its brand. As result, it is now comprised
of six fields—adult education, higher education, school education, sport,
vocational education and training, and youth—and also the Jean Monnet
Actions. The activities within the newly designated Erasmus+ range from
the exchange of students and staff, traineeships and high-level univer-
sity partnerships to intergovernmental collaboration. Through the 14.7
billion euros assigned for the period 2014–2020, the programme has
also funded alliances of universities that allow their students to take the
courses they want in any participating institution, thus obtaining an Euro-
pean diploma. For the framework period 2021–2027, the EU is aiming
at reaching 12 million participants,6 thereby more than doubling the
number of Erasmus+ beneficiaries in just seven years. For this reason,
Erasmus+ has become an overarching and multifaceted programme with
a lot of untapped potential also in terms of impact upon the EU’s rela-
tions with strategic partners, whose unfolding deserves more attention in
the forthcoming years – not only in the political and diplomatic spheres,
but also on the academic front.

All EU member states and six other countries—three EFTA members
(i.e. Iceland, Norway and Liechtenstein) and three EU candidates (i.e.
Serbia, North Macedonia and Turkey)—are full participants of the
Programme, and are known as “programme countries”. This means that
they have access to all abovementioned dimensions and have an Erasmus+
National Agency in their country. Each Erasmus+ National Agency works

6Both numbers are a sum of the participants of the Erasmus+ Programme and its
predecessor programmes.
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directly with both DG EAC, the respective national Ministry of Educa-
tion, and all participating HEIs existing in their country, acting as a bridge
between the local, national, and supranational levels. Erasmus+ National
Agencies manage the Erasmus+ funding allocated to their country, which
comes mostly from the respective EU budget line.

All other countries of the world, among which feature the strategic
partners examined in this volume (i.e. the US, Canada, all the BRICS,
Mexico, Japan and South Korea), are labelled as “partner countries”.
Most of these countries do not have direct access to Erasmus+ Programme
funding to the extent that they are only able to use it through the
establishment of partnerships with a programme country. However, there
is a specific budget that enables the EU to work directly with these
countries. This funding is the result of a partnership created between
the DG European Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations (DG
NEAR), DG International Cooperation and Development (DG DEVCO)
and DG EAC under the general supervision of the EEAS. This part-
nership, as an example of what the Global Strategy describes as a
“joined-up approach”, aims at capitalising on the soft power potential of
the Erasmus+ Programme, building on its already existing international
sub-programme—Erasmus Mundus. This sub-programme was created
in 2003 by the then Commissioner Viviane Reding with the goal of
“opening our universities to the world” since in a globalised world there
was need for “people to understand each other - at least the intellec-
tuals, at the least the graduates”. It was called an “Erasmus Window” and
gave the “opportunity to non-European states to create Erasmus agree-
ments with Europe; and the first country that took this opportunity was
China”.7

The Erasmus Mundus programme which targeted mostly master
students coming to Europe, quickly expanded into multiple dimen-
sions, such as the Erasmus Mundus Joint Master Degrees, a prestigious
action offered to both EU and non-EU citizens in networks of universi-
ties around the world. Selected students receive a scholarship “covering
tuition, travel, and a living allowance. The programmes last from one to
two years during which students study in at least two different Euro-
pean countries, and obtain a joint, double degree, or multiple degree”
(European Commission 2020a: 1).

7Interview with Viviane Reding, Brussels, 2019.
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As of 2015, it became possible to undertake a classic Erasmus expe-
rience—without needing to complete a full Master’s degree—between
programme and partner countries, making it easier for students to spend
between 3 and 12 months abroad and obtain full recognition for the
credits. While the Erasmus Mundus Joint Master Degrees programme has
been funded directly by the Erasmus+ Programme budget, the traditional
semester or one-year-long exchanges, the so-called International Credit
Mobility (ICM) modality, has been funded almost entirely by DG NEAR
and DG DEVCO. These DGs have been splitting the funds in accordance
with their own priorities after having divided the world into 13 different
regions, to match the evolving priorities of the EU’s external action. Five
of these regions correspond to the European Neighbourhood—South,
East, Western Balkans, and Russia (which has a region of its own)—and
Central Asia. The countries in the European Neighbourhood have long
benefited from the EU-funded Trans-European Mobility Programme for
University Studies (TEMPUS), which was integrated into the Erasmus+
Programme in 2014. DG EAC maintains branches in each of these
countries, called Erasmus+ Offices. Although having fewer resources and
autonomy than the Erasmus+ National Agencies, they ensure a certain
level of focus on the partnership with the EU through education. At the
same time, they support the countries’ HEIs in applying for funding and
back up systemic change in the realm of higher education. The above-
mentioned five regions are funded mostly through budget made available
by DG NEAR that uses education to build bridges between young people
and universities in the EU and in its neighbourhood.8

Most of the other regions are funded primarily by the budget of
DG DEVCO, which intends to support developing countries through
education. These regions encompass Latin America, including Brazil and
Mexico, and most of Asia, including India and China. Sub-Saharan Africa
is another wide region, which does not include South Africa as the
country constitutes its own Erasmus+ region. The countries in these
regions do not have Erasmus+ Offices, which means that all educational
matters are treated directly by their EU Delegations (EUD). One of
the regions is comprised by the so-called industrialised countries which
include some of the EU’s strategic partners such as Canada, Japan, South

8Interview with DG EAC official in Brussels, 05/11/2019.
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Korea and the United States9 and is funded by the EEAS. Along these
lines, it is interesting to note that the official ten strategic partners have
not been treated as a coherent whole on the basis of a common inte-
grated approach. Instead, they have benefited from different tools and
arrangements while being accompanied institutionally by different DGs.
This generally mirrors the prevalence of flexibility, not to say diffuseness,
in the management of the strategic partnerships that is marked by various
levels of selection, prioritisation and differentiation (see Chapter 2 in this
volume).

To support its general work with these regions, the EEAS created
the Partnership Instrument for Cooperation with Third Countries (PI),
which was approved by the European Parliament and European Council
in 2014, the first year of the new Erasmus+ Programme. This instru-
ment, which is managed by the Service for Foreign Policy Instruments
(FPI), aims at “providing direct support for the Union’s external poli-
cies, expanding cooperation partnerships and policy dialogues to areas and
subjects beyond development cooperation. It builds on the experience
gained with industrialised countries and high-income countries and terri-
tories” (OJEU Reg. 234/2014, preamble). Building on a previous 2006
regulation, the new PI aims at giving more flexibility on how funding
with specific countries can be used, especially beyond the traditional
development dimension. Apart from the goals related to international
cooperation and trade, the PI aims at “enhancing widespread under-
standing and visibility of the Union and of its role on the world scene
by means of public diplomacy, people-to-people contacts, cooperation in
educational and academic matters, think tank cooperation and outreach
activities to promote the Union’s values and interests” (OJEU Reg.
234/2014, art. 1(2)). To achieve this goal, a significant amount of the
PI’s e955 million budget (for the period 2014–2020) is allocated to
the Erasmus+ Programme, especially to ICM. Since 2015, an additional
amount is allocated specifically to the Jean Monnet Actions.

The PI is also an instrument for the EEAS to achieve the “Joined-Up
Union” by fostering synergies between different EU programmes and
institutions. At a legacy speech in Brussels, in October 2019, Federica
Mogherini recalled that as Vice-President of the Commission, she held

9The other countries are the following: Australia, Brunei Darussalam, Chile, New
Zealand, Singapore, Taiwan, Uruguay and the special Chinese regions of Hong Kong
and Macao.
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frequent meetings with her colleagues with portfolios relevant for the
EU’s external leverage such as trade, science, and education (Mogherini
2019). These coordination meetings also take place at the level of the civil
servants. Under the coordination of the EEAS, DG NEAR, DG DEVCO
and DG EAC meet frequently to update each other on the work done
with a specific country in the field of education. Together, they also decide
which countries will be a priority in the next calls for funding, bene-
fiting those who are more relevant for the EU’s external action in that
year.10 For example, in 2017, the PI targeted “activities reinforcing the
study, research, teaching and debate on European Union-related-issues
among students and academics through Jean Monnet Actions in a selec-
tion of priority countries”, among which stood the following strategic
partners: China, India, Mexico, Russia, South Africa and the US. By
then, the EU recognised that in view of “a more connected, complex
and contested world (…) the way the EU engages with citizens in third
countries needs to adapt”; and “Partnership Instrument supports the
implementation of EU Foreign Policy objectives by strengthening the
EU’s ability to engage meaningfully with selected audiences in third
countries (i.e. students/academics, multipliers/influencers, civil society
and cultural operators/artists) in order to increase mutual understanding,
improve the perception of the EU and of its policies and, ultimately,
facilitate future cooperation” (European Commission 2017: 2).

The importance of the PI for the EU’s soft power was reinforced
by the findings of a 2015 study on the external perceptions of the
EU and Europe. This study, funded by the European Commission, was
conducted by an independent research team and targeted the ten strategic
partners of the EU. Based on interviews with representatives of govern-
ments, academia, think tanks, the media, young people, and organisations
connected to businesses and civil society, such study aimed ultimately at
“facilitating a more meaningful and effective EU engagement globally”
including better understanding how to engage locally more effectively
and “rethinking of the EU narrative” (FPI 2015a: 4). The study drew
important conclusions about how the strategic partners perceive the EU
at different levels and various dimensions and have ultimately confirmed
the need for the EU to invest in people-to-people contact. Generally, it
concluded that the media mostly reports the most dramatic EU events,

10Interview with DG EAC official, Brussels, 05/11/2019.
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such as the sovereign debt crisis and Brexit; and that there is barely
any media coverage about the Union’s achievements. The most well-
known aspect about Europe is its culture and there is in general a
good opinion about its leadership in world. Equally important, the study
recommends better promotion of the Erasmus+ Programme as an oppor-
tunity for citizens of the EU’s strategic partners to experience Europe and
increase their general understanding of both the continent and Union.
Hence, one of its major recommendations pointed out that “contact with
Europe (living, visiting or having relatives in Europe) clearly supports
more positive views on the EU; in the same vein, people who felt
sufficiently informed about the EU tended to have more positive atti-
tudes” (ibid.: 20). Given that the strategic reliance upon the Erasmus+
Programme as an element of soft power was just emerging at that time,
the study also indicated that “educational programmes of the EU have
the least visibility among the images connected with the EU”, since only
9.5% of survey respondents “have definitely heard about the Erasmus
Programme” (ibid.: 4).

The evidence provided by the European Commission funded-study
made a strong case for the EEAS to consolidate education as an element
of the EU’s soft power by using its PI mechanism. Concretely, the PI
is used to enhance people-to-people contact and the partnership with
civil society organisations on the ground, two concrete aims that resonate
with the Global Strategy. Ultimately, all boils down to building trust
and understanding by working directly with two main strands of targets:
students and university staff, on the one hand and organisations and
influencers close to them, on the other.11 To work on both strands,
and following the recommendations of the study mentioned above, the
synergetic work between the EEAS and DG EAC has already led to the
opening of a new project named EU Alumni Engagement Initiative. This
project was conceived to connect alumni of several EU programmes,12

when they return to their home country. The pilot phase of the project,
which ran from 2018 to 2020 with a budget of 2 million euros, focused
only on the ten EU SPs and Indonesia, which hosts the headquarters

11Interview with EEAS official, Brussels, 28/10/2019.
12Here we refer to Erasmus+, Jean Monnet, Schuman-Fulbright, Marie Skłodowska-

Curie Actions, European Union Visitors Programme, Global Cultural Leadership
Programme, EU-China interpreters programme, EU Voluntary Service, and EU Solidarity
Corps.
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of ASEAN, an organisation that is building its own exchange programme
with EU support. Through this project, the EEAS intends to partner with
Erasmus+ Alumni organisations, such as the Erasmus Student Network
and the Erasmus Mundus Alumni Association and EUDs to organise
events across these eleven countries. Besides the physical connection, the
project includes the creation of an online database through which the
Erasmus Alumni will receive information directly from the EU and will
be able to connect virtually with each other. This is expected to create new
and more opportunities for networking and increase the EU’s outreach
capacity among a population that has become more fond of the Union
thanks to the period it spent studying in Europe.13 This gained even
more critical importance in view of impactful developments springing
from the COVID-19 pandemic. In the next cycle of EU Programmes
(2021–2027), the PI is likely to grow and to gather under its umbrella a
“menu of programmes”,14 including Erasmus+ and its related initiatives,
that the EUDs will be able to use to increase the EU’s soft power in their
countries.

The Erasmus+ Programme and Strategic
Partnerships: The Cases of Brazil and Russia

It is a relevant question to ask to what extent the EU’s soft power
strategy underpinning the Erasmus+ Programme has produced concrete
effects in the framework of its developing relations with the strategic part-
ners. Among these, Russia and Brazil stand out as two interesting study
cases given some common traits they exhibit, despite various perceptible
differences existing between them. While both countries belong to the
BRICS group, their historical relationship with the EU, also conditioned
by geographical factors, has been considerably different. The EU’s SP
with Russia began to be forged at the end of the 1990s in the ambit of
the EU’s Common Strategy on Russia, before the country was formally
acknowledged a SP in the European Security Strategy of 2003. On the
other hand, Brazil was the last country of the original BRIC group (i.e.
without South Africa), with whom the EU established a SP in 2007. In

13Interview with EEAS official, Brussels, 28/10/2019.
14Interview with EEAS official, Brussels, 28/10/2019.
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the context of the Erasmus+ Programme, exchanges with South Amer-
ican countries have been mostly covered by DG DEVCO, particularly
through its Development Cooperation Instrument. On the other hand,
exchanges with Russia have been largely funded through the European
Neighbourhood Instrument of DG NEAR. Additionally, both countries
receive some support from the EEAS via the PI and local coordination by
the respective EUDs. Since 2014, both countries have also been the target
of a DG EAC-funded project entitled “Enhancing the Attractiveness of
European Higher Education in the World” which has organised “Study
in Europe” fairs in various locations to attract more Russian and Brazilian
students to Europe. It also included the creation of a Brazilian network
and a Russian network of “European Higher Education Experts”, ten in
each country, trained by the EU to support with the organisation of the
local information fairs and better assist students interested in enrolling in
European universities.

The perceptions of the two countries vis-à-vis the EU differ. In the
light of the abovementioned study on the perception of the EU abroad,
an average of 63.3% of the interviewees across the ten strategic partners
agreed or strongly agreed with seeing the EU as an important partner for
education exchanges. Nevertheless, while over 72.6% of Brazilians agreed
or strongly agreed with this statement, only 53.7% of Russians conveyed
the same opinion. Overall, more Brazilians (34.3%) than Russians (23.5%)
thought they had seen, heard, or read about the Erasmus Programme
(FPI 2015b: 118). Yet, as the following sections will show, many more
Russians than Brazilians study in the EU. That said, promoting mutual
collaboration in the domain of higher education constituted a common
goal of both Brazil and Russia in the context of their strategic partnership
with the EU.

Brazil

Brazilian interest in deepening its participation in the Erasmus
Programme was conveyed in the EU-Brazil Joint Statement of July
2007 that initiated formally the bilateral privileged relationship. More
concretely, this was made in connection to the (last) goal or mile-
stone entitled “Bringing our people together” (Point 16). Here, one
reads that both actors “agree to expand further EU-Brazil cooperation
in higher education by intensifying university exchanges under Erasmus
Mundus…” (Council of the European Union 2007). Interestingly, this
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is the first strategic partnership framework document to make an explicit
reference to higher education as a platform for bilateral collaboration.
Brazilian longstanding concerns with the matter of social inclusion may
well help to explain this pioneering aspect since the joint statement further
underlines that: “Both sides stress that quality education for all is an
important task for social inclusion” (ibidem). This goal had been orig-
inally conveyed in the Commission’s Communication to the Council
and Parliament of May 2007 where it had announced the allocation
of an additional 30.5 million euros for Erasmus Mundus scholarships
for Brazilian students for the period 2007–2013 and had stressed the
need for a “policy dialogue on education to exchange best practice”
(European Commission 2007a: 14). Such ambition was inspired by the
fact that at the time Brazilian students had already shown significant
interest in the Erasmus Mundus programme, “making Brazil the leading
country in the Programme”, according to the Brazil Country Strategy
Paper 2007–2013 (European Commission 2007b: 15). Youth exchanges,
a sub-programme for the exchange of young people outside the formal
education system were also mentioned as a form of collaboration in the
Strategic Partnership.

Against the backdrop of the Erasmus+ Programme’s evolution, the
Brazilian interest would be consistently reaffirmed in all EU-Brazil joint
statements; and the country’s ambitions in the field of education would
expand. The second joint statement issued in 2008 and the first Joint
Action Plan approved in the same year for the period 2009–2011
mentioned, under the heading “promoting people-to-people contacts and
cultural exchanges”, collaboration in other fields besides higher educa-
tion, namely vocational education and training. It also pointed to an
increased collaboration between EU and Brazilian universities through
programmes like Jean Monnet. The promotion of European and Brazilian
universities in specialised fairs and the willingness showed by both parties
to better engage minorities in the existing opportunities has showed the
continued attention and salience ascribed to the field.

This was specially so since the creation in 2009 of a dialogue on educa-
tion conceived to improve the collaboration mainly in the domain of
higher education. Based on a routine of annual meetings that began in
2011, this sectoral dialogue has further engaged higher education experts,
academics, university staff and decision-makers. Policy development, effi-
ciency of education systems, recognition of non-formal education and
quality assurance have featured among the topics addressed under the



84 L. C. FERREIRA-PEREIRA AND J. MOURATO PINTO

umbrella of this dialogue. During this period, bilateral cooperation inten-
sified with a meeting between the Brazilian Minister for education and
the European Commissioner in charge of education held in 2011. The
second Joint Action Plan, envisaged for the 2012–2014 period, laid the
base for the organisation of a Brazil-EU Seminar on Academic Mobility,
Internationalisation, and Innovation in Brasilia in 2013. The following
year saw the organisation, in Brussels, of an EU-Brazil Rectors Forum on
Internationalisation, Innovation and Entrepreneurship in Higher Educa-
tion in the sequence of the seventh EU-Brazil Summit. By 2014, Brazilian
representatives had also attended two Bologna Policy Forums,15 as
observers.

The last EU-Brazil Summit was organised in 2014 and the optimistic
tone that marked the ensuing political declarations did not bear fruit
in the subsequent years that were marked by successive crises, both of
internal and external nature, on the two sides of the Atlantic. Since then
the EU-Brazil SP has been living in limbo when it comes to interactions
at the summitry level (see Ferreira-Pereira, this volume). That being said,
as a result of the creation of the PI, the progressive reinforcement of
the EEAS and the wide network of EUDs around the world, the SP
continued in operation on the ground, at more technical levels, away from
the spotlight characteristic of the summitry organisation. Therefore, some
sectoral dialogues, notably that related to education, remained alive and
active between 2014 and 2020 despite the absence of EU-Brazil summits.
Incidentally, it is worth noting that until 2014, the academic field received
particular attention from President Dilma Rousseff, with the exchange
of students and scholars experiencing a considerable expansion (Saraiva
2017: 13).

This discrete/quite “down to earth” life of the SP has been supported
by the EU-Brazil Sector Dialogues Support Facility (SDSF), established
in 2008, alongside the first Joint Action Plan, which has since then
supported over 30 different sectoral dialogues. This is a structure run
by the Management Secretariat of the Brazilian Ministry of Economy, the
Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the EUD in Brazil, all under a
PI-funded budget of four million euros for the period 2015–2020. Being
considered since 2006, the early days of the SP planning and moulding,

15The Bologna Policy Forum is an event gathering the EU, UNESCO, minis-
terial representatives, higher education experts and other stakeholders to discuss the
development of the higher education sector.
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the SDSF supported, between 2008 and 2016, over 228 dialogue actions
with 68 Institutional Partners (41 Brazilians and 27 Europeans) across
the 30 dialogues.16 And despite the inertia plaguing the organisation of
high-level bilateral summits since 2014, the SDSF continued to support
the preparation of events and visits both in Brazil and in the EU.

After 2014 bilateral collaboration became particularly visible in the
numbers of students, professors, and non-academic staff that spend a
period abroad every year. Looking at the ICM type of exchange, which in
this case is funded mostly by DG DEVCO, between 2015 (the first year
of this type of exchange) and 2019 Brazil sent 1148 students and staff
to the Erasmus+ Programme Countries that, in turn, sent 745 partici-
pants to Brazil. The difference in the numbers of students coming to and
going from Europe is explained by the design of the Programme itself,
which allocated more funding to bring non-Europeans into Erasmus+
Programme Countries. In total, Brazil got 22% of the budget reserved
for the Latin American region during this period, followed by Chile with
13%. In comparison, Mexico, the other SP in the region, got 11% of
the budget. Considering that, as earlier mentioned, funding is distributed
in accordance to the priorities of the EU’s external action, such figures
illustrate well the importance ascribed to Brazil (Fig. 4.1).

To these numbers, one can add the 538 students who, between 2014
and 2019, won a scholarship for an Erasmus Mundus Joint Master
Degree. Also, in the same period, four Brazilian HEIs joined interna-
tional Jean Monnet networks and 15 Jean Monnet projects were directly
awarded to Brazilian HEIs increasing the opportunities to teach and learn
about the EU in Brazilian universities (European Commission 2020a).

Finally, education has been a motor for the strengthening of EU-Brazil
relations in multilateral fora, as reflected in the creation of a EU-LAC
Common Area of Higher Education, a goal of the EU-CELAC (Commu-
nity of Latin American and Caribbean States) Action Plan 2015 (EU-LAC
Foundation 2020). In an attempt to replicate the successes of the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area, this initiative, according to Mariya Gabriel,
European Commissioner for Innovation, Research, Culture, Education
and Youth, aims at developing “quality assurance, accreditation and eval-
uation systems, which are the basis for academic mobility and mutual
recognition of study periods and diplomas” (Gabriel 2020: parag 4).

16Retrieved from the website of the Sectoral Dialogues European Union Brazil (2020)
“Background”.
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Fig. 4.1 Number of students and staff (academic and non-academic) partic-
ipating in Erasmus+ exchanges between Erasmus+ Programme Countries and
Brazil (2015–2019) (Source European Commission 2020a)

While using Erasmus+ as one of its mechanisms, it helps to increase the
number of student exchanges between Latin America and the EU, further
intensifying the use of education as a diplomatic tool. Through an EU-
CELAC strategic partnership strengthened over the years (Gabriel 2020),
the EU creates more opportunities to engage with Mexico and Brazil, its
two strategic partners in the block.

Russia

There is ample evidence that Russia’s cooperation with the EU in
the field of higher education is even deeper than that developed with
South American partners, both in terms of historical trajectory and
scope. This is so considering that Russia, as a participant in the former
TEMPUS programme, has been developing exchanges with the EU for
over 30 years. Moreover, this country joined the Bologna Process in
2003 and, consequently, became a member of the European Higher
Education Area. Since then, the links between the two actors’ higher
education systems expanded. After the creation of the four EU-Russia
Common Spaces in 2005, the two actors have further engaged themselves
in a specialised education-related dialogue within the Common Space
on Research, Education and Culture, which was designed “to reinforce
people-to-people contacts” (European Commission 2005: parag 12). A
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major goal of this dialogue, which is closer to the heart of this discussion,
was to “encourage integration and closer co-operation” (Council of the
European Union 2005: 49) within the then emerging European Higher
Education Area. Among the different actions envisaged to achieve this
goal, the participation of Russia in the (then recently created) Erasmus
Mundus Programme, as well as the intensification of youth exchanges
outside of the formal education system were foreseen (Council of the
European Union 2005).

As a result of the creation of Erasmus+ in 2014, the TEMPUS office
was transformed into an Erasmus+ Office; at the same time as close ties
with DG EAC and the EUD in Moscow were kept. The introduction
of ICM in 2015, supported by the PI and the European Neighbour-
hood Instrument (funded by DG NEAR) offered a renewed and stronger
setting for a formal dialogue with Russia on higher education. This
particular aspect made exchanges between the EU and Russia in this
field more natural and easier. Not surprisingly, 9% of the Erasmus+
Programme 2014–2020 budget for the whole world of partner coun-
tries was earmarked for Russia alone. Due to its size and relevance, the
country corresponds to an individual Erasmus+ region, with “Study in
Europe” fairs being organised frequently in different national locations to
promote more Russian students’ mobility across Europe. Between 2015
and 2018, 11127 Russians, both university staff and students, spent a
period in Europe and 8112 Europeans did the same in Russia. Interest-
ingly, Russian students are not as interested in obtaining Erasmus Mundus
Joint Master Degrees scholarships as their Brazilian counterparts—only
241 between 2014 and 2019, so less than half of Brazilian students.
On the other hand, the interest in Jean Monnet activities was also quite
high with 1079 applications from Russian HEIs between 2014 and 2019,
representing 17.5% of the applications from the whole world. Of those,
130 (8.7% of the total) were selected for funding and eight Russian HEIs
have joined international Jean Monnet networks during the same period
(European Commission 2020b) (Fig. 4.2).

These numbers and figures alone stand in contrast with the fact that
according to the study on external perceptions, mentioned earlier, Russia
was the only strategic partner with an overall negative impression of the
EU which was described as “hypocritical” and “arrogant”, as voiced by
both the Russian political elite and the media (FPI 2015a: 14). And more
so with the circumstance that since 2015, in the sequence of a Euro-
pean Parliament vote, Russia ceased to be considered a strategic partner
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of the Union (see Chapter 2 in this volume). For this reason, as under-
lined by the members of the European Parliament, the EU needed to
“devise a soft-power contingency plan to counter Russia’s aggressive and
divisive policies” (European Parliament 2015: parag 1; emphasis added).
In March 2016, the EU foreign ministers and the HRVP stipulated five
guiding principles for EU-Russia relations among which stood out the
“support for people-to-people contacts” (Council of the European Union
2016: 4), a goal that would then be enshrined in the Global Strategy
launched in June 2016. When referring to EU relations with Russia, the
Global Strategy proposed a “selective engagement” over matters of Euro-
pean interest which included “education, research” besides climate, the
Arctic and maritime security. Moreover, it said that: “Engagement should
also include deeper societal ties through facilitated travel for students…”
(EEAS 2016b: 33).

In the period 2014–2017, funding allocation to EU-Russia collabora-
tion was reduced in most domains, with the notable exception of areas
such as education and public diplomacy (Valenza and Bossuyt 2019).
Interestingly, the priority actions for the PI in 2018–2020 included Russia
as a priority country and envisaged support for civil society cooperation
through a direct grant to the EU-Russia Civil Society Forum, and the
organisation of EU Film Festivals in the country. These initiatives are
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justified with the need to improve the EU’s image in the eyes of the
Russian public opinion. Such an image has been considerably affected by
the EU sanctions since Russia felt directly affected by them although,
according to the Commission, they “are designed to put pressure only
on individuals and companies directly involved in the Ukraine crisis”
(European Commission 2017: 11). Hence, through the PI and other
instruments supporting education, the EU aims to find a balance between
sanctioning the actions of Russia in Crimea and fostering a positive
opinion about the EU among Russian public opinion. This is indeed a
complicated task given the state control of Russian media and the fact
that most EU outreach capacity is limited to Moscow and border regions
(Valenza and Bossuyt 2019).

Conclusion

This chapter has examined how the Erasmus+ Programme, among other
EU higher education programmes, has integrated the EU’s soft power
toolbox; and to what extent it has contributed to sustaining the bilat-
eral dynamics of the EU’s SPs, especially in the cases that the strategic
rapport ended up “suspended” and even “frozen” at the highest political
level. The cases of the SPs with Brazil and Russia featured as paradigmatic
examples of this.

Despite the fact that exchange programmes such as Erasmus+ and
its predecessors have long been used to generate “people-to-people”
contacts, the introduction of this aim in the Global Strategy in 2016 has
created conditions for their consolidation as soft power tools in the EU’s
foreign policy, namely in its diplomatic stance vis-à-vis its strategic part-
ners. Thousands of students and university staff have benefited from these
programmes since their inception over 30 years ago, creating links that
eventually brought participants closer to each other in cultural, social and
academic terms.

One can say that the trajectory of the Erasmus Programme has
reflected the three logics of the EU’s foreign policy (i.e. the internal logic,
the external logic and the identity logic) alluded to in Chapter 2 of this
volume. In its early stages, the programme was imagined to develop an
eminently internal logic. In the 1990s, upon the impact of the fall of the
Berlin Wall, there was a need to create novel tools that could bring all
Europeans together, from East and West; and the Erasmus Programme
paved the way for people/citizens from both sides to meet each other,
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thereby supporting a future EU enlargement to the East. Such need
was felt not only by the European Commission, which worked towards
increasing the citizenship dimension of the EU, but also within different
member states, notably Germany, who were willing to build more solid
bridges with the countries that belonged to the former Soviet bloc.
As globalisation expanded, the EU needed to better prepare the future
European elites for a more competitive job market against the backdrop
of a more interconnected world. Following this external logic, the EU
identified the opportunity structure to open the Erasmus programme to
the world by creating its Mundus branch. But, the idea of including it
deliberately in the EU’s soft power toolbox was not there yet.17 The iden-
tity logic informed Erasmus as the world became more competitive and
the values underpinning the EU’s external action started to be increas-
ingly challenged. As of 2014, with the creation of the ICM modality in
Erasmus+ and through the funding of the PI, Erasmus became a dynamic
tool to promote the EU’s values and interests in the world, as the Global
Strategy would acknowledge later.

Brazil and Russia are cases in point since from the outset their SPs
with the EU included support for academic exchanges with the goal of
increasing mutual trust and understanding. When these SPs came to a
halt in 2014–2015, there were channels between universities and higher
education experts that over the years had been put in place, relying since
2014 on the support of funding made available through the PI and the
Erasmus+ Programme. This has allowed the SPs to be sustained at the
“bottom” or more technical level, despite the continued inertia at the
highest level. The case of the EU-Russia SP is particularly striking: while
the country has ceased to be perceived as a strategic partner and the
SP has been lying in shambles for five years, bilateral collaboration in
the framework of the Erasmus+ Programme has grown fast, potentially
sowing the seeds for a future re-set of EU-Russia relations at the highest
political level. This has allowed one to conclude that the life of a given
SP is not totally dependent upon or sustained by the intergovernmental
dimension embodied in summitry. To be sure, there is life beyond the
realm of bilateral summits, which has been generated mostly by people-
to-people connections based on exchanges of students and university staff,

17Interview with Viviane Reding, Brussels, 2019.
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(both academic and non-academic) between the EU and its strategic part-
ners. Considering that the issue of “people-to-people contacts” is written
into or assumed in all of the SPs, this calls into question academic enquiry
that tends to give almost exclusive attention to what falls into the remits
of inter-state politico-diplomatic elites interactions and activities.

As the number of students and staff exchanges continues to grow
against the backdrop of the salience ascribed by the Global Strategy
to “people-to-people contacts”, it becomes relevant to re-evaluate the
impact of the Erasmus+ Programme and its related programmes in the
SPs’ public perception of the EU. This is so considering that there is room
for improvement regarding the familiarity of the Brazilian and Russian
citizens with these programmes. The introduction of the EU Alumni
Initiative can contribute to a better capitalisation of the EU investment in
these students, by allowing Brussels to create a worldwide community of
some of its stronger supporters. Incidentally, within the EU programming
framework for the 2021–2027 period, most instruments funding the
“international dimension” of the Erasmus+ Programme will be merged
under a single Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooper-
ation Instrument, which is expected to have a specific budget to support
educational programmes. However, such actions will have little effect
without vision and proportionate resources allocated to the international
dimension of the Erasmus+ Programme. While some vision has been
instilled in the Global Strategy, it remains to be seen how the EEAS will
make use of the enormous potential of the EU’s exchange programmes
to further shape a differentiated global diplomacy.

The COVID-19 pandemic poses new challenges and opportunities for
Erasmus+ in the EU’s global diplomacy, encompassing relations with
its strategic partners. In June 2020, the Council of the EU issued the
resolution “Youth in External Action” (Council of the European Union
2020), highlighting how young people around the world are especially
exposed to the economic recession provoked by the pandemic and how
access to education, including through the Erasmus+ Programme is a part
of the solution. In the final part of its resolution, the Council invited
the Commission, in cooperation with the High Representative and the
Member States, “to devise an action plan and to develop adequate toolkits
to ensure that EU’s external action contributes to the meaningful global
engagement of youth at all levels in all regions” (ibidem: 7). Given the
health authorities’ recommendations for social distancing, such contribu-
tion from the Programme may well occur through new online platforms
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developed to promote “online exchanges”. This is likely to support the
expansion of the EU’s digital soft power, thereby increasing exponentially
its capacity to reach out to people.
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CHAPTER 5

The EuropeanUnion and the United States:
Competition, Convergence and Crisis

in a Strategic Relationship

Michael Smith

Introduction

This chapter explores the often-contradictory elements embodied in the
most significant of the EU’s strategic relationships, that with the US,
and asks whether the contradictions have now become so intense as to
constitute a threat to the EU-US partnership. Historically, the partner-
ship has been characterised by a mixture of competition, convergence
and crisis: competition in the global political economy in particular, but
also increasingly in areas of security and underlying values; convergence
in the face of external threats, especially from the Soviet Union during
the Cold War but also from a range of powers in the post-Cold War
world, expressing not only common security interests but also similari-
ties of economic organisation and underlying values; crisis brought about
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by the periodic fluctuations of US leadership and EU followership, by
external change both in the political/security and in the political economy
dimensions of transatlantic relations and world order, and by institutional
and policy challenges rooted in domestic political change.

The distinctive character of the EU-US relationship lies partly in
the fact that although it has always had a strategic component, it has
never been declared as a formal ‘strategic partnership’ and embodied in
the kinds of agreements around which other strategic partnerships have
centred. During the 1960s, there were sustained efforts on the part of
mainly American commentators to identify the components of an ‘Atlantic
Community’ or ‘Atlantic Partnership’, but these were strongly contested,
whilst during the 1970s and 1980s the nature of US leadership, the
impact of change in the world economy and the later stages of the Cold
War led to as many recriminations as statements of partnership (Grosser
1980; Smith 1984; Winand 1993; Tsoukalis 1986; Patel and Weisbrode
2013). During the past thirty years, there have been many agreements
in specific areas of policy and declarations of common interest, but the
extent and complexity of the relationship have meant that it has been
resilient despite (or perhaps because of) the lack of a ‘transatlantic treaty’
between the EU and the US. That said, there are important agreements
that have been central to the development of the relationship in the post-
Cold War world: for example, the Transatlantic Declaration of 1990, the
New Transatlantic Agenda and Action Plan of 1995, the mutual recog-
nition agreements of the late 1990s and early 2000s, and the Economic
Partnership agreements of the period after 2008. Behind much of this
cooperation in political economy and ‘soft’ aspects of security, there has
also stood the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO)—not an EU-
US organisation, but one without which arguably the EU-US relationship
could not have developed in the ways that it has (Sloan 2016; Howorth
2014; Rees 2009).

The current period in the EU-US relationship has posed challenges
to the EU in all of its core areas. In terms of political economy, it has
uncovered the tensions created by the shifting nature of power in the
global arena and by the differing responses of Brussels and Washington
in areas such as trade, finance, energy and the environment. In terms
of security, it has generated controversy around not only the changing
nature of security itself and the EU’s capacity to respond to it, but also
the changing approaches of both the EU and the US to the manage-
ment of their security relationship. In the area of values, it has posed the
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challenge of potential and actual divergence between ‘normative power
Europe’ and the increasingly nationalistic tone of US diplomacy under the
Trump administration. Thus, it is appropriate to ask how the relationship
has evolved in the post-Cold War period, in what ways it currently consti-
tutes a ‘strategic partnership’, and how it might evolve in the foreseeable
future.

The chapter addresses the following areas. First, it explores the ways in
which the post-Cold War period gave rise not only to a new and creative
period in the EU-US partnership (e.g., through the New Transatlantic
Agenda and its related Action Plan and later through the Transatlantic
Economic Partnership) but also to new areas of fluidity and tension in
both transatlantic security relations and the management of the transat-
lantic political economy. This part of the chapter focuses on the tension
between new institutional arrangements and the challenges of the global
arena in a period of economic and security turbulence.

The second and most substantial part of the chapter focuses on the
tensions and crises emerging from the growth of the EU as a foreign
policy actor, the attempts of the US to restore global leadership in a
changing security order, the failed attempts to negotiate a Transatlantic
Trade and Investment Partnership and the growing perceptions of a crisis
in the transatlantic relationship since 2016. The chapter thus explores the
diplomatic challenges presented to the EU by the policies of the George
W. Bush, Barack Obama and Donald Trump administrations since the
early 2000s, and the ways in which these have led to changes in the
EU-US relationship.

The third part of the chapter assesses the scope, scale and effectiveness
of the EU’s attempts to manage the fluctuations of transatlantic relations
over the past decade, and especially since the advent of the Trump admin-
istration. This will entail an exploration of the EU’s developing system of
diplomatic management and of the ways in which the challenges posed
by US foreign policy have been more or less effectively met. The chapter
conclusions explore the ways in which the balance between competition,
convergence and crisis has shifted in contemporary EU-US relations, and
the extent to which the relationship can still be (or could ever have been)
characterised as a ‘strategic partnership’ of the type studied in this volume.
The argument thus returns to the key themes of the volume, dealing
with the functional motivations, the policy focus, the institutional dimen-
sions and the identity/role aspects of EU-US relations, and relates these
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to the complex system of competition, convergence and crisis that has
characterised the relationship in the post-Cold War period.

After the Cold War: Building
a Strategic Partnership?

In the immediate aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall, there is no
doubt that leaders in both the EU and the US saw the opportunity
for new forms of partnership as a contribution to the consolidation
of a new world order (Niblett and Wallace 2001; Keohane and Hoff-
mann 1993). The problem was that whilst they could agree on the need
for transatlantic partnership, especially in the stabilisation and restruc-
turing of Europe, their versions did not coincide. Whilst the Americans
saw the EU as playing a key role in stabilising the continent through
rapid and large-scale enlargement to include ex-Soviet bloc states, those
in Brussels were also concerned with the stabilisation and develop-
ment of the EU’s internal order, as the basis for further expansion
and integration. On the one hand, in the US view, the EU was to be
an agent for the new US-led order; but on the other hand, for EU
leaders, there was the possibility of playing a larger and more consequen-
tial role founded in the consolidation of the EU order (Smith 2007; Smith
and Woolcock 1993; Niblett and Wallace 2001; Keohane and Hoffmann
1993). The wars in former Yugoslavia during the early and mid-1990s
revealed the limitations of any EU role in ‘hard security’, but also the
limitations of the US desire to engage in conflicts where there was not an
immediate US national interest. These and other security challenges also
revealed that for many (including a number of EU member states) the
primary security organisation for Europeans and Americans was NATO
(Sloan 2016: Chapter 6). As a result, the 1990s were characterised by
attempts to find bridging mechanisms between an EU that was simulta-
neously enlarging and developing its security and defence identity and a
NATO that was still dominated by the US but which itself was engaged
in a major enlargement exercise and seeking out new roles.

This set of tensions did not preclude the development of key compo-
nents in what might be called a strategic partnership between the EU and
the US. In 1990, alongside other major end-of-Cold War agreements,
the European Community (as it still was) and its member states signed
the Transatlantic Declaration, which established a set of broad priori-
ties and institutional arrangements for cooperation, both on economic
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issues and on broadly-defined security questions (remembering that at
this stage, there was no CFSP, let alone CSDP) (Schwok 1991). In
1995, this was greatly expanded with the agreement of the New Transat-
lantic Agenda and an accompanying Transatlantic Action Plan—the latter
covering 150 areas of potential joint action in political economy, secu-
rity (other than military security) and what would today be called ‘people
to people contacts’ (Peterson 1996; Featherstone and Ginsberg 1996;
Pollack and Shaffer 2001). Alongside these agreements went the develop-
ment of a series of transatlantic dialogues, the most significant of which
was initially the Transatlantic Business Dialogue (Green Cowles 2001a,
b), but which came to include legislative, environmental, employment
and other networks. These dialogues could be seen as functionally equiv-
alent in some ways to the sectoral and other dialogues that have come to
characterise strategic partnerships between the EU and its other partners,
as explored in other chapters of this volume. Between the late 1990s and
the early years of the new century, these agreements and dialogues formed
the framework for the EU-US relationship. Although plans for a Transat-
lantic Free Trade Area were proposed, they did not come to fruition—but
a series of mutual recognition agreements (MRAs) did emerge, with
varying degrees of effectiveness, to cover areas of EU-US trade and regu-
latory policy (Pollack and Shaffer 2001; Pollack 2005). Significantly, in
these processes, the EU was the partner, rather than member states,
although there were inevitable tensions between the two levels of Euro-
pean engagement. By 2007, there had also been agreed the beginnings of
a Transatlantic Economic Partnership, with the establishment of mecha-
nisms to ensure continued dialogue between the two sides of the Atlantic
(McGuire and Smith 2008: Chapter 2).

These elements of what might be described as a strategic partner-
ship were challenged by developments in the areas of security and global
governance. As noted above, the tension between the EU and the US
over the development of post-Cold War security structures was a contin-
uing influence on any attempts by the Union to establish itself as a partner
for the US in ‘hard security’. This was crystallised in many ways by the
US Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, in 1999 when she pronounced
what became known as the ‘3 Ds’: no duplication of security efforts by
the EU, no decoupling of Europe from the US and no discrimination
in EU security policies between EU members and non-members (such as
Turkey, a prominent member of NATO) (Howorth 2014; Sloan 2016:
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Chapter 6). The development of the CSDP around the turn of the millen-
nium saw repeated underlining of the message that NATO should remain
the primary transatlantic security institution, whilst efforts were made, for
example, through the so-called Berlin Plus arrangements to ensure EU
access to NATO assets if they needed them (Howorth 2014).

At the same time, in the broader domain of global governance, further
tensions arose. Apart from the almost traditional disputes over trade
policy within the World Trade Organization, allied to US apprehen-
sions about the introduction of the Euro as a currency for many EU
member states, the sharpest differences emerged over climate change
and the agreement of the Kyoto Protocol on control of emissions, and
then over policies to deal with war crimes and transnational terrorism
(Smith 2005; Peterson and Pollack 2003). The EU was one of the most
enthusiastic promoters of the Protocol, whilst the US eventually refused
to ratify it, thereby throwing into question its implementation (which
relied on its being ratified by a certain number of countries representing
a certain proportion of carbon emissions). In similar fashion, the EU and
its member states were strong supporters of the establishment of an Inter-
national Criminal Court, whilst the US opposed it and refused to adhere
to it. Policies to counter the threat of terrorism highlighted US depen-
dence on the use of ‘hard power’ and the EU’s necessary reliance on
‘soft power’ instruments, but it was clear that in these areas the EU had
more leverage simply because of its well-developed mechanisms of policy
and security coordination (Rees 2009). These brief examples provide a
different perspective on any EU-US strategic partnership in the early years
of the twenty-first century—they testify to continuing major differences
not only over material interests but also over institutions and values, and
they also cast doubt upon the capacity of the EU to be a strategic partner
for the US in general (Smith 1998).

These differences over values arose in many ways from domestic poli-
tics. Within the US, although the Clinton administrations of 1993–2001
promoted the values of the ‘Third Way’ between naked capitalism and
socialism, it was clear that the political centre of gravity was well to
the right of that within the EU, where highly regulated social market
economies were the norm and where globalisation was often seen as
a threat to be defended against. Different EU member states had very
different perceptions of the appropriate relationship to the US, and these
intersected with the differences on issues such as global governance
outlined above. Above all, different EU member states had markedly
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different attitudes to the leadership provided by the US in general and
the ways in which this created risks and potential costs for them (Smith
1999). Such differences were to become especially pronounced in the
period after 2003, to such an extent that they called into question any
notion of a strategic partnership between the EU and the US.

The Anatomy of a Transatlantic Crisis: 2001–2009
During the George W. Bush administrations in the US (2001–2009), the
tendencies outlined above came to dominate EU-US relations, to such
an extent that the basic idea of transatlantic partnership was called into
question. The Bush administrations were dominated by the search for
a restoration of US primacy in the global arena, in the face of major
challenges, and it might be argued that EU-US relations were collateral
damage in this broader reassertion of US power (Smith 2009). As before,
it can equally be argued that relations varied considerably between issue
areas, and that the picture in political economy was very different from
that in the high politics of security or in the ideological contest centred on
values. From the point of view of this chapter, the key argument relates
to the absence of any notion of a comprehensive strategic partnership
between the EU and the US, and the implications of this absence.

The political economy of EU-US relations during the period 2001–
2009 was conditioned sharply by the fact that the EU was in many
respects an equal of the US, capable of carrying out trade and commer-
cial policies in a strategic way and strengthened by the initiation of the
Euro and Economic and Monetary Union (EMU). The competition in
which the EU engaged with the US was carried out on several levels. First,
within the global multilateral system, the EU was capable of withstanding
US challenges and retaliating if necessary, in areas as diverse as the trade
in bananas, steel and large commercial aircraft (McGuire and Smith 2008;
Smith and Woolcock 1999). The EU could act strategically to protect the
interests of its member states as a whole and could use multilateral institu-
tions to defend itself and legitimise its actions. Second, the enlargement
of the Union to Central and Eastern Europe between 2004 and 2007
provided both new challenges and new opportunities for Brussels, and
further growth of scale in political economy at a time when the US was
preoccupied with security concerns. Third, the EU could act within and
shape the ways in which sanctions were imposed by the US on a variety of
targets, including Iran and Afghanistan, linking commercial and security
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concerns in new arenas. Finally, the EU was able to use its resources in
development policy to pursue democratisation and good governance in
areas where the US was not fully engaged, such as the Middle East and
North Africa, and to begin the construction of its network of strategic
partnerships with emerging powers, especially China (see Chapter 9 in
this volume; Renard and Biscop 2012). The strategic nature of these and
other encounters between the EU and US in the global political economy
is clear, but so is their competitive nature.

Considerations of political economy, however, were strongly condi-
tioned by the emergence of a full-blown transatlantic crisis in security.
The precipitating factors here were those concerned with the impact of
transnational terrorism, most spectacularly through the attacks on New
York and Washington on 11th September 2001 (‘9/11’) and with the
subsequent ‘global war on terror’ proclaimed by the Bush administration,
which spilled over into more conventional interventions in Afghanistan
(2001) and Iraq (2003). Despite initial solidarity between the EU, its
member states and the US, and significant cooperation in areas such as
police cooperation and the financial aspects of counter-terrorism, these
interventions created a major rift not only between the EU and the US
but also between EU member states, whose alignments for and against US
policies led to an internal crisis in the EU’s foreign and security policies
(Lindstrom 2003; Lindstrom and Schmitt 2004; Pond 2004). In turn,
these transmitted themselves into tensions within NATO and in global
organisations such as the United Nations. US policies that made a distinc-
tion between ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe, and which attempted to accentuate
the divisions between the members of the Union, were a potent contribu-
tion to a full-blown transatlantic crisis, which was only gradually resolved
(and then not completely) during the years 2005–2008 (Zaborowski
2006; Lundestad 2008). Any talk of the need for a transatlantic strategic
partnership in security, in which the EU could be a key element, was
significantly damaged by these events—but they did lead to further discus-
sion of the need for effective EU external action in high politics, which in
turn contributed to the negotiation and entry into force of the Lisbon
Treaty (2009). Most notably, in 2003, the EU agreed its first Euro-
pean Security Strategy (European Council 2003), which presented a stark
contrast with the US National Security Strategy; whereas the ESS empha-
sised the need for multilateral cooperation to deal with global threats, the
US strategy rested upon the assumption that it was better to get retalia-
tion in first if a threat was identified, and that material power including
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the use of force was not only acceptable but a preferred means of action
(Dannreuther and Peterson 2003).

The issues arising between the EU and the US were not simply those of
material interests, whether these were centred on commercial or on secu-
rity concerns. The ‘utopian radicalism’ of the Bush administrations and
the propensity to intervene were at odds with the EU’s self-image of itself
as a ‘force for good’ and a ‘normative power’. In many ways, the US can
also be seen as a normative power (Smith 2009, 2011a), but it was also
clear that there was a deep normative gap between the ‘sovereignist’ and
interventionist tendencies displayed in US foreign policy and the more
civilian and ‘soft power’ centred positions adopted by the EU (Smith
2004). Not only this, but the divergences in approaches to global gover-
nance and regulation already pointed out were accentuated by the events
of the early 2000s, in such a way that advances in transatlantic cooper-
ation could be effectively ruled out. This, though, rather overstates the
rift between the EU and the US. In commercial policy, there were the
beginnings by 2007–2008 of deeper cooperation, through the Transat-
lantic Economic Partnership and its provisions for high-level consultations
over potential disputes, whilst as already noted there were areas of coop-
eration in counter-terrorism policy that played to the strengths of the
EU as a civilian security actor (Steffenson 2005; Rees 2006, 2009).
Nonetheless, the continued tensions between EU member states over US
interventions and the divide over new forms of global governance and
regulation continued until the end of the Bush administrations. Notably,
the divisions and sense of crisis did not substantially affect what might be
described as the infrastructure of EU-US relations: the networks of private
investment, production and exchange that have contributed to the devel-
opment of the transatlantic economy and that in many ways are the key
elements in the evolution of transatlantic partnerships. But such elements
were in many ways at odds with the broader crisis at the governmental
level that pervaded much of the period 2001–2009.

A More Strategic Relationship? 2009–2017
Barack Obama was the President that (almost) all Europeans wanted after
the crises and tensions of the Bush years, and many leaders of EU member
states were only too eager to present themselves in Washington at the
start of his first administration. The same goes for leaders of the EU
institutions, and it might have been expected that a new drive for the
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establishment of some kind of formal ‘strategic partnership’ would be
declared. But this did not happen, and for a variety of reasons. The first
was that both the EU and the US were in the throes of dealing with
the global financial crisis, which began as a problem in the US leveraged
mortgage market and rapidly spread to Europe as well as to other parts
of the world. The second was that the US administration set out not to
conclude any kind of overarching partnership, but rather to persuade indi-
vidual EU member states to play their roles as partners in security—and to
wait for the implementation of the Lisbon Treaty before they would even
consider anything more comprehensive and far-reaching. In many ways,
this chimed with the position in the EU itself: the new external action
provisions of the Treaty would not enter into full effect until the end of
2010, and the European External Action Service (EEAS), the new diplo-
matic service of the EU headed by the High Representative for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy who was also a Vice-President of the European
Commission (HRVP), was not established even in skeleton form until
the beginning of 2011. Not unnaturally, there was a period of consider-
able introspection on both sides of the Atlantic—but from the point of
view of this chapter, the key issue is whether as Obama’s eight years in
office unfolded, there was the prospect of anything more than pragmatic
adjustment and adaptation.

In the economic sphere, and not just because of EU-US interaction,
there was a search for something multilateral to help deal with the crisis
and to reinvigorate the rules-based international system. The EU and
the US were key players in the establishment and consolidation of the
G-20, representing the world’s largest economies, and in the halting
progress towards some kind of agreement in the WTO’s Doha Develop-
ment Round of trade negotiations (Jokela 2011; Woolcock 2012). It can
be argued that in both of these cases, there was more convergence than
competition between the transatlantic partners; but it can also be argued
that this convergence took place against a backdrop of major power-shifts
in the global arena that vastly reduced its impact (Alcaro et al. 2016). As
a result, whilst the EU and the US might wish to act strategically in the
global political economy, it was becoming markedly less receptive to their
initiatives. In the same vein, the major transatlantic trade policy initiative
which led to intensive negotiations from 2013 onwards for a Transatlantic
Trade and Investment Partnership represented perhaps the biggest single
attempt since the Second World War to achieve shared transatlantic rules
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and institutions, and thus can be seen as key evidence for EU-US conver-
gence; but at the same time, it aroused concerns everywhere else in the
global political economy, and because of its potentially intrusive nature, it
created major opposition within many EU member states (De Ville and
Siles-Brugge 2016; Morin et al. 2015; Young 2016). In addition, the US
was engaged simultaneously in attempting to conclude a Trans-Pacific
Partnership, which in many observers’ eyes was a higher priority than
the TTIP and would take precedence over the EU-US negotiations. The
growth of ‘competitive interdependence’ (Sbragia 2010; Damro 2014)
also entangled both the EU and the US in negotiations with a range of
partners aimed at producing bilateral or inter-regional free trade agree-
ments (FTAs). This complex and interconnected context precluded any
easy conclusion of an EU-US partnership agreement and indeed created
a new set of tensions to be managed.

In the domain of security, both the EU and Obama’s US were deter-
mined to retreat from the confrontations and interventions of the Bush
years, but again events and broader structural trends militated against
grand transatlantic agreements—and as noted above, the administration
was also determined to persuade its allies to play their part in the manage-
ment of existing interventions, especially those in Afghanistan and Iraq
(Smith 2011b). Given the limitations of any potential EU contribution to
these processes, it is not surprising that the major focus of attention was
NATO and individual member states—these, after all, were the centres of
‘hard power’ and the basis for any material contributions. At a very early
stage, the Americans had decided that there was little prospect of getting
the EU to do anything, and so effectively the Union was marginalised.
This did not prevent the development of EU military and civilian missions
in zones of conflict—but it was explicit in these cases that they should be
based on a UN mandate, rather than on any kind of contract with the
US or any other individual state (Howorth 2014). One episode in which
these tendencies did come together—but not altogether happily—was in
the intervention by France and the UK in Libya, which was informed
by the NATO perspective, with the US ‘leading from behind’ in an area
where the EU had had a long-standing partnership agreement as part
of the Barcelona Process (Koenig 2011; Renard 2011). In principle, the
EU’s prior engagement with the MENA (Middle East and North Africa)
region as part of its ‘southern neighbourhood’ should have fitted it for a
major role in the revolts that came to constitute the ‘Arab Spring’ from
2011 onwards, but as the process developed into one of hard power
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and violence the EU was effectively marginalised. Some of the same was
true in the case of Ukraine after 2013, although the EU had consid-
erably greater leverage through its Eastern Partnership programme and
associated funding (MacFarlane and Menon 2014; Haukkala 2016).

In all of these cases, there was no suggestion of any broad EU-US
collaboration; in fact, there were strong elements of competition in crisis
management at various stages. In the broader world arena, the key US
move was a ‘pivot’ to Asia and what has become known as the Indo-
Pacific region, partly to counter Chinese influence—but here, the EU
had almost nothing to say, beyond associating itself with various decla-
rations from Washington (Christiansen et al. 2019: 129–133; Pennisi di
Floristella 2019). One apparent exception to this pattern was in the nego-
tiations over Iranian nuclear policies, where the EU through the HRVP
provided a means of facilitating a complex and highly-charged diplomatic
effort, and where the so-called EU-3 (France, Germany and the UK)
provided a strong EU presence at the level of the interstate negotiations.
There is debate about how far this EU presence contributed to the even-
tual agreement, and about its longer-term implications (see below) but
there is no doubt that it represented a substantial achievement for the
EU’s new system of diplomacy (Sauer 2015; Geranmayeh 2017).

Security thus presented a complex picture in EU-US relations during
the Obama years. Rather less complex, at least on the surface, was the
relationship in terms of values and ideas. The Obama administration was
in favour of multilateralism and the liberal international order, and in its
2010 Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review actually called
for the development and deployment of its ‘civilian power’ in a wide
range of areas (US Department of State 2010). At the same time, the
EU’s new system of diplomacy was actively directed towards the use of
economic and administrative resources in pursuit of its normative goals,
whether through trade agreements, development assistance or broader
diplomatic initiatives (Smith et al. 2016). As a result, it might have been
expected that there would be a good deal of convergence between the
two partners—and indeed, the evidence outlined above seems to support
this proposition. The problem is that this convergence at the level of
Washington and Brussels was not replicated either in US domestic poli-
tics or in the internal politics of the EU and its member states. As a
result, the absence of joint EU-US initiatives that were actually imple-
mented is striking, in a period when in theory they were undoubtedly
easier to launch. This was not simply a reflection of domestic constraints:
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the development of a multipolar world characterised by the emergence
of new or resurgent ‘powers’, and the return of geopolitical calculations
to the realm of everyday diplomacy, formed an unpromising backdrop
to any major transatlantic initiatives. The securitisation of many areas in
which the EU had long had an interest as a civilian or normative power,
such as environment, energy, human rights and democracy promotion,
also militated against any such attempts.

Crisis and Breakdown: 2016–2020
Whereas Obama had been the President virtually all Europeans had
wanted, Donald Trump was the President virtually no European had
expected, and one whose very essence appeared to centre on contestation
and the fomenting of crisis. The combination in ‘Trumpism’ of nation-
alism, protectionism and ‘domesticism’ encapsulated in the proclamation
that ‘America First’ would be the guiding principle of the administra-
tion’s policies, created not only uncertainty about the commitment of
the US to existing structures and policies in transatlantic relations, but
also a linkage to the perceived surge of populism in Europe itself—a
surge which raised questions about the legitimacy and effectiveness not
only of national regimes in the EU but also of the European project
more generally. The style of the President’s approach to interactions with
both allies and adversaries was frequently described as ‘transactionalist’,
rejecting principles and existing affiliations in pursuit of ‘the deal’, and
applying a strictly utilitarian calculus to the value of allies and partners
(Smith 2021a, Forthcoming). Not for nothing was it questioned whether
the President was capable of developing or applying a ‘grand strategy’
(Dombrowski and Reich 2017) beyond a simple search for short-term
satisfaction and advantage.

Alongside the mercurial nature of the President’s approach to foreign
policy, a number of commentators also raised more fundamental ques-
tions about the US administration’s commitment to the post-1945 ‘liberal
order’ (Ikenberry 2017, 2018; Stokes 2018; Peterson 2018), and by
implication to any kind of strategic relationship (let alone a partnership)
with the EU. Given that the European integration project from its incep-
tion has been integrally connected with this version of international rules,
institutions and values, the challenge in transatlantic relations has always
been there—but the challenge posed by the Trump administration was of
a different order. Where its predecessors at least gave lip service to the idea
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of transatlantic order and to the notion of the EU being a key pillar of
the liberal world order, the Trump administration initially had a severely
transactional view of the world. It categorised the EU as a consistently
under-performing ally and even—according to the President—a ‘foe’ in
many areas of activity, and pressed it to deliver in practice the European
support habitually promised in rhetoric. It also set out to undermine key
pillars of the multilateral world order and global governance, with its
attacks on the World Trade Organization, on the Paris Climate Accords
and other organisations such as UNESCO (Smith 2021a). In a way, this
was an extreme version of the established contrast between the EU as
process-oriented and rules-focused and the US as results-oriented and
‘sovereignist’ in international dealings. But it was also accompanied by a
tendency towards divide-and-rule tactics—tactics that were strengthened
by the UK’s Brexit defection. For the EU, this underlined the dilemmas
of ‘followership’ in an age of increased economic and political-security
risk. It also served to highlight the continuing contrast between the EU-
US relationship in the global political economy and in the realm of hard
security, and the difficulties of establishing any kind of understanding as
the basis for a partnership.

This context of uncertainty and the forces tending to contestation
of the transatlantic relationship within Washington were magnified by
continuing policy uncertainty and instability within the EU. As already
noted, the effects of the UK referendum on exiting the EU in 2016
reverberated within the Union and became linked with the impact of
‘transnational nationalism’ in leading member states, as well as in a
number of Eastern European members (Smith 2018a, 2021b). The chal-
lenge to the established order was seen to diminish with the defeat of
populist forces in the Netherlands and France, but was underlined by
election results in Germany (with the rise of the AfD), Italy and Austria.
Whilst responses to the Trump administration by Angela Merkel, Donald
Tusk and others expressed, the view that it would be unwise to rely on
Washington, and that the US should be seen as a source of challenge
rather than a source of support, these views were themselves framed
within a context of continuing uncertainty about the EU’s role within
Europe as well as in the framework of transatlantic relations (Smith
2018a, b). Whilst the EU’s Global Strategy (EEAS 2016) called for the
pursuit of ‘strategic autonomy’ as a key principle of external action (and
such autonomy was bound to impact transatlantic relations), it was clear
that among member states there was sometimes a more traditional and
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‘sovereignist’ approach to foreign policy more generally, and that this
interacted with broader transatlantic and global trends to throw into
question the nature of a ‘strategic Europe’ (Biscop 2019). Whatever the
balance between these two elements, and their interaction with transat-
lantic tensions, there was little basis for any acts of strategic convergence
between the two sides of the Atlantic.

From this brief sketch, it is clear that the Trump challenge led to exten-
sive contestation and to a sense of crisis in EU-US relations. This was the
case not only in respect of political economy and commercial competi-
tion, but also in terms of security and ‘high politics’, and in terms of the
kinds of norms and values subscribed to by the putative partners. Whilst
Washington (or rather, the Trump White House) challenged in such areas
as the Iran nuclear agreements of 2015 and the Paris Climate Accords—
both of them areas that linked very strongly to the EU’s self-perception
of its international role and its approach to global governance—it also
increasingly confronted the EU (not to mention the entire rules-based
international order) in trade and investment, with the ‘America First’
policy extending to a growing range of commodities and national secu-
rity criteria being applied both to these and to proposed investments in
the US (Peterson 2018; Smith 2018a). Whilst it might be argued that all
of this was really aimed at a non-European target (China), more impor-
tant in some ways was the corrosive effect such actions might have on
the broader liberal order, on which the EU depends so heavily. The net
result was that by 2020, the very idea of an EU-US strategic relationship,
let alone a strategic partnership, was challenged; this was epitomised in
late 2019 by the stance of the new President of the European Commis-
sion, Ursula von der Leyen, who called for a new focus on the EU as a
‘power’ with a focus on geopolitics rather than on norms and the rules-
based order (Rachman 2019). Whilst this might contribute to the idea
of the EU as a more strategic actor, it also put the Union on course to
collide more consistently with the US administration’s external actions
and preferences. The air of crisis persisted through 2020, with further
tensions centred on the ways in which the Union and the US reacted to
the crisis caused by COVID-19; internal tensions between EU member
states about freedom of movement and the sharing of resources were
linked to transatlantic differences about the necessity for international
cooperation (prioritised by the EU, rejected by the US), whilst at the
same time frictions continued over Iran and the US drive to re-impose
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an arms embargo, trade with China and policies towards Russia, among
other areas.

Conclusions: A Strategic Relationship,
But Not a Strategic Partnership?

The analysis in this chapter has focused quite strongly on ‘history’—on
processes of change and continuity in EU-US relations, in ways that might
not be appropriate in the study of other strategic partnerships. One reason
for that is clearly that EU-US relations have a long and complex ‘back
story’: the US was present at or before the creation of the European
project and has remained the most significant other for the EU in a wide
range of policy domains. A second reason is that this history matters to the
evolution of the EU-US strategic relationship, and to the ways in which
successive transatlantic crises have been defined and (usually) managed.
A third reason is that throughout its course, the EU-US relationship has
been open to processes of change in the broader world arena—from the
origins of the Cold War through to the impact of ‘rising powers’ and
beyond. These processes of change have shaped and re-shaped the transat-
lantic relationship, and at the same time, they have influenced its salience
and the extent of its dominance in the world order. The first area on which
these conclusions will focus is that of the EU’s place in this changing and
complex system, and its capacity to assert itself in the management of
transatlantic relations; the second area is framed by the key questions at
the heart of this volume, relating to functions and motivations, policy
focus, institutions, identity and roles. On the basis of these two linked
areas, it should be possible to make some final judgements on the extent
to which transatlantic relations form any kind of ‘strategic partnership’.

There is no doubt that over the past two decades, the EU has equipped
itself more appropriately to form and frame a ‘strategic partnership’ with
the US. The growth of CFSP and CSDP, the external action provisions
of the Lisbon Treaty and the terms of the ESS and now the Global
Strategy have equipped the Union in principle to inject itself into new
areas of potential transatlantic cooperation and thus to realise the ‘internal
logic’ of institutional and policy development. At the same time, and
in line with the ‘external logic’ of EU foreign policy, the emergence of
new challenges and the fluctuations of US leadership have created open-
ings through which the EU might assert itself and create a new balance
in EU-US relations. But this has not happened—or at least, not in an
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organised and strategic way. One reason for this can be found in the
internal tensions within the EU, both economic and political, which have
underlined the difficulties of achieving strategic unity among 28 (now
27) member states and have opened the Union up to the potential for
‘divide-and-rule’ processes. When the EEAS was established, its officials
were fond of referring to ‘one message, many voices’, but the reality has
been more fragmented and variable than this implies. Whilst this is notice-
able in other EU strategic partnerships, it is only the US that can reach
the parts that no other strategic partner can reach, and nurture ‘spe-
cial relationships’ with each of the twenty-eight. At the same time, the
fact that the US has an impact in every area of EU external action has
made the achievement of ‘joined up policy-making’ as advocated in the
Global Strategy, and the expression of an ‘identity logic’ in external action
much more challenging than in the case of other strategic partnerships.
So, although the EU has become better-equipped in principle to establish
a strategic partnership with the US, it has been much less able to do so
in practice than might have been anticipated.

Does this mean that analysis should focus instead on the extent to
which the EU might develop as a strategic rival to the US? After all, the
erosion of trust and the growth of uncertainty in transatlantic relations,
most notably but not only during the Trump administration after 2016,
coupled with the cultivation of a wide range of alternative strategic part-
ners for the Union, might provide evidence for this line of analysis. The
evolution of a global opportunity structure that supports a new assertive-
ness by the EU outside the transatlantic area, and the sheer difficulty
of constructing a comprehensive strategic partnership with Washington,
might seem to support such an argument. But it is here that we must
be aware of the limitations to the EU’s collective capacity to act strate-
gically on the global level and to achieve effective partnerships across a
wide range of different interests and values. Not only this, but the oppor-
tunity structure that seemed open to EU initiatives in the late 1990s,
for example, has since progressively become more closed with the resur-
gence of geopolitics and geo-economics—areas in which the EU has a
chequered history (e.g. in the MENA region and Eastern Europe) over
the past two decades.

One qualification to this analysis should be entered. A focus solely
on the intergovernmental level when talking about EU-US relations and
the potential for partnership or rivalry is misleading, since it ignores
the major elements of transgovernmental and transnational linkages that
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support the relationship. These dimensions have been partly recognised
in the development and implementation of transatlantic dialogues, but
they are far more extensive in what might be termed the private gover-
nance of EU-US relations, with the engagement of large firms, networks
of non-governmental organisations and professional bodies. There is a lot
of evidence that EU-US relations constitute a ‘networked partnership’
in which governmental and non-governmental bodies interact and help
to sustain the relationship. Whilst this might not be termed a ‘strategic
partnership’ in the conventional (somewhat hierarchical) sense, there is
strong evidence of the resilience of such a multidimensional infrastructure
and of the importance of economic and social interactions in creating
a sense of transatlantic community. Whether this kind of ‘bottom-up’
generation of partnership is capable of mitigating the fluctuations of part-
nership and rivalry at the inter-governmental level is an open question,
even after around seventy years of deepening relations between the US
and the European integration project.

This rather mixed and negative verdict can be clarified by reference to
the four key questions around which this volume revolves. First, it is clear
that questions of functional motivation in EU-US relations are complex
and fluctuating, conditioned by the balance (and disparities) of power
between the two putative partners, by the scope and multi-level character
of linkages between them, and by the openness of the relationship to
developments both in the broader global arena and in the internal politics
of the two entities. Second, in terms of policy focus, there is clearly a
depth and intensity in EU-US relations over a wide range of issues that are
lacking in the case of other strategic partnerships fostered by the EU. It
is not easy to see any parallels between this level and scope of integration
and those achieved in other relationships. This adds to the resilience of the
relationship, but at the same time it militates strongly against the idea of
any comprehensive strategic partnership. It might be possible to imagine
circumstances in which such a formal ‘grand alliance’ might be made, but
it is very clear that those circumstances do not exist in the early 2020s.
The likelihood is that incremental agreements and joint working practices
in an expanding range of policy areas will be the transatlantic reality for
the foreseeable future.

In rather the same way, it is possible to point to large numbers of
transatlantic institutions, but not to any formalised institutional frame-
work for the EU-US relationship. Inevitably, these institutional arrange-
ments are more highly developed in some areas than in others—economic
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and monetary policies being a key example of highly developed EU-
US interactions not only at the transatlantic level but also within the
institutions of multilateral management. In other areas, the presence
of strong member state interests and a US preference to deal either
bilaterally or through alternative institutions can make progress at the
EU-US level difficult if not impossible—security and defence relations
being an example, but with the qualification that in some areas such as
cyber-security there is not only the incentive but also the capacity for
development of joint working practices. A simple institutionalist model
for the generation of EU-US strategic partnership is thus not easy to
apply, but clearly has value in identifying areas with different densities
and patterns of institutional development.

Many of the arguments made above can be related to issues of iden-
tity and role. As was pointed out by the Tindemans Report in the early
1970s, the first task of the EU as an international actor is to decide on
a strategy and a role in relation to the US—and this has remained one
of the key conundrums in EU external action. This chapter has provided
ample evidence that the conundrum remains unsolved; in reality, the EU
plays a number of roles in its relationship with the US, and at times those
roles come into conflict with each other (Smith 2018b). Over an extended
period of time, the Union has found itself acting as a proxy, a partner, a
protagonist or a power in transatlantic relations, and elements of each of
these roles are present in the current conjuncture. Whilst the image of
the EU as a proxy (doing the US’s work for it) has inevitably faded as the
Union has developed its autonomy in external action, and it is not clear
that the Union can yet act as a power taking on Washington in terms that
might be appropriate to another major international ‘pole’, it seems that
the EU’s current role lies somewhere between the aspiration on the one
hand to act as a strategic partner for the US and on the other hand to
position itself as a protagonist and strategic rival. Each potential role is
conditioned by the extent of internal cohesion or fragmentation within
the EU, as well as the forces exerted by a changing world arena, and it is
not clear whether or not the EU has established a stable role for itself in
transatlantic relations, in the face of fluctuations in US policies as well as
these domestic and external forces (Smith 2018a, b).

On the basis of the argument here, it is possible to conclude that there
has not been and may never be a comprehensive EU-US strategic part-
nership in the formal sense. What there is, is a deep and enduring EU-US
mutual entanglement at many levels and over a wide spectrum of policy
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domains, reflecting the simultaneous impacts of competition, convergence
and crisis. This entanglement is resilient and can survive both internal and
external shocks—but it can be undermined both in the short term and
in the longer term by the effects of domestic change, institutional inca-
pacity, external shocks and challenges. Even a more capable EU would not
find it easy to resolve this conundrum in a comprehensive and ‘strategic’
manner; in its current state, it certainly cannot.
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Introduction

The European Union (EU)1 and Canada signed a strategic partnership
agreement (SPA) on 30 October 2016. It provisionally entered into force
on 1 April 2017 with the provisional application of the agreement on
21 September 2017 (European Union 2017). This chapter studies the
origins of this agreement and examines how the EU-Canada relationship
in this regard changed over time. It explores why an SPA was possible
in 2016, but not before. To do so, I focus in particular on endoge-
nous and exogenous factors (Hill 1993, 1998; Tsuruoka 2006). In this
chapter, I divide up EU-Canada collaboration into four time periods:
period one (from 1959 to 1976); period two (1977–1996); period three
(1997–2008); period four (2009–2020).

The first Canadian agreement with the EU was a very impor-
tant one. Signed in 1976, the ‘Framework Agreement for Commercial
and Economic Co-operation between the European Communities and
Canada’ was the first bilateral strategic partnership that the EU signed
with an industrialised third country. For many years this agreement
served as the basis for cooperation. Modest strengthening of the ties was
achieved in 1990, 1995 and 1996 and also with the 2004 EU-Canada
Partnership Agenda (DeBardeleben and Leblond 2010). However, a
fully-fledged free trade agreement, let alone one in combination with
a strategic partnership, remained elusive for some time, even though
Canada was already mentioned in 2003 by the European Council in its
then new European Security Strategy (ESS) as one of the strategic part-
ners of the EU.2 Ultimately, however, the Comprehensive Economic and
Trade Agreement (CETA) and the SPA were both signed on the same
date.3 Although at the time of writing their full ratification is not yet

1For simplicity, I use ‘European Union’ or ‘EU’ to refer to the actual EU as well as
to the earlier ‘European Communities’ or ‘European Community’.

2Council of the European Union (2003) ‘A Secure Europe in a better world’. Brussels
8 December, 15895/03, PESC 787. About Canada it literally mentions: ‘In particular we
should look to develop strategic partnerships, with Japan, China, Canada and India, as
well as with all those who share our goals and values, and are prepared to act in their
support.’ For a discussion of the ESS see inter alia Bailes (2005).

3https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/statements/2016/10/30/eu-canada-summit-joint-dec
laration. CETA is a large treaty. It contains 30 chapters, some protocols, annexes,
reservations and counts a total of about 2250 pages (in the English language). It is also

https://pm.gc.ca/en/news/statements/2016/10/30/eu-canada-summit-joint-declaration
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complete, the EU-Canada relationship has been further strengthened by
having these agreements provisionally enter into force.

This chapter examines the following question: Why could this more
institutionalised collaboration be signed in 2016, but not before? It seeks
to address this question by assessing the path of the creation of the
strategic partnership agreement. In particular, it asks, why has the deep-
ening of the EU-Canada strategic partnership been a challenge to set up
during the three decades after 1976 agreement, only to get an agreement
four decades later, in 2016? To assess this process, the chapter seeks to
understand the role of governance structures of both partners as well as
the strategic opportunity that came out of the agreement.

The existing literature suggests that earlier cooperation in this domain
failed for two reasons. First, in the earlier time period both Canada and
the EU did not think that their partnership was a priority. Instead, Canada
was mostly oriented towards the United States (US) and the same held for
the EU. Neither saw a need to ‘go around’ the US in terms of developing
relationships with each other that would not be reproduced by the other
transatlantic partner. Most of the early period was characterised by the
Cold War with both parties being in the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO), which provided a strong security umbrella. Furthermore,
internally the EU was institutionally not very strong and security as a
policy area was not well developed at the EU-level. Each of the parties
was also caught up with its own internal issues. On the Canadian side,
the early years were coloured by issues such as the Quebec referendum,
the creation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) but
also the fisheries war (Crowley 2004). On the European side, during the
first two decades internal European integration was more developed in
the area of agriculture, commerce, and trade matters rather than on secu-
rity and defence matters. Thus, in addition to not having a clear sense
of its strategic goals, the EU did not yet speak with one voice on these
more external political matters (Potter 1999; Long 2003; Barry 2004;
Bernard-Meunier 2006; Croci and Verdun 2006; Haglund and Mérand
2010; Mérand and Vandemoortele 2011).

Second, there was also a lack of appreciation of the multilevel gover-
nance and federalist institutional structures on both sides (Benz 2010;
Wood and Verdun 2010; Kukucha 2013: 529; Broschek and Goff

produced in the official languages of the EU which means that the total text is more
than 50,000 pages.
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2020). The EU did not understand fully how decentralised the Cana-
dian federation was; the Canadians, in turn, for many years lacked a
solid understanding of the EU institutional set up. As a result, Canadian
diplomats were more inclined to look to European member states sepa-
rately and bilaterally, rather than deal with the EU as a collective. The
present chapter seeks to re-assess these two insights from the literature
in light of the recently signed CETA and SPA agreement with a view to
obtaining a better insight as to why the agreements could be completed
this time compared to the failed attempts (or weak arrangements) earlier.
The eventual combination of the CETA and the SPA became the most
comprehensive agreement between the EU and Canada to date, including
many different dimensions (i.e., political, economic, strategic, security,
judicial, environmental and social). In what follows we examine the extent
to which the following factors played a role in the eventual signing of the
agreements: an assessment of the costs and benefits of the type of rela-
tionship between Canada and the EU, the perceived role of the United
States and the global arena, and the need mutually to understand the
institutional structure of governance of both partners.

The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows. The next
section looks at the literature of the Canada-EU relations with a partic-
ular focus on the Strategic Partnership Agreement. The third section
provides an empirical case study and an analysis of the Strategic Part-
nership Agreement and the CETA. The fourth section concludes that the
Canada-EU relationships have been coloured by a number of endogenous
and exogenous factors, especially the development of domestic structures
and political pressures but also the broader re-structuring of the global
and transatlantic arenas. These factors help us to account not only for
the content of the partnership, but also for the stages of negotiation that
took place before it could finally be concluded, and they reflect both the
‘internal’ and the ‘external’ logics explored in Chapter 2 of this volume.

What Is the Canada-EU Strategic
Partnership Agreement? a Review

of the Literature on the Canada-EU Relations

In what follows I provide a brief review of the literature that discusses the
strategic activities developed between Canada and the European Union. I
have grouped these agreements into four time periods: period one (from
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1959 to 1976); period two (1977–1996); period three (1997–2008);
period four (2009–present) (Table 6.1).

Table 6.1 Canada-EU agreements (1959–2016) (selection)

Date Name Sectoral agreement Framework agreement

1959 Agreement between the
Government of Canada and the
European Atomic Energy
Community (EURATOM) for
Cooperation in the Peaceful
Uses of Atomic Energy

×

1976 Framework Agreement for
Commercial and Economic
Co-operation between the
European Communities and
Canada

×

1990 ‘Declaration on European
Community-Canada Relations’

×

1991 Agreement on nuclear
co-operation (amendment of
the 1959 agreement)

×

1995 ‘EU-Canada Agreement on
Higher Education and Training
(renewed in 2000)

×

1996 ‘Joint Political Declaration on
EU-Canada Relations’

×

1996 ‘Joint Canada-EU Action Plan
1996’

×

1996 Agreement on Scientific and
Technical Cooperation

×

1996 Agreement for the conclusion
of negotiations between under
GATT Art XXIV:6

×

1997 Agreement on international
humane trapping standards
(with the Russian federation)

1998 Agreement on Customs
Cooperation and Mutual
Assistance in Customs Markets

×

1998 Agreement on Sanitary
Measures to protect public and
animal health in respect of
trade in live animals and animal
products

×

(continued)
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Table 6.1 (continued)

Date Name Sectoral agreement Framework agreement

1999 Agreement regarding the
Application of Competition
Laws

×

2004 Agreement concerning trade
and commerce in alcoholic
beverages

×

2004 EU-Canada Partnership Agenda ×
2005 Agreement establishing a

framework for the participation
of Canada in the EU crisis
management operations

×

2006 Agreement between the
European Community and the
Government of Canada
establishing a framework for
cooperation in higher
education, training and youth

×

2007 Agreement between the
European Community and the
Government of Canada on the
conclusion of GATT Article
XXIV:6 Negotiations

×

2009 Agreement on Air Transport
between Canada and the
European Community and its
Member States (*)

×

2009 Agreement on civil aviation
safety between the European
Community and Canada

×

2016 Strategic Partnership
Agreement (SPA) between the
European Union and its
Member States, of the one
part, and Canada, of the other
part

×

2016 Comprehensive Economic and
Trade Agreement (CETA)
between Canada, of the one
part, and the European Union
and its Member States, of the
other part

×

All agreements are between the Government of Canada and the European Communities unless
specified otherwise
Sources Commission of the European Communities (2003: 16–17) and Mahant (1985), various other
sources, and European Union External Action (Treaty Office Data Base): ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/
bilateral/countries/canada/index_en.htm (which lists 46 Canada-EU agreements); https://nuclearsa
fety.gc.ca/eng/resources/international-cooperation/international-agreements.cfm#Euratom, http://ec.
europa.eu/world/agreements/searchByType.do?id=1

http://ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/bilateral/countries/canada/index_en.htm
https://nuclearsafety.gc.ca/eng/resources/international-cooperation/international-agreements.cfm#Euratom
http://ec.europa.eu/world/agreements/searchByType.do?id=1


6 THE EU-CANADA STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP… 127

The first period, between 1959 and 1976, starts with the agreement
that was signed between the European Atomic Energy Community and
Canada in 1959. Together with the one with the US (signed in 1958),
it was the first such agreement and the period ends with the signing
of the 1976 agreement (Mahant 1976). The early work focuses on the
1976 agreement (cf. Mahant 1981). It provided structure for dialogue. A
Joint Cooperation Committee (JCC) was to meet annually ‘to promote
and keep under review the various commercial and economic cooperation
activities’. In 1972, the Canadian government, led by Pierre Trudeau as
prime minister, declared that it would seek to reduce Canadian reliance
on the United States.4 Towards the end of this period scholars wrote
about Canada’s policy towards the rest of the world using the terminology
of ‘third option’, meaning to steer away from an overly strong reliance
on the US (Mace and Hervouet 1989; Muirhead 2004). This policy
was developed in 1972 by Mitchell Sharp (secretary of state for external
affairs) who rejected two other options (the first being the status quo, the
second closer integration with the US) (Sharp 1972). The third option
meant finding closer ties with other countries (the European Community
or EC member states would be part of those partners to choose from).
This Third Option strategy was taken seriously during 1972–1976 but
petered out subsequently (Barry 2003: 3–6).5

The second time period, between 1977 and 1996, starts with the
entry into force of the 1976 agreement, contains the 1990 agree-
ment, ‘The Declaration on Transatlantic Relations between the European
Community and its Member States and Canada’ and the 1995 sectoral
agreement on ‘EU-Canada Agreement on Higher Education and Train-
ing’ as well as the 1996 ‘Joint Political Declaration on EU-Canada
Relations’. Edelgard Mahant in an overview of the kind of collaboration
that took place right after the signing of the 1976 agreement6 till the

4To deal with its Balance of Payments issues, on 15 August 1971 the US ended
convertibility of dollars into gold. At this time, it also raised 10% tariffs on goods coming
into the US. Despite a request from the Canadian government, it did not give Canada
an exemption. The Canadian government responded by considering its options (see also
Croci and Tossutti 2007).

5The Third Option was formally dropped in 1980 (Mace and Hervouet 1989).
6Mahant (1985: 285) reports that the ‘Semi-Annual’ or ‘High levels’ meetings started

to take place already before the 1976 namely, since the 1972 informal Canada-European
Community Agreement although the meetings did not take place twice a year in every
year (both in 1974 and 1977 only one such meeting took place).
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mid-1980s, provides a useful overview of what has happened in the first
decade. She identified that most of the ‘high level’ meetings were in fact
not at the highest level but rather at the level of the assistant deputy
minister (Canada) and deputy director-general (Commission). Mahant
characterised this level as ‘the meeting point between the political and
the “official” levels… too low a level to deal with basic political issues
but at too high a level to negotiate the details of the trade and scientific
co-operation which are the day-to-day subjects of Canada-Community
discussions’ (Mahant 1985: 286). She also described the annual meetings
of the parliamentary delegations of European and Canadian parliaments
during this time and listed various subcommittees that have met during
the period, such as the ‘industrial co-operation subcommittee’ and the
‘preparatory and general co-operation subcommittee’. A highlight of this
period was the signing of the 1990 political declaration.7 The interest
in closer ties was triggered from both sides, and was in part in response
to the changing geopolitical circumstances. On the European side, on 5
April 1990, Hans-Dietrich Genscher (German Foreign Minister at the
time), at a presentation at the Canadian Parliament called for ‘a new
transatlantic architecture’ (Potter 1999: 82). There was a brief consid-
eration of a transatlantic trade agreement either focused on the North
Atlantic in general or just on Canada-EC relations, but a working group
exploring these issues did not generate any concrete proposals (Potter
1999: 89–90).

The remainder of the 1990s did not generate major initiatives in
bilateral cooperation.8 As the Cold War was coming to an end Charles
Pentland identified the renewed process of European integration, (i.e. the

7In November 1990, a Canada-EC Joint Declaration was signed by Prime Minister
Mulroney and Italian Prime Minister Giulio Andreotti as his country was holding rotating
presidency of the EC at that time. The declaration states that it builds on the ‘privileged
relationship’ created by the 1976 agreement and a 1988 arrangement for a ‘political
dialogue’ (Pentland 1991: 139) and states a number of common values goals ranging
from democracy, peace and prosperity, security, market economy, to closer economic,
scientific and cultural cooperation. It also institutionalises some consultative mechanisms
by spelling out ‘regular meetings’ of the leaders of both Canada and the EC, and bi-
annual meetings of EC and Canadian officials at a host of levels from very high level to
the level of representatives and the respective parliaments (see Pentland 1991: 139).

8The Canadian government also started a ‘European Challenge’ campaign (to inform
Canadian business about the EU single market, established a ‘Task Force on Europe
1992’, and set up a ‘European Trade Policy Strategy’ in Brussels (see Hampson and
Maule 1991: 17–18).
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aim to complete the Single Market and the EU’s intention to create an
Economic and Monetary Union), as ‘the most far-reaching challenge to
Canada arising from the post-war unification of western Europe’ (Pent-
land 1991 also quoted by Hampson and Maule 1991: 17). At this time,
no overarching agreement was signed. There were, however, numerous
smaller, sectoral, agreements between Canada and the EU (see Table 6.1).
Furthermore, cooperation took place within other international organisa-
tions, such as NATO and the Conference on Security and Cooperation in
Europe (CSCE) (see also Hampson and Maule 1991: 18).9 In addition,
Canada became a founding shareholder of the European Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (EBRD). It also offered Hungary and Poland
bilateral aid programs (Hampson and Maule 1991: 18). This piecemeal
approach was the best that could be arranged during this time. These
smaller steps should, however, not be underestimated. On the whole
during this time Canada also maintained strong bilateral ties in particular
with the United Kingdom (UK) although many observers were realising
that the completion of the Single Market (1992 programme) was drawing
the UK closer into the heart of the EU (Adams 1992).

The final part of this second period is characterised by fish-wars (Barry
et al. 2014). At this time, Canada and the EU were having numerous
issues around fishing in the North Atlantic (Barry 1998) with Canada
eventually sending warships to try to address the issue of Portuguese and
Spanish fishermen allegedly overfishing and violating international agree-
ments on quantity and size of fish. The strategy chosen was confronta-
tional but aimed at forcing the issue to the top of the agenda by using
rogue strategies (Missios and Plourde 1996). Though it resolved the
matter in Canada’s favour, it costs the country considerably in terms of
damage to diplomatic relations (Howe and Kerby 2009).10 Nevertheless,
as mentioned above, the two sides did manage to sign the 1996 ‘Joint

9Evan Potter lists various other organisations in which Canada and the EU: ‘…the
Group of Seven (G-7), the Commonwealth, La Francophonie, the Northwest Atlantic
Fisheries Organization (NAFO), the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment, peacekeeping missions, development assistance, international financial institutions
…’ (and this list is not even exhaustive as both parties also encountered one another
in numerous other international missions where both parties had a role, such as peace
keeping missions (Potter 1999: 8).

10Gordon S. Smith, who was involved in these fish-wars as deputy minister of Foreign
Affairs, characterised Canada’s stance as forceful. He said it was necessary to do something
(personal interview 11 December 2019).
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Political Declaration on EU-Canada Relations’ and in the same year both
parties signed an Agreement for Scientific and Technical Cooperation11

which built on the 1976 cooperation agreement and the 1990 Declara-
tion. Furthermore, both sides concluded the so-called Agreement for the
conclusion of negotiations under General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT) Art XXIV:6 which offered concessions in terms of market access
to Canada as a third country. Both sides also improved access in some
areas of agriculture.12

During the third period, between 1997 and 2008, Canada started to
put the EU more centrally on the foreign policy agenda (Potter 1999:
1).13 Potter (1999: 3) argued that both sides had still focused consider-
ably on bilateral relations with Canada continuing also to focus attention
on individual larger member states, with the relationship with Germany
increasing in importance whereas that with the UK gradually lost its
relative importance (Potter 1999: 246). Furthermore, in terms of its
agreements with the EU as a whole, rather than examining overarching
agreements, Canada and the EU chose the bilateral agreement system
whereby different sectoral issues were chosen as the way forward. Canada
also cooperated together with a third party—the Russian Federation—to
develop international humane trapping standards (in 1997). Two other
agreements were signed in 1998, one in the area of Customs Coopera-
tion and Mutual Assistance in Customs Markets and another Agreement
on Sanitary Measures to protect public and animal health in respect of
trade in live animals and animal products. A year later, in 1999, the two
parties signed an Agreement regarding the Application of Competition
Laws. At a Summit in Ottawa in December 2002 the EU and Canadian

11 ‘Agreement for Scientific and Technological Cooperation Between Canada and the
European Community’, E102117 - CTS 1996 No. 24 https://www.treaty-accord.gc.ca/
text-texte.aspx?id=102117.

12Agreement for the Conclusion of Negotiations Between Canada and the European
Community Under Article XXIV:6, E100682 - CTS 1996 No. 43 (25 July 1996),
https://www.treaty-accord.gc.ca/text-texte.aspx?id=100682.

13At this time, the desk officer in the Commission’s Directorate I (DG External Rela-
tions) responsible for Canada was also responsible for the United States and Australia.
Evan Potter (1999: 197) argued that Canada benefitted from being part of that officer’s
limited resources. Furthermore, during this time the bilateral relations between Canada
and the United Kingdom saw a gradual move towards valuing the Canada-Germany
relationship, in light of the ongoing enlargement in the EU (Potter 1999: 247).

https://www.treaty-accord.gc.ca/text-texte.aspx%3fid%3d102117
https://www.treaty-accord.gc.ca/text-texte.aspx%3fid%3d100682
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leaders stated that they were keen to explore a bilateral trade and invest-
ment enhancement agreement. In 2004, they signed another sectoral
agreement that focused on single market issues, namely the Agreement
concerning trade and commerce in alcoholic beverages.

This period was closed with an important step forward on various
issues that were bundled together under the 2004 EU-Canada Part-
nership Agenda, that followed on the heels of the newly adopted ESS,
by the European Council in Brussels in December 2003, that explic-
itly had named Canada as one of the countries with which it wanted
to set up a Strategic Partnership (see Footnote 3 above). The leaders at
the time, Canadian Prime Minister Paul Martin and Commission Presi-
dent Romano Prodi, decided in March 2004 to launch a so-called Trade
and Investment Enhancement Agreement (TIEA). Negotiations between
Canada and the Commission took place in December 2004. The goal was
to see if regulatory barriers between Canada and the EU could be reduced
(Hülsemeyer 2006: 382). In 2005, both parties signed the Agreement
establishing a framework for the participation of Canada in EU crisis
management operations.14 Although another round of TIEA negotiations
took place in Brussels in May 2005, the two sides agreed to interrupt
negotiations in 2006.15 All in all, there were many sectoral agreements
but an overarching free trade agreement proved difficult (Hülsemeyer
2006; Mildner 2008). Various studies and reports have indicated that
there were numerous obstacles at this stage to continued negotiations.
These ranged from lack of mutual understanding about the institutional
structures of each of the political systems, in particular the relationship
between provinces and territories with the Canadian federal government
concerning issues that provinces have jurisdiction over (Kukucha 2011:
131) and relatedly a perceived lack of appreciation by the EU of how
Canada works (Rudd 2011: 53). Furthermore, both Canada and the EU
were quite preoccupied with not alienating the US (Barry 2004: 38). In
the EU context, the European Commission has responsibility to negotiate
trade agreements and for a ‘regular’ free trade agreement the ratification

14 ‘Agreement between the European Union and Canada establishing a framework for
the participation of Canada in the European Union crisis management operations’, Official
Journal of the EU L 315/21 1.12.2005 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/121
887/Agreement_participation_crisis_management_operations_EU-Canada_2005.pdf.

15http://www.sice.oas.org/TPD/CAN_EU/CAN_EU_e.ASP; https://www.internati
onal.gc.ca/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/agr-acc/eu-ue/tiea.aspx?lang=en.

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/cmsdata/121887/Agreement_participation_crisis_management_operations_EU-Canada_2005.pdf
http://www.sice.oas.org/TPD/CAN_EU/CAN_EU_e.ASP
https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/agr-acc/eu-ue/tiea.aspx%3flang%3den
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and implementation had been straightforward (i.e. before the onset of
so-called second-generation FTAs). The Canadian Constitution stipulates
that the federal government has competence to negotiate trade agreement
but cannot force provinces and territories to implement them (Mestral
and Fox-Decent 2008: 644). Because of this peculiarity, Grace Skogstad
characterised trade negotiations in the Canadian context as ‘a de facto
shared jurisdiction’ (Skogstad 2012 quoted in Paquin 2020: 35). Finally,
the timing was an issue too. Both sides were keen to wait and see what
would come out of the Doha Round (Mildner 2008: 654). Furthermore,
in the EU context there was also some concern that the Canada-EU
strategic partnership and trade agreement required an overhaul in struc-
ture, meaning that it had become preferable to focus on one or two major
agreements rather than the many sectoral agreements. A larger agreement
would make it easier to trade things off against one another. However, in
the EU context the concern around the constitutional treaty process that
was taking place in the mid-2000s, meant that there was some level of
apprehension about ability to deal with such a potentially major trade and
strategic agreement, and in that regard, what might be the best timing for
these negotiations (Commission of the EC 2003).16

The fourth period, from 2009–2020, started off with another sectoral
agreement, namely an EU-Canada ‘Agreement on civil aviation safety
between the European Community and Canada’ (2009). Shortly after
it became clear that the EU and Canada could collaborate on a free
trade agreement and possibly a strategic partnership agreement if they
embarked on the negotiations in a more bottom up fashion, in partic-
ular on the Canadian side (Dolata-Kreutzkamp 2010). Earlier attempts to
negotiate a free trade agreement suffered on the Canadian side by having
been conducted only at the federal level without including lower-level
partners such as the provinces and territories (Paquin 2020). The Euro-
pean Commission was surprised that it was so difficult in Canada to have
federal level bodies negotiate on behalf of the lower governance levels in
Canada and thus insisted that provincial representatives be included on

16The Commission Communication on EU-Canada Relations of of 13 May 2003 states:
‘Also, the picture is complicated by the ongoing Convention on the future of the EU,
which is likely to change the landscape of the CFSP. It might be appropriate to wait for
the results of the Convention and the IGC, as well as enlargement, before launching a
procedure to bring the legal framework governing EU-Canada relations fully up to date’
(Commission of the EC 2003: 13).
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the Canadian negotiating team (Paquin 2013: 545). During these nego-
tiations, Canadian provinces and even territories obtained a much more
prominent and substantial role in the negotiations (Fafard and Leblond
2013). Provinces also produced reports and provided statements of public
support (Paquin 2020: 48). Approvals of the final agreement by Ontario
and Quebec were explicitly included by the European Union (Hübner
et al. 2017). The negotiations were very trying and it often seemed that
they were close to being completed but a final text remained elusive
(Hübner 2011; De Mestral, and Fox-Decent 2008).

Eventually the two sides pulled off a comprehensive economic trade
agreement and the strategic partnership agreement and both were signed
on the same date in 2016. The ratification of the agreement was, however,
subsequently very tricky on the European Union side, for a number of
reasons. First, the powers of the European Parliament to approve trade
agreements had been enhanced by the Lisbon Treaty and due to an
increased public interest in trade agreement the EP was taking this role
much more seriously (Bierbrauer 2014; Kerremans et al. 2019). Further-
more, various subnational-level parliaments signalled being prepared to
block the signing of the agreement, in particular the Walloon parliament
resisted (Gotev 2016). Various Canadians and Quebeckers, including the
Prime Minister, the Quebec premier, a few other Francophone Canadians,
and other Canadian trade negotiators had been part of the process of
seeking to convince the Francophone and Walloon members of parlia-
ment to approve the CETA agreement (Paquin 2020: 48; Bollen et al.
2020). Final ratifications of the SPA and CETA are still in process as this
chapter goes to press.

Evaluating the Strategic Partnership

Mérand and Rayoux (2018: 189–194) identify three main debates within
the EU about how the EU seeks to deal with its foreign relations vis-
à-vis the rest of the world. These debates must be situated within the
overall issues that the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)
and Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) are faced with. In
June 2016, the Council of foreign and defence ministers in their conclu-
sions upped their level of ambition by launching a so-called EU Global
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Strategy, reinforced in November 2016.17 These important steps were
taken just prior to the signing of the CETA and the Canada-EU SPA, even
if those EU-Canada agreements had of course been negotiated during
many years before they were finally signed. The three debates identified
by Mérand and Rayoux (2018) shed light on how the EU-Canada agree-
ments fit within the EU internal considerations. The first debate concerns
the extent to which the large EU member states have more influence over
EU foreign policy compared to the smaller ones. The second is whether
all of the member states would participate in all EU actions. The EU
consists of members with different interests, some are neutral or may
have different relations with countries outside of the EU (due to their
different historical past with countries external to the EU). The third is
the extent to which the EU should remain focused mostly on ‘soft power’
or whether it needs to move towards becoming a stronger military actor.
The negotiations between Canada and the EU covered all three of these
debates.

Canadian foreign policy has traditionally been in line with its main
allies (i.e. United States and the EU) and heavily oriented towards multi-
lateralism. Over time it has become more assertive and started to consider
to what extent Canadian Foreign Policy would be different from heavily
relying on the United States.18 When in 2002 Robert Kagan famously
argued that the transatlantic rift of the turn of the century could be seen
as the Europeans being from Venus and the Americans from Mars, it hit a
nerve in the Canadian context (Long 2003; see Kagan 2003). At the start
of the negotiations that would lead to the SPA and CETA being signed in

17 ‘A Global Strategy for the EU’s Foreign and Security Policy’, June 2016 (https://
eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf). This document (on page 37)
explicitly mentions Canada and transatlantic trade agreements and the broader security
agenda in the following way: “With the US, the EU will strive for a Transatlantic Trade
and Investment Partnership (TTIP). Like the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agree-
ment (CETA) with Canada, TTIP demonstrates the transatlantic commitment to shared
values and signals our willingness to pursue an ambitious rules-based trade agenda. On
the broader security agenda, the US will continue to be our core partner. The EU will
deepen cooperation with the US and Canada on crisis management, counter-terrorism,
cyber, migration, energy and climate action”. See also ‘Implementation Plan on Security
and Defence’, November 2016 (this document does not mention Canada at all).

18On Canada-US exceptionalism see Barry (1979). During the period under study the
US also started to orient itself a bit more on the newly emerging powers in the world,
such as Brazil, China, India, and so on. On the EU-US strategic partnership see Michael
Smith (this volume).

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf
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2016, the EU had become a much more important potential partner to
Canada than before (Haglund and Mérand 2010). Both parties had also
learnt about the importance of appreciating the difficulties of negotiating
with loosely federated systems (Benz 2010). In the run-up to the negoti-
ations, Canadian elites considered numerous international threats to need
attention.

In a paper analysing the threat perceptions of Canadian political,
bureaucratic and academic security elites as compared with those articu-
lated by the Canadian government, a survey conducted with bureaucrats
and foreign policy experts found that the EU was perceived to be impor-
tant to solve the most salient foreign policy issues of the day but not
absolutely crucial (Tossutti et al. 2007). Experts also still look more
towards the US for support than across the Atlantic.

The negotiations for the Strategic Partnership started only in
September 2011 at the same time as those for the CETA. Here the
premise was that the 1976 EU-Canada framework agreement had become
ineffective due to the many changes in the bilateral relations that had
emerged since its signing in the mid-1970s. Also the entry into force
of the Lisbon Treaty enabled the EU to be more effective, institution-
ally, in dealing with foreign relations (with the European External Action
Service having been created) and was overall more ambitious in the area
of security and defence due to the reinforcement of the CSDP. European
Commission President José Manuel Barroso and Canadian Prime Minister
Stephen Harper announced in spring 2014 that an agreement in principle
had been reached, which they had made in the margins of a summit that
took place in The Hague (Gardner 2014). Three years later, in September
2014, various media signalled once again that the EU and Canada were
closer to reaching an agreement (Gardner 2014). Both CETA and the
SPA between Canada and the EU were formally adopted by the Euro-
pean Commission in April 2015, signed by the EU and Canada leaders
at the EU-Canada summit on 30 October 2016, provisionally entered
into force on 1 April 2017 with the provisional application of the agree-
ment on 21 September 2017. Some of the issues on which progress had
been made on the partnership agenda of 2004 were incorporated into this
SPA.19 An innovation was made here to avoid a deadlock: knowing that

19http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/canada/docs/partnership_agenda_en.pdf.
There were numerous issues that overlapped between the SPA agreement and the
7-paged general document called “EU-Canada Partnership Agenda” concluded to at

http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/canada/docs/partnership_agenda_en.pdf
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ratification could be an obstacle, namely to have some parts of the SPA
enter into effect even before full ratification had been included.

In terms of the substance, the SPA deals with issues related to
values and reinforces an interest in bilateral cooperation, in particular
in policy areas where strategic cooperation would be beneficial to both
parties such as agriculture, arctic politics, environment, fisheries, internet-
security, judicial, maritime issues, political, research and development,
security, social, taxation, combatting terrorism, and of course on global
economic issues (although most of the economic issues which deal with
bilateral matters are dealt with comprehensively in the CETA agree-
ment). In these areas, the two sides commit to enhance the dialogue
and where appropriate cooperate. The important issues with regard to
values are cooperation on matters such as human rights, democracy, the
rule of law, peace and security, and global governance. One of the ways,
mentioned in the agreement, to ensure collaboration is to work together
in various multilateral forums. The text literally states: ‘The Parties share
a commitment to multilateralism and efforts to improve the effectiveness
of regional and international fora and organisations such as the United
Nations and its specialised organisations and agencies, the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), NATO, OSCE
and other multilateral fora’ (SPA, article 8(1)). Other forms of cooper-
ation through such multilateral organisations include the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, and the various G-7 or G-20 fora. In
addition, another way to enhance consultation would be through summits
where leaders meet (on an annual basis) and have high-level meetings
such as those at the level of foreign ministers. Furthermore, consulta-
tion would be developed at the various ministerial levels depending on
the policy area of ‘mutual interest’ (SPA article 27(1c)). In addition,
Joint Ministerial Committees would be established to replace the existing
‘transatlantic dialogue’ (SPA article 27 (2b)), and a Joint Cooperation
Committee was established.

the EU-Canada Summit in Ottawa on 18 March 2004. It featured broad headers
(with various subheaders) such as (A) Advancing International Security and Effective
Multilateralism; (B) Advancing Global Economic Prosperity; (C) Advancing Cooperation
on Issues of Justice and Home Affairs; (D) Cooperating on Global and Regional
Challenges, and (E) Fostering People to People Links. Many of the themes mentioned
in the 2004 document in one form or other reappear in the 2016 EU-Canada SPA.
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When analysing this SPA, we find a few things that are noteworthy.20

First is that it covers a very wide range of issues. The SPA brings together
so many different issues that were previously either explicitly mentioned
in bilateral agreements or were considered to be of mutual interest but
less well articulated in formal agreements. Second, the wording of the
SPA signals a need to collaborate as much as possible in as many areas as
possible, and using as much as possible the various multilateral forums in
addition to having annual meetings.21

In earlier attempts to complete such an agreement in the area of
free trade the multilevel governance nature of the EU and of Canada
was something that both parties found hard to understand (Croci and
Tossutti 2009; Benz 2010). Furthermore, the SPA only emerged when
both Canada and the EU realised that they needed to diversify away from
a predominant orientation towards the United States (Croci and Verdun
2004). Both sides had at different times been more focused on keeping
the US on side than appreciating the benefits that the ‘other transatlantic’
partner could give (DeBardeleben and LeBlond 2010). Over the first half
of the 2010s the US was increasingly orienting itself towards Asia and
neither Canada nor the EU were given the feeling by US diplomats that
they were very ‘special’. At this time, the EU was becoming more aware of
its need to have its own external relations and a more autonomous secu-
rity and defence pillar. With the EU expanding into countries (through
enlargement but also developing a European Neighbourhood Policy) it
became more clear to the Europeans that they shared much more with
Canada than they did with these other countries that they were pulling
closer (Pentland 2009). Finally, the realisation dawned on both sides that
the collaboration would benefit from being, on the one hand a free trade
agreement, on the other hand more ‘strategic’. To keep the negotiations
doable, and also given how the EU is structured in terms of competences
for foreign policy versus trade issues, having these agreements discussed
at two separate tables increased the chance of success in either agreement.
Thus, the two elements were separated. Dividing up these issues in this
way was something the EU had started to do, notably in its relations

20It is worth noting, however, that the SPAs that the EU has signed with other
countries, such as Brazil and China, in recent years, also cover a broad range of issues.

21Again, this is largely true for SPAs with other countries; for a discussion of the SPAs
that the EU has signed with these other countries, see Cottey on the EU-China SPA (this
volume) and Ferreira-Pereira on the EU-Brazil SPA (also in this volume).
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with other strategic partners starting off with the new generation FTA
bilateral agreements between the EU on the one hand and respectively
other countries such as South Korea and Japan on the other (Atanassova-
Cornelis and Hellendorff, this volume).22 Having these separate issues
covered between the two sides was also of interest also to Canada. In
fact, by separating out these issues the SPA agreement was able to be
more declaratory rather than overly legal. It also meant that the trade
agreement could remain separate. Having the SPA meant updating the
1976 agreement so as to cover a much broader range of issues.

One of the final considerations for the Canada-EU agreements is
whether the provisions will be ratified. When negotiations were taking
place right after the immediate start of the negotiations, the Canadian
provinces were closely involved, because they had been insufficiently
involved in earlier rounds of negotiations. Canadian provinces have not
had this privileged position in negotiating subsequent trade agreements,
however (such as the subsequent renegotiation of the North American
Free Trade Agreement or NAFTA). However, whilst starting the nego-
tiations it was unclear whether the final agreement would have to be
ratified by governments at all levels. In the EU, trade agreements are
the responsibility of supranational bodies. However, a mixed-agreement
does require ratification by lower levels. At a late stage, the EU decided
that in order for them to enter into force in their entirety, the ratifica-
tion process had to be completed by obtaining approval from all levels (a
decision suggested by Commission President Juncker and taken over by
the Council). In practice, this process required that the European Parlia-
ment needed to give its consent (which it did on 15 February 2017), as
did the parliaments of all EU member states and regional parliaments and
upper houses). As we have seen above, there have been strong voices of
opposition in several lower-level parliaments (such as the Walloon parlia-
ment23) but also in Germany and most recently in the Netherlands to the

22More generally, the EU was starting to examine different strategic partnerships with
major new powers around the globe such as Brazil, India, China and South Africa (Knodt
et al. 2015).

23The situation in Belgium is that in total seven parliaments need to sign and then to
ratify for the treaty to pass: the two chambers of the bicameral parliament of Belgium, the
five regional parliaments and two language community parliaments. The Walloon parlia-
ment upset the process by voting against it in mid-October 2016. After hefty negotiations,
the Walloons approved it two weeks later. Ratification is another step that has at the time
of writing not yet been completed neither in Belgium nor in the EU at large. In May
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SPA and the CETA. In Germany in October 2015 more than 250,000
people protested the agreement—the largest number of demonstrators
in the past two decades (Miéral 2017). In the Netherlands in February
2020 the Dutch second chamber of parliament only passed the CETA
and SPA agreement by three votes, but given the political composition of
the upper house, it was possible that it could fail in a vote there (Reuters
2020). If it failed there, the Netherlands would be the first member state
parliament to reject a Free Trade Agreement. Those opposing it in the
Netherlands included farmers and labour groups, supported by various
opposition parties (Financial Times, 18 February 2020). In an interview
conducted by the author with a member of the Dutch parliament who
opposes CETA, the concerns focus in particular on the Investment Court
System (ICS). Those who oppose CETA worry that companies would put
legal challenges to national governments. They are also concerned that
CETA would lead to lower environmental and labour standards.24 In the
Canadian context, the federal parliament has full authority to negotiate,
sign and ratify international trade agreement. It does not, however, have
the power to impose treaties on provinces. Thus, earning the approval
by Canadian provinces has been achieved by involving provinces directly
in the negotiations. Canada has fully ratified the agreement, and at the
time of writing, 13 of the current 27 EU member states have ratified the
agreements.25

The Canada-EU strategic partnership and the CETA agreement reflect
the considerations mentioned in the introduction of this book (Ferreira-
Pereira and Smith 2021) pertaining to the three different ‘logics’ of
strategic partnerships. We observe patterns that we can trace back to the
internal logics of strategic partnership due to a desire within the EU to
develop relationships with countries such as Canada as a preferred partner-
ship. This occurs in particular after the September 11 attacks (Croci and

2020 in total 14 member states have given the Council notification of ratification, with
Luxembourg having completed the parliamentary approval process in May 2020 and will
give notification shortly.

24Interview with the author with a member of the Dutch senate, video-phonecall, 17
June 2020.

25European ratification is kept up to date on this website: https://www.consilium.
europa.eu/en/documents-publications/treaties-agreements/agreement/?id=2016017. In
addition, the United Kingdom had also already ratified the agreement on 8 November
2018—well before leaving the EU.

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/documents-publications/treaties-agreements/agreement/%3fid%3d2016017
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Verdun 2007) and with reference to the ESS. There are also elements of
the external logic of strategic partnership that play a role here: the external
environment changes dramatically in the 2000s and into the early 2010s.
From the perspective of the EU partnership with Canada is seen as a
smaller version of might one day be a partnership with the US. Finally,
the identity logic plays a role here too—Canada is seen as a country that
in many ways shares similar values. Both parties (i.e. both Canada and
the EU) realise that there are many overlaps in terms of values in the
two polities. What is however a bit of a challenge here is that the external
environment has been changing in the past years. The winds of change are
blowing; there is less support for trade agreements and there is more crit-
icism towards the substance of the agreements. Therefore the ratification
of the CETA is at the time of writing unclear.

Conclusion

Having reviewed the four periods of EU-Canada cooperation, this chapter
is now in a position to provide an answer to the core question that is
addressed here: Why was it possible to sign an SPA, in 2016 but not
before? In answering this question, the chapter looked at why the deep-
ening of the EU-Canada strategic partnership was difficult to achieve in
the first three decades after having established the early institutional struc-
ture provided by the 1976 agreement. In providing an answer to the
overarching question raised here, the chapter took stock of the various
agreements that have been made in the period since the 1950s. It looked
among other things at the role of the kinds of agreements that have been
signed.

The literature reviewed suggested that, among other things, earlier
cooperation in this domain after 1976 mostly consisted of sectoral agree-
ments in part because Canada and the EU had not yet identified the
Canada-EU partnership as important to the international well-being of
either side, whether this was economic, security, or otherwise. Each of
them relied on Cold War legacies with the US being the dominant partner
in the transatlantic alliance and neither of them considering the need for
an institutionalised bilateral agreement separate from the United States as
absolutely crucial. Clearly, during the first and second time periods (i.e.
respectively 1959–1976 and 1977–1996), the international context was
still characterised as bipolar with the Soviet Union and its partners versus
the US and the western partners with all of them collaborating on security
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matters through NATO. Even as the Cold War had ended, Canada and
the EU were still not seeing each other as significant others; instead the
US was seen as the major partner to work with. Furthermore, the insti-
tutional structure of the EU was still less developed compared to what it
became with the entry into force of the Maastricht Treaty (November
1993) and later the Lisbon Treaty (December 2009). The EU was a
unitary actor only in the area of commercial relations, not in the area
of foreign and security relations but both treaties contributed to a further
institutional development of the EU as a foreign and security policy actor.
Indeed, even to this day the EU is only as strong in foreign relations as
the agreement that can be mustered among the member states.

The 2007 Lisbon Treaty that entered into force in December 2009
provided the EU with a more bureaucratic and institutional apparatus to
make it easier to work on what the EU is about in terms of foreign rela-
tions. Thus, the reason that the strategic partnership and the CETA could
be signed in 2016 has both an endogenous and an exogenous component.
Endogenous in that both Canada and the EU were realising that they
were internally needing to diversify and become less reliant on the US.
In the case of the EU, the institutional structure of the EU had changed
with the Lisbon Treaty. In Canada, its experience with the failed trade
agreement with the EU in the 2000s had brought about a realisation that
any agreement like this needed stronger buy-in from lower-level govern-
ments. A key exogenous factor was a move of the US away, gradually,
from being a reliable transatlantic partner that was keen on multilateralism
with a strong allegiance to Canada and the EU, towards an orientation
increasingly more towards the rising powers of the rest of the world.
Neither Canada nor the EU were getting strong signals from the US
that they were an ‘important’ or ‘preferred’ partner. Thus, it became
easier to do a bilateral deal together. Furthermore, each of these polities
needed the experience of the prior decades to learn that the other side was
governed institutionally in a loosely federal way. Each of them had veto
players among them that needed to be catered to, and thus any nego-
tiation between them needed to be undertaken very carefully with full
attention to the many voices around the table. Because of these factors,
neither side was keen to work on a comprehensive agreement prior to the
fourth period. In fact during the third period there could have been a
deeper free trade agreement but it did not materialise, in part because on
the Canadian side the federal level was unable to commit the lower levels
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to a joint agreement and the EU was concerned the time was not right
to create an overarching agreement.

Thus the SPA, together with the CETA that was signed at the same
time and covered other ground, became the most comprehensive set
of agreements that the EU had signed with another major advanced
economy. It includes various dimensions: agriculture, arctic politics,
environmental, fisheries, Internet-security, judicial, maritime issues, polit-
ical, research and development, security, social, taxation, combatting
terrorism, and of course global economic issues. As the world moves
towards more nationalistic tendencies, the CETA and SPA if ratified may
stand out as a much more valuable and important agreement, seeing that
it was negotiated during a time that was more favourable to these kinds
of agreements. The CETA has been mentioned as a possible model for
the UK that has left the EU, for instance, whilst the US is less oriented
towards trade agreements or multilateralism.

For Canada and the EU to come to these important agreements, they
first had to understand each other’s internal institutional structures a bit
better. They also needed to appreciate the global pressures that each were
facing. The EU has a tendency of specialising its foreign agreements and
borrowing from some agreements with some countries as a template for
their agreements with others. Both parties had a major focus on the US.
For decades this preoccupation made it difficult for either party to embark
on a major Canada-EU deal. However, the twenty-first century changed
this orientation. Furthermore, the Canada-EU SPA/CETA agreements
were negotiated at a time when there was permissive consensus for such
an advanced agreement. At this time, there was less citizen discontent in
Western societies (Schirm 2020). By the tail end of the negotiations, but
even the time of signing and ratification, citizens and non-governmental
associations increasingly queried its components, such as the implicit
powers provided to multinationals and as well as whether sufficient social
and environmental safeguards were in place. The election of Donald
Trump to the US presidency and the process of Brexit have led to a
profound change the international global order and a sense of the future
of multilateralism. The Canadians and the EU level are very keen to secure
the Canada-EU agreements.

As we look towards the next period, we still need to await a few devel-
opments: first whether all EU member states and lower-level regional
governments and upperhouse in the EU member states will in fact ratify
the CETA and SPA agreements; second what the Agreement will lead to
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in practice. Furthermore, as the COVID-19 crisis unfolds it is as of yet
unclear to what extent the parties will remain oriented towards multilater-
alism and globalisation or retreat towards more localism and nationalism,
thereby become more inward looking. Only time will tell whether the
framework offered will provide the collaboration that those who drafted
the agreement had in mind.
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PART III

Strategic Partnerships with the BRICS



CHAPTER 7

EuropeanUnion-Brazil Relations: A Strategic
Partnership in Suspended Animation

Laura C. Ferreira-Pereira

Introduction

The Strategic Partnership (SP) between the European Union and Brazil
signed in July 2007 was forged at an auspicious juncture (Ferreira-Pereira
2016; Gratius 2016; Saraiva 2017; Blanco and Luciano 2018) that would
reveal itself transitory and virtually unrepeatable in virtue of a succes-
sion of crises that started to unfold shortly afterwards on both sides of
the Atlantic. At the time, both actors were engaged in the process of
redefining their international personae and postures towards the consoli-
dation of their status and reputation as ascending global powers—a sort
of rising stars. The EU emerged as an aspiring foreign and security actor
committed to the promotion of ‘effective multilateralism’ in the global
arena (Council of the EU 2003). It was enthused by the prospect of a
new Treaty (i.e. the Treaty of Lisbon) that would finally put an end to a
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tortuous constitutional crisis and by the conclusion of its historic Central
and Eastern enlargement that brought 12 new members into the Euro-
pean fold. In its turn, Brazil stood out as an emerging ambitious political
and economic power driven by its willingness to change the rules of the
game in international politics and economics, and to make the principal
multilateral fora more inclusive and democratic, thereby mirroring the
power shift that had taken place in the global arena since the beginning
of the 2000s. Such common ‘rising star’ experience was mirrored in the
sizeable political ambition underpinning the Lisbon Joint Statement that
inaugurated the SP in 2007 as well as the ensuing bilateral high-level
dialogue and jointly coordinated political agenda focused on a vast gamut
of policy areas of particular relevance to both actors.

However, after a few years of promising achievements covering the
period between 2008 and 2014 (Ferreira-Pereira 2016), the SP entered
into a kind of suspended animation. From 2015 until 2019, there was
no annual summit and the implementation of the third joint plan was
postponed sine die. A multilevel crisis, which crystallised on both sides
of the Atlantic after 2008 only to get particularly acute as of 2014, has
plagued EU-Brazil cooperation with a state of inertia, whose disappear-
ance is hard to predict at the time of writing. On the one hand, the
EU has witnessed the deterioration of its security environment after the
Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 and has been under stress with the
migration and refugee crises while facing increased contestation fostered
by radical parties with an anti-EU agenda. Moreover, since 2016, it has
been enmeshed in the Brexit imbroglio bringing with it systemic insta-
bility and uncertainty (which extended throughout 2020 in the aftermath
of the withdrawal of the UK on 31st January of that year), and has had
to cope with the Donald Trump administration’s neglect regarding the
European integration process. Understandably, the Global Strategy for
the European Union Foreign and Security Policy launched in the same
year has aptly depicted the EU as living ‘in times of existential crisis’ and
‘under threat’ (EEAS 2016: 13). On the other hand, Brazil experienced
the worsening of an endemic politico-institutional, economic and social
crisis leading up to the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff in August 2016
and eventually to the emergence of a far-right leadership in the wake of
the presidential elections of 2018. Besides resulting in considerable repu-
tational losses for Brazil’s status and image in its region and the world,
both processes have deepened polarisation in national politics and society.



7 EUROPEAN UNION-BRAZIL RELATIONS: A STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP … 153

The most recent relevant literature on the EU-Brazil SP emphasises its
deterioration and current stagnation (Gratius 2018; Blanco and Luciano
2018; Wisniewski and Dahab 2017). Such a negative evolution partly
reflects the 2008 economic crisis and its diverse internal repercussions
on both sides that have affected the EU’s and Brazil’s predisposition to
invest in closer relations (Gratius 2016; Saraiva 2017; Neves 2018). It
also reflects upon future challenges and paths for cooperation between
the two actors in the economic, security/military and climate change
spheres (Ayuso and Gratius 2018; Poli 2018; Neves 2018). In addition,
the origins of the SP have been revisited to scrutinise further the main
factors that enabled its successful conclusion in 2007 (Santander 2016;
Meissner 2018; Müller 2018). Some studies address the bilateral SP and
related topics largely from the perspective of Brazil (Gratius 2018; Saraiva
2018; Guimarães and Piefer 2016), while most of them overlook the
hardening of the EU’s multilevel crisis path derived from the combination
of challenges mentioned above.

This chapter traces and critically assesses the EU’s and Brazil’s crisis
experiences that have thrown the SP into a state of suspended animation,
and its particular implications in the context of the EU’s endeavours to
build a stronger international presence in a post-Brexit globalised world.
Although the analysis will be undertaken from the perspective of the actor
‘EU’, rather than from that of the partner ‘Brazil’, a key contribution
of the argument is its focus on the impact of political change within
one of the EU’s key strategic partners on the capacity or inclination of
the EU to further the partnership. For analytical purposes, the temporal
focus considered to be most relevant to this chapter corresponds to the
years between 2015 and 2020, since the post-2014 period is illustrative
of the cooperative inertia in relations between the EU and Brazil at the
highest political level. The present study argues that the EU-Brazil SP
has been captured by and enmeshed in a multilevel crisis mindset that
pushes both actors apart, and, for that reason, it has become a hostage
to fortune, rather than reflecting a deliberate politico-strategic mindset
focused on seizing opportunities to revamp the bilateral engagement.
Hence, the EU-Brazil SP came to be characterised largely by a number of
missed opportunities that are examined in the final section. The chapter
concludes that, ironically enough, the state of limbo characterising EU-
Brazil relations in recent years is at odds with the EU’s need to reinforce
its strategic partnership policy to cope with an increasingly complex and
contested world, as acknowledged in the Global Strategy.
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The Short History of the EU-Brazil Strategic
Partnership: Key Motivations, Major Themes,
Policy Areas and the Institutional Dimension

When compared with other strategic relationships cultivated by the EU,
whose deepest roots either precede the Cold War period or were consol-
idated during this period, like those with the US and Canada (see Smith;
Verdun in this volume), the bilateral partnership with Brazil embodies a
relatively short story. Historically, the ‘Framework Agreement for Coop-
eration between the Economic European Community and the Federative
Republic of Brazil’ signed between the two parties in September 1980
(known as the 1982 agreement for the date it entered into force)
and the ‘Framework Agreement for Cooperation between the European
Economic Community and Brazil’ of June 1992 formed the foundational
framework for EU-Brazil relations. Yet, such relations were characterised
by a minimalist cooperation throughout most of the 1990s and 2000s
(Ferreira-Pereira 2016). The establishment of the EU-Mercosur Cooper-
ation Framework Agreement in 1995 demonstrated the EU’s preference
for interregionalism, rather than bilateralism, in its approach to South
America. This strategy with a view to strengthening regional integra-
tion modelled on the European integration venture (Santander 2016)
would linger for more than a decade. As a result of this, both the scope
and the weight of the EU-Brazil relationship remained limited (Lessa
2010; Lazarou and Edler 2012). On the other hand, the process of self-
reinvention undergone by the EU in the first decade and a half or so after
the end of the Cold War, encompassing simultaneous processes of deep-
ening (i.e. successive Treaty revisions) and enlargement to Northern and
Eastern Europe, also took its toll on the relations between Brussels and
Brasília. Therefore, little further progress in the EU-Brazil partnership
was made between 1992 and 2007 (Ferreira-Pereira 2016).

A more institutionally structured and integrative bilateral rapport only
emerged in the context of the formal SP signed during the first EU-Brazil
Summit held in Lisbon, in July 2007. Considering the significant role that
Portugal had played hitherto in the development of the relationship and
the agenda set-up for the Portuguese Presidency of the Council of the
EU (August–December 2007), it was no coincidence that this milestone
was reached when Portugal was at the helm of the EU Council (Ferreira-
Pereira 2008). Equally important, the achievement of the Portuguese
aims greatly benefited from the Barroso-led Commission’s advocacy of a
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strategic partnership in two key documents that initiated the SP, notably
the Brazil Country Strategy Paper 2007–2013 and the Communication
from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council—
Towards an EU -Brazil Strategic Partnership, both of which appeared in
May 2007. Besides acknowledging Brazil as a rising power, a pivotal
player in global governance fora such as the UN and the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) and ‘a vital ally for the EU’ in tackling issues of
global concern like climate change, these documents of reference clearly
singled out its status as regional leader vis-à-vis other Latin American
states. The Commission’s Communication literally stated: ‘The time has
come to look at Brazil as a strategic partner…A quasi-continent in its
own right, Brazil’s demographic weight and economic development make
it a natural leader in South America and a key player in Latin America’
(European Commission 2007). In these terms, Brazil was recognised by
the EU as its main strategic counterpart in South America and included
in its selective network of SPs in the realm of the Common Foreign and
Security Policy (CFSP).

The motivations for the establishment of a SP were thus mixed on
the part of each actor, but they had in common three interlinked aspects
related to the redefinition of the EU’s and Brazil’s international personae
and roles. This had a bearing not only on the self-perception of each
actor’s role in the international arena, but also on their mutual percep-
tions (i.e. perceptions of each other). From the perspective of the EU and
Brazil, the institutionalisation of a SP would enable them to leverage a
range of global interests and preferences. And, in so doing, it would rein-
force the external recognition of their developing global status. Overall,
the SP was considered a mutually reinforcing vehicle for the amplification
of their profiles and roles in the global governance architecture(s), with all
the reputational gains this entailed (Ferreira-Pereira 2016). Interestingly,
the redefinition of the EU’s and Brazil’s foreign policy profiles as inter-
national political and security actors, besides exhibiting similar traits and
ambitions (ibid.), was more or less temporally contiguous. On both sides
of the Atlantic, it began to take shape as of 2003 only to become more
pronounced during the second half of the 2000s, against the backdrop of
the repercussions of the post-9/11 US drift towards unilateralism and the
failure of multilateral trade negotiations, notably of a global agreement at
WTO’s Doha Round and the EU-Mercosur association agreement.
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In Brazil, the move towards a globalist foreign policy coincided with
the Presidency of Luís Inácio Lula da Silva (2003–2010) and his deter-
mination to ensure that the acknowledgement of Brazil’s international
citizenship became reflected in the upgrade of the country’s stance in
major global governance structures, but also in the globalisation of
the country’s economy (Cervo 2010). There was also the ambition to
promote the assertion of ‘Power Brazil’ (‘Brasil Potência’) that would
enable the country to speak on equal terms with other powers in inter-
national politics, economy and trade, and which encompassed the self-
endowed right to engage in proposals, agreements and negotiations with
game-changing effects. The so-called Lula Moment (‘Momento Lula’)
corresponded to an exceptionally non-conformist, counter-hegemonic,
pro-active and resourceful phase of presidential diplomacy, which saw
the emergence of a Brazilian self-image marked by self-esteem and self-
assurance, both regionally and on the international stage. Symptomatic
of this was the leadership of the UN-sanctioned peacekeeping mission in
Haiti (MINUSTAH), the mediator role in the Iran nuclear crisis, but even
more so the bid for a permanent seat on the UN Security Council (Lessa
2010; Cervo 2010; Christensen 2013; Steiner et al. 2014).

Curiously enough, the ‘Lula Moment’ gained momentum after a
phase in which the leadership status of Brazil was challenged by its
neighbours. This deprived the country of both individual and collective
Mercosur backing for its bids for international posts in major organisa-
tions, including the UN Security Council (Malamud 2011). Nonetheless,
at the regional level, the SP with the EU represented a sort of diplomatic
vindication of Brazil’s leadership status. In the midst of the numerous
regional integration-based organisations and initiatives (the so-called
‘spaghetti bowl’) that had traditionally hindered the emergence of a single
voice in South America and its extra-regional recognition, the country
stood out—if not as the uncontested interlocutor—as the leading power
of the region. It was in this context that Brazil came to prioritise a united
South America as a strategic platform for its domestic affluence and inser-
tion in global governance structures (Cervo 2010; Christensen 2013);
and to take the lead in efforts to propel regional integration, namely
in the domain of security and defence, conducive to the creation of the
Union of South American Nations (UNASUR) and the South American
Defense Council (SADC) in 2008 and 2009, respectively. At the same
time, Brazil looked assertively for opportunities to secure a leading place
in the Global South as part of a foreign policy strategy, which pursued
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‘autonomy through diversification’ of external ties with non-traditional
more peripheral partners (e.g. China, Middle East and Africa) (Vigevani
and Cepaluni 2007: 283), and sponsored a global power diffusion agenda
(Christensen 2013), deemed instrumental to ‘democratise globalisation’
(Cervo 2010: 9).

Within the EU, the process of redefinition of its international profile
was inaugurated with two novel developments in 2003, namely the oper-
ationalisation of the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP),
through the launching of the first autonomous military and civilian
crisis management operations in different regions of the world, and the
approval of the European Security Strategy (ESS). While enshrining, for
the first time ever, a common European threat assessment, the latter
explicitly signalled the EU’s ambition to ‘make an impact on a global
scale’ in order ‘to contribute to an effective multilateral system leading to
a fairer, safer and more united world’ (ESS 2003). In view of Brazil’s
proclivity to play a vocal role in the reform of the key international
economic organisations and multilateral negotiations, as exhibited in the
Brazilian-led collapse of the WTO’s Doha Round (Cervo 2010; Saraiva
2018), the establishment of a SP presented itself as a valuable instrument
for the EU to pursue multilateral solutions to contemporary challenges
such as the fight against terrorism, transnational crime, human trafficking,
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and the achievement of the
Millennium Development Goals. On the other hand, the EU feared that
its traditionally distinctive role in South America, cemented by deep-
rooted historical and cultural ties, might be overshadowed or overtaken
by the increasing Chinese economic presence in South America and,
particularly, Brazil with whom China had signed a strategic alliance and
trade agreements in 2004 (Meissner 2018: 61; Santander 2016: 187).
Similar reasoning may be applied to the US that at the time featured
as an additional source of competition in trade, investment and business
spheres, despite the collapse of negotiations aimed at the creation of a
Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). Therefore, efforts to maintain
the prevalence of its role in South America and counterbalance Chinese
and American presence in the region (Meissner 2018: 62) pushed the EU
towards including Brazil in its exclusive circle of strategic partners.

One of the acknowledged key underpinnings of the EU-Brazil SP
has been the cultural, normative and political-institutional affinities mani-
fested in the adherence of the two actors to the Western community of
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values (e.g. democracy, rule of law, human rights and peaceful settlement
of disputes) and common participation in Western-inspired relevant inter-
national regimes (e.g. Treaty on Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons)
and institutions (Valladão 2008; Steiner et al. 2014; Stuenkel 2011;
Müller 2018). Also, the two actors have shared an unswerving commit-
ment to multilateralism. Not unnaturally, the framework document
formalising the SP underlined themes such as the centrality of multilat-
eralism, the defence of democracy and human rights, the promotion of
sustainable development and the fight against poverty, besides coopera-
tion in environmental and energy policy-related issues and tackling global
security challenges (e.g. disarmament, non-proliferation, arms control and
transnational crime) (Council of the EU 2007). At the same time, the
need to overcome the fatigue with and failure of negotiations of a EU-
Mercosur association agreement was among the principal factors that
accounted for the signing of the EU-Brazil SP (Lessa 2010; Gratius 2016;
Santander 2016). The advancement of the Mercosur agenda towards the
success of the EU-Mercosur negotiations was a key theme of the SP.
The role of Brazil was of central importance to the achievement of that
outcome, which was deemed crucial for regional power balance, notably
the relations with its strategic neighbour and partner, Argentina (Gratius
2018; Ferreira-Pereira 2016; Wisniewski and Dahab 2017). Viewed from
this angle, it has been noted that Brazil has used the SP with the EU
‘as an instrument for its regional policy’ and as a means of prioritising
the interregional (i.e. EU-Mercosur) agenda (Lazarou and Edler 2012:
41–42).

The above-mentioned matters constituted the principal, albeit not
exclusive, policy focus of the EU-Brazil SP. Yet, as the politico-diplomatic
partnership dynamics became more institutionalised with the organisa-
tion of high-level summits and regular ministerial meetings, the array of
thematic domains of cooperation became wider and denser. Areas such
as science and technology, education, intellectual property, space policy
and tourism became the subject of sectorial dialogues established within
the framework of the SP which eventually would operate not only on
a bilateral basis, but would also gain an interregional and international
focus. These sector-specific (ministerial) dialogues were set up and devel-
oped more or less dynamically under the aegis of the joint plans that were
conceived by both actors to ‘serve as the framework for practical action
in their Strategic Partnership’ and to enable them ‘to start new regular
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bilateral dialogues as well as deepen existing partnership in areas that are
of mutual strategic importance’ (Council of the EU 2008a).

In the institutional context, besides the intergovernmental apparatus
encompassing the annual summitry routine and specific sector-oriented
ministerial dialogues, the business sector and civil society became asso-
ciated with the EU-Brazil SP functional structure; a Business Summit
and a Civil Society Roundtable were usually scheduled for the same week
as the EU-Brazil Summits (Blanco and Luciano 2018: 463). It is also
worth noting that in 2014, seven years after the Commission played a
key role in the launching of the EU-Brazil SP, the European Parliament
started to get engaged in the development of the bilateral relationship
through the creation of a special parliamentary delegation to Brazil under
the leadership of Portuguese MEPs. In spite of its still incipient work,
this fledgling parliamentary group has provided an additional platform for
political communication, events organisation and other activities directed
at improving bilateral relations (Ibidem).

The joint action plans have been central for the continued institu-
tionalisation of the SP since they have called for a joint reflection on
modes to advance the bilateral relationship by means of identifying new
areas of mutual concern and developing a strategic agenda of activi-
ties of common interest. The first Brazil-EU Joint Action Plan covering
the period between 2009 and 2011 was enacted at the 2nd EU-Brazil
Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro, in December 2008 (Council of the
EU 2008a); and the second Joint Action Plan, due to be implemented
between 2012 and 2014, was signed on the occasion of the 5th EU-
Brazil Summit, in October 2011, against the backdrop of the Eurozone
crisis. Although no Summit had been held in 2012, when the 6th EU-
Brazil Summit took place in Brasília, in January 2013, European and
Brazilian representatives showed overall ‘satisfaction with the develop-
ment of the bilateral Sectoral Dialogues, which involve initiatives in some
30 different areas’ (Council of the EU 2013). Such groundwork created
favourable conditions to establish in the course of 2013 a High-Level
Dialogue on International Peace and Security as a new forum for debate
and cooperation on matters related to security, peace-building, crime and
human rights; and a new sectorial dialogue on drug matters (Council
of the EU 2014). The third EU-Brazil Joint Action Plan, which was
envisaged to serve as a roadmap for the 2015–2017 period, was agreed
during the 7th EU-Brazil Summit held on 24 February 2014. This high-
level meeting signalled some evolution in the SP’s agenda given the
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attention devoted to global governance-related matters and joint action
on transnational security challenges. However, the third action plan has
never been implemented, and with the passing of time, it has become an
anachronism.

That being said, it is evident that under the umbrella of the 2007 SP
the EU–Brazil relationship saw positive changes. This new bilateral format
produced a more institutionalised and comprehensive framework that
transcended the economic and trade spheres. A degree of convergence of
viewpoints developed regarding the defence of respect for human rights
and multilateralism, the conclusion of the Doha Round and the promo-
tion of environmental consciousness through the RIO+20 Conference
(Ferreira-Pereira 2015).

The 7th EU-Brazil Summit closed a cycle of regular annual high-
level summits which represented the ‘core business’ or the basis of the
political dialogue developed within the institutionalised EU-Brazil rela-
tionship, and which were the main stimulus for the negotiation and
approval of novel agreements and initiatives. This implicit dependence
of the advancement of the SP’s agenda upon the organisation of regular
high-level meetings, alongside the absence of the trade ‘card’ (dealt with
separately in the framework of the EU-Mercosur trade negotiations) or
incentive that has bolstered other strategic partnerships such as the one
with Mexico (see Dominguez, this volume) can be identified as two main
handicaps of the EU-Brazil SP and, therefore, as major factors behind the
current deadlock (Blanco and Luciano 2018). However, this only partly
explains the impasse.

The EU-Brazil SP was clearly challenged by various fluctuations in the
realm of international security and global governance that by exposing
fault lines in the shared normative agenda further eroded the bilateral
relationship. But perhaps more importantly, it was intrinsically affected
by the multilevel crisis experiences on both sides of the Atlantic that will
be discussed in the following section. By questioning the significance and
credibility of the developing global role that both the EU and Brazil
were carving out for themselves, such traumatic experiences ultimately
reverberated upon the EU-Brazil SP while entailing changes in how the
partners saw each other’s role in the global arena.
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Crises as the Order of the Day: The
European Union and Brazil Under Stress

As noted in Chapter 2 by Ferreira-Pereira and Smith, the EU has suffered
from a series of linked crises over the period since 2008, which among
other effects have shaped its capacity to pursue ambitious initiatives in
external action. The global economic and financial crisis created prob-
lems of both economic and political capacity, and accentuated divisions
between those member states and regions that were robust and resilient,
and those that were fragile and challenged. This set of tensions was
underlined by crises in the realm of migration, and by the accompa-
nying rise in populist political groupings, which challenged the kind of
social solidarity that might have underpinned major integration initia-
tives. At the same time, the external challenge posed by Russian policies
first towards Georgia and then towards Ukraine, and the resurgence of
geopolitics within the global arena more generally, created both an incen-
tive to pursue new strategic partnerships and a set of severe limitations
on what might be achieved through such arrangements. Finally, from
2016 onwards, the rise of the Trump administration in the US, along
with the process of Brexit in the UK, created new disruptions in transat-
lantic relations and more generally in the global arena, as rivalries not
only between the US and China, but also between Washington and Brus-
sels and London and Brussels became a central preoccupation of EU
policymakers.

The endogenous and exogenous crisis conditions outlined above
called for continuous intra-EU crisis management efforts. They forced
both European leaders and institutions to adopt a more inward-looking
posture, which further contributed to the EU’s ‘neglect’ of Brazil (Gratius
2016; Guimarães and Piefer 2016). On the other hand, the difficulties
encountered by the EU in tackling its successive crises had a major bearing
on the EU-Brazil SP. They underlined the Brazilian perception, also
imparted in the media, of the EU as a power in decline (Guimarães and
Piefer 2016) that did not ‘walk the talk’, given its limitations regarding
the promotion of economic growth, security and solidarity in the face
of adversity. Qualms about eventual spillback in the European integra-
tion process against the backdrop of Brexit and the rise of nationalism,
bringing with it the erosion of the quality of democracy in relevant EU
member states, have affected the EU’s image as well as the attraction of
its own brand of interregionalism in Brazil (Gratius 2016: 77). And a
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more realist-driven approach to interregionalism endorsed by the Global
Strategy has further corroborated this (Gratius 2018: 7–8). Further-
more, the European positions adopted during the crises in Libya (i.e.
military intervention) and Syria (i.e. unilateral sanctions against Assad’s
regime)—criticised by Brazilian authorities—have validated not only the
perception of the EU as a post-/neo-colonial power, but also the norma-
tive mismatch between the two actors’ understandings of sovereignty, the
non-intervention principle and the concept of ‘responsibility to protect’,
as well as more general approaches to conflict resolution and international
security dialogue (Guimarães and Piefer 2016; Neves 2018). All this,
combined with the Brazilian ‘media fascination’ with the EU’s internal
problems (e.g. Eurozone and migration crises, and Brexit), double stan-
dard practices and inconsistencies (Sandrin and Hoffmann 2019: 39), has
undermined the EU’s relevance as a strategic partner in the political elites’
eyes. It is not surprising, therefore, that these multiple challenges shaped
the EU’s ability to focus on the EU-Brazil partnership and its credentials
as a strategic partner; what is more surprising is the extent to which they
were paralleled in the case of Brazil by a series of domestic and external
crises that intersected with the EU’s preoccupations, which have thrown
the strategic partnership into a state of limbo.

Although the economic and financial recession of 2008 hit Brazil a
few years later than Europe, it has taken its toll upon Brasília’s interest
and capacity to sustain the country’s strategic partnership with the EU
(Saraiva 2017; Gratius 2016; Wisniewski and Dahab 2017; Neves 2018;
Blanco and Luciano 2018). On the other side of the Atlantic, the negative
effects of this crisis begun to be felt in 2012 (Saraiva 2017: 295)—just
one year after Dilma Rousseff replaced her mentor, Lula da Silva, as Pres-
ident of Brazil. This led the country’s authorities to focus on internal
‘bread and butter’ issues, to the detriment of foreign affairs. Against the
backdrop of the economic crisis and the new president’s putative lack
of interest regarding the foreign policy agenda (Ferreira-Pereira 2016),
the 2012 EU-Brazil summit did not take place. This was the first sign
of the limited importance of the SP in the external agenda of President
Rousseff (Wisniewski and Dahab 2017)—a tendency that would persist
until the end of her mandate despite some advances made as a result of
the EU-Brazil Summits held in 2013 and 2014. More broadly, there was
a retreat on the part of Brazil from key international issues and debates
which eroded the credibility of the Foreign Ministry (Barbosa 2016) and
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which meant that the country abstained from major international initia-
tives such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership, while at the same time, the
influence of China in Latin America more generally and in Brazil itself
grew significantly (Saraiva 2018: 9; Santander 2016: 187–188).

As a result, Brazil lost steam in terms of global power projection and
(pro)activism while being perceived as adopting a paradoxical foreign
policy line: one that sanctioned the promotion of human rights while
blocking UN legitimacy to intervene to protect populations in peril/in
danger (Lazarou and Edler 2012: 46). Hence, the attraction factor
that had underpinned the European interest in establishing and then
sustaining a SP has somewhat faded away. The only highlight worth
noting links to the ‘contesting entrepreneur’ role that the Brazilian diplo-
mats played in the short-lived proposal of the concept of ‘Responsibility
while Protecting’ put forward at the UN Security Council in 2011 in the
aftermath of the Libyan conflict (Kotyashko et al. 2018). The profound
political, economic and social turmoil that intensified towards the end
of Dilma Rousseff’s first mandate (2011–2014), accompanied continu-
ously by numerous corruption scandals involving high-profile politicians,
public companies (e.g. Petrobras) and private enterprises (e.g. Odebrecht)
unveiled mainly by the Lava Jato Operation launched in 2014, became
a ‘horror movie with no end’ (Financial Times 2015). This down-
ward spiral had a major impact on Brazil’s standing in international
relations and had an immediate bearing on the SP with the EU. No EU-
Brazil summit was organised in 2015, when the recession in the national
economy showed all its darkest colours. It was the end of the Brazilian
‘magic spell’ (Ibidem).

In the meantime, the evolution of the SP itself generated tensions and
frustration on the part of Brazilian foreign policymakers. A source of
particular disillusionment was the reform of US-led multilateral institu-
tions (e.g. the UN, WTO, IMF and World Bank) openly advocated by
Brazil in the name of ‘reciprocal multilateralism’ (Cervo 2010: 11–12)
under both the Lula da Silva and Dilma Rousseff Presidencies. This did
not gather the support that Brazil hoped for, either in the EU, or in some
of its key member states individually considered. The most paradigmatic
example links to the lack of concrete support for the expansion of the
UN Security Council, although this issue had been mentioned in some
joint statements resulting from the EU-Brazil Summits (Saraiva 2018: 5).
As a result, Brasília realised that it could not rely on the EU to back up
its advocacy of a reformist multilateralism inspired by a non-hegemonic
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perspective of an international order that should be intrinsically multi-
polar and more symmetrically globalised. Rather, the EU was more prone
to endorse the American-hegemonic status quo within the multilateral
system, in order to safeguard Europe’s prominence in international fora
as well as the maintenance of privileged relations with the US that were
considered critical for European security. This could also be seen in the
EU’s backing of the US military interventionism, which clashed with the
sovereignty-orientated stance of Brazilian foreign policy informed by its
cornerstone principle of non-intervention. Moreover, despite the exis-
tence of common values, a number of divergences emerged over issues
related to climate change and the agreement of the Kyoto Protocol on
control of emissions, human rights and policies to deal with war crimes
and transnational terrorism (Saraiva 2018; Wisniewski and Dahab 2017).

The contentious and emotionally charged impeachment of Dilma
Rousseff put an end to the Workers’ Party era (2003–2016) and foreign
policy line. Her successor Michel Temer, who took office in August
2016, introduced a foreign policy course correction. This translated into
a rupture with a more ideological orientation and revisionist path—which
had led Brasília be a vocal promoter of the ‘Global South’ and align with
the BRICS—and the return to the country’s traditional Western align-
ment. Such foreign policy reorientation did not entail the reset or the
revival of the EU-Brazil SP that had been anticipated in a positive note
issued by the Itamaraty Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Affairs one day after
the British referendum. Here, the government had described its relation-
ship with the EU as ‘robust’ and pointed to a ‘forthcoming Brazil-EU
Summit to be held in Brazil’ (Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016).
Eventually, this high-level meeting failed to be organised in July 2017 for
the celebration of the 10th anniversary of the SP. By then, there was
only a press release issued by the Foreign Ministry conveying that Brazil
was ‘convinced that the Brazil-European Union Strategic Partnership will
continue to increase in the coming years, with renewed and growing real
benefits for our societies’ (Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2017).
The bilateral political dialogue at the summit level remained absent until
the end of Temer’s Presidency (December 2018), despite the advocacy
of improved economic relations with the EU—which remained a major
trade partner and source of foreign investment in Brazil—made by the
two Foreign Ministers, José Serra and Aloysio Nunes Ferreira, throughout
this transitional political period (Gratius 2018).
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In addition to political turmoil in Brazil, the country’s engagement
in other partnerships, notably in the context of coalitions of like-minded
emerging states in such fora as BRICS, IBSA and BASIC, has relegated
the relationship with the EU to a more secondary place (Saraiva 2017:
281; Ferreira-Pereira 2016). These alternative partnerships added to
those that Brazil cultivated with some important individual EU member
states and consolidated in parallel to other interregional partnerships,
in which Brazil played a prominent role, namely those centred on EU-
Mercosur and EU-Community of Latin American and Caribbean States
(CELAC). The continual political instability causing successive changes in
the Planalto (Presidential) Palace and the Foreign Ministry made it even
more complicated for Brazil to resume and renew a more meaningful
collaboration with the EU. Consequently, Brussels did not know what
to expect from the Brazilian authorities (Blanco and Luciano 2018: 470).
In addition, Brazil’s ‘realist’ preference for intergovernmental cooperation
has not enabled national political and diplomatic elites to take full advan-
tage of the consolidation of the European External Action Service (EEAS)
and the opening of an EU delegation in Brasília. Given the continued
dearth of multilateral high-level dialogue, nonetheless, some observers
have highlighted the delegation’s active role in the promotion of bilateral
dialogues focused on issues of a more technical nature, such as tech-
nical and scientific exchanges, among others mostly linked to Brazilian
domestic affairs (Saraiva 2017: 274; 2018: 2 and 16).

The beginning of Jair Bolsonaro’s presidential mandate in January
2019 brought about additional difficulties in the suspended high-level
EU-Brazil relationship. European uncertainties and apprehensions were
raised by a foreign policy agenda which emphasised very close relations
with the Trump administration while de-emphasising and ultimately ques-
tioning the country’s commitment to the protection and strengthening
of multilateral arrangements (e.g. Paris Agreement on climate change),
global public goods (e.g. Amazon rainforest) and even of democratic
values. To this should be added the perspective of a free trade agree-
ment with the US tabled by the US Secretary of Commerce, Wilbur
Ross, during his visit to Brazil in Summer 2019. Such a proposal—which,
not coincidentally, was put forward after the conclusion of the EU-
Mercosur Agreement—came with a calculated string attached: a strategic
plan within which Brazil stood out as a major non-NATO ally, linked to
that of a strategic alliance for the whole continent implying the expansion
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of NATO to the South Atlantic, as an attempt to defend US strategic and
defence interests in the face of growing Chinese clout in South America.

2015–2020: Five Years, Five Missed Opportunities
for Revamping Bilateral Cooperation

As the previous sections have demonstrated, the European and Brazilian
multiple crisis experiences and their diverse implications have thrown the
EU-Brazil SP into a state of suspended animation. However, at the same
time, they have generated a variegated number of incentives to explore
untapped opportunities that could have favoured the revamp of the SP.
For the purpose of this chapter, it is relevant to underline five of these
incentives in the 2015–2020 period.

Firstly, under Michel Temer’s Presidency, the abandonment of an
ideologically-oriented foreign policy that during the Workers’ Party era
(2003–2016) had been at the origins of a set of tensions between the
EU and Brazil on international security-related issues, could have been
seized to break stagnation and find new avenues for political consensus
across the Atlantic (Gratius 2016). However, Brazil continued to be much
(over)taken by the need to address the politico-institutional and economic
crisis in the midst of a profoundly polarised society. Against this backdrop,
the celebration of the 10th anniversary of the SP in 2017 can be consid-
ered an outstanding missed opportunity to resume the EU-Brazil political
dialogue at the summit level.

Secondly, although the European and Brazilian assessments of threats
have been generally different, Brazil’s permanent sense of insecurity
(Neves 2018) and the EU’s perception of being ‘under threat’, as
imparted in the 2016 Global Strategy, could have engendered an axis
of security cooperation substantiated in new bilateral schemes to tackle
common transnational threats, such as organised crime and drug and
human trafficking. This could have been extended to cybersecurity in the
context of the successful experience with a Rousseff-Merkel proposal1 on

1In December 2013, the UN General Assembly has adopted a resolution proposed by
Brazil and Germany, which aimed at protecting privacy rights to internet users. This came
about after allegations of US snooping leaked to media organisations by US intelligence
fugitive Edward Snowden. One of the leaks claimed that the NSA had been spying Angela
Merkel’s mobile phone for years; another that NSA had hacked the computer network
of Brazil’s state-run oil company Petrobras to collect data on emails and telephone calls.
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online privacy tabled at the UN in response to the revelations of espi-
onage by the CIA (ibid.) and the Cambridge Analytica scandal related to
the manipulation of ‘Leave’ votes in the Brexit referendum.

Thirdly, the development of an unprecedented common focus on the
promotion of regional security integration designed to secure autonomy
vis-à-vis the US could have created an opportunity to reinforce bilateral
security relations. While the EU has deepened its security and defence
dimension by means of the implementation of the CSDP provisions
enshrined in the Lisbon Treaty, Brazil, as noted earlier, has asserted itself
the driving force and paymaster behind the regional approach to defence,
structured originally around the UNASUR and the SADC (Neves 2018).
The establishment of the Centre for Strategic Defence Studies (CSDS)
and the South American Defense School (SADS) in 2011 and 2015,
respectively, as the first offspring of this novel confidence-building initia-
tive designed to keep the US away from the region, reinforced hopes
about the future consolidation of a de facto South American secu-
rity and defence community—one that largely emulated the emerging
EU intergovernmental security and defence pillar. Nevertheless, Brazil’s
politico-diplomatic and economic disinvestment in the sustainability of
UNASUR, including SADC, after the end of the Workers’ Party adminis-
trations, has resulted in a rapid erosion of the regional security integration
acquis. Although making a causal connection between the EU-Brazil
SP deadlock and the recent inactivity of UNASUR would be utterly
simplistic, it is plausible to question whether the UNASUR would have
seen its current moribund condition if the EU-Brazil SP agenda had
progressed tangibly in the last five years. This is so since one of the SP’s
milestones was ‘enhancing Latin America’s stability’, which encompasses
the promotion of regional cooperation and cohesion—something that
also matched the EU’s traditional role as a staunch defender of integration
in this region.

Fourthly, especially after the launching of the Belt and Road Initia-
tive (BRI) by Xi Jinping in 2013, the challenge posed to both the EU
and Brazil by the inescapably mounting Chinese (geo)economic influ-
ence and (geo)political leverage in their respective regions (Müller et al.
2017; Blanco and Luciano 2018) could have moved the two actors to
adopt a joined-up approach embedding a soft balancing strategy under

Cf ‘The UN General Assembly adopts anti-spy resolution’, available at https://www.bbc.
com/news/world-latin-america-25441408, accessed 20 February 2020.

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-25441408
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the umbrella of a politically reinvigorated SP. Incidentally, the Central
and Eastern European countries have been highly receptive to BRI-
related initiatives, inside and outside the sub-regional 17 + 1 cooperative
forum, to bolster their economic development, thereby catching up with
the EU’s Western member states; and 14 countries, including Britain,
France and Germany, have joined the China-proposed Asian Infras-
tructure Investment Bank in the face of Washington opposition. Yet,
there has been widespread criticism and worries among European policy
elites about the negative implications of Chinese financial investments,
economic competition, monetary links and Europe-focused foreign policy
ambitions for the EU’s internal unity and external political clout (Peper-
mans 2018; Minghao 2016; Casarini 2016). At the same time, one has
witnessed China’s fast-evolving economic penetration in Latin America
that, as Kaplan underscored, ‘developed into the second largest destina-
tion for China’s overseas investment’ which made the region a special
extension of the BRI (Kaplan 2018: 5). In this region, as in Brazil,
the Chinese investors and companies have found a wide-open environ-
ment and supportive governments seeking infrastructure development
and growth opportunities, besides the lure resulting from their enhanced
connection(s) to China and its BRI global project (Klinger and Narins
2018). As a result, China became the principal trade partner for Brazil,
and Brazil one of the main debtors to China in the region (Kaplan 2018:
9).

Finally, there was a missed opportunity, particularly on the part of
the EU, to encourage the revitalisation of the SP with Brazil in the
context of its Global Strategy. While the new strategic document places
the EU’s partnerships at the epicentre of the organisation’s global
outlook (see Chapter 2 by Ferreira-Pereira and Smith in this volume)
and espouses the reform of the UN Security Council and international
financial institutions—issues that have ranked high in twenty-first-century
Brazilian foreign policy—it bypasses an individual reference to Brazil.
Latin America only receives a passing reference in one paragraph which
shows the somewhat peripheral position of the region in the strategic
document, while raising doubts about whether Brazilian perceptions were
ever taken into consideration in the making of the Global Strategy
(Sandrin and Hoffmann 2019). This modest reference is made in the
following terms: ‘…the Union will expand cooperation and build stronger
partnerships with Latin America and the Caribbean, grounded on shared
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values and interests…’ (EEAS 2016: 37). As such, Brazil seemed to have
evolved into a sort of blind spot in the CFSP priorities.

This cannot plausibly be considered fortuitous considering the prece-
dent represented by the 2008 Report on the Implementation of the
European Security Strategy, in which there was an explicit reference
to Brazil as a strategic partner (Council of the EU 2008b). Moreover,
given the existence of explicit references to other BRICs (e.g. China
and India) and to Japan as strategic partners, an individual mention of
Brazil could have reasonably been expected. The centrality that the new
strategic document continued to ascribe to the fight against transnational
terrorism—something which stood in contrast to the passive Brazilian
posture in relation to an international threat that has never been a top
foreign policy priority (Ferreira-Pereira and Villa 2016; Gratius 2016; Poli
2018)—may help to explain why the Global Strategy did not single out
Brazil as the EU’s strategic partner in South America. In the three annual
reports on the Global Strategy issued in 2017, 2018 and 2019, the omis-
sion of Brazil as a strategic partner could have been remedied. But this
was not the case.

Despite the missed opportunities mentioned above, it should be recog-
nised that the state of suspended animation of the EU-Brazil SP did not
undermine the pursuit of one of its original major goals: ‘advancing the
Mercosur agenda’ towards the conclusion of the negotiations for an EU-
Mercosur free trade agreement. This objective was finally achieved in July
2019, and this development can be linked to the familiarity with and
insight into the European ‘modus operandi’ based on multiple channels of
communications that the Brazilian authorities have gained in several years
of active interactions with the EU institutional structures. Incidentally,
the two actors have reaffirmed their commitment to the EU-Mercosur
Association Agreement during the 6th Meeting of the High Level Polit-
ical Dialogue held in Brasília on 19 November 2019. This exchange of
views, which have taken into account the priorities of Jair Bolsonaro-led
government and the perspectives related to the new European Commis-
sion, has brought about a glimpse of hope given the Brazilian proposal to
host the 8th EU-Brazil Summit in the first semester of 2020.2

2See ‘The EU and Brazil held their 6th High Level Political Dialogue’, avail-
able at https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/70850/node/708
50_tk, accessed 4 March 2020.

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/70850/node/70850_tk
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Be that as it may, the state of limbo characterising EU-Brazil relations
since 2015 has been at odds with the EU’s self-diagnosed need to invest
in its partnerships in order ‘to be a responsible global stakeholder’; its
purpose to work with ‘strategic partners in Asia, Africa and the Americas’
to address global governance issues and common challenges; and its ambi-
tion to ‘deliver effective global governance’ based on a ‘networked web
of players’ (EEAS 2016: 8 and 43). The same can be said, if one considers
the more realist and interest-driven approach of the Global Strategy that
further favours the prominence of bilateral schemes and patterns under-
lying strategic partnerships (Gratius 2018). Such inconsistency may well
become even more conspicuous in the light of the efforts undertaken by
Ursula von der Leyen-led self-designated ‘Geopolitical Commission’ to
‘invest in alliances and coalitions’ in order to advance European values
and interests (European Commission 2020).

Conclusion

As this chapter has demonstrated, the EU-Brazil SP remains on hold after
a promising period of less than a decade. During this period, both actors
have pursued the institutionalisation of an innovative relational dynamic
founded on political coordination mechanisms and sectoral/thematic
agendas. A summitry routine and joint plans have fostered political
dialogue across a wide range of areas, growing mutual knowledge
resulting from socialisation processes and collective decision-making.
From the European perspective, this reflected mostly the intersection of
underlying external and identity logics shaping the EU-Brazil SP (see
Chapter 2 in this volume). The EU saw in Brazil’s rise in world economics
and politics an international opportunity to enlarge its strategic partner-
ship diplomacy, thereby enhancing its developing identity as a distinctive
political and security actor in global arena.

Yet, since 2015, internal pressures and external opportunities have
changed for the EU, but also Brazil. Each of the parties has become
immersed in its own multilevel crisis experiences. On the EU’s side,
the 2008 economic crisis and its ensuing more or less associated crises
exposed both endogenous and exogenous failures of integration and
its impacts. As for Brazil, the internal economic, politico-institutional
and social turmoil, which the country experienced particularly during
Dilma Rousseff’s second mandate, including her impeachment process,
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has confirmed its decline as an emerging power, resulting in influence
and reputational losses in the regional and international arenas.

While the succession of crises in Europe has generated in Brasília the
realisation that the EU no longer had the monopoly of the ‘great and
good’, the endemic Brazilian crisis has dampened the perception of Brazil
as a privileged political and economic interlocutor for the achievement of
EU’s international goals and priorities in the eyes of European foreign
policy makers. In the context of a SP surrounded by multifaceted crisis,
there was no initiative on the part of each partner to organise a summit
and resume political dialogue at the highest level. The 10th anniversary
passed almost unnoticed and the SP became characterised by a rela-
tional torpor, unmet expectations and missed opportunities for bilateral
cooperation, rather than by reinvigorating political impulses and creative
initiatives. Along these lines, considering the ‘images’ dimension of the
strategic partnership diplomacy alluded to in Chapter 2 of this volume,
the largely managerial image of the EU-Brazil SP became more reactive,
with this reactive tendency becoming crystallised in the state of suspended
animation plaguing Euro-Brazilian relations since 2015. All this boiled
down to a paradox given that paralleling the enduring impasse in the
EU-Brazil SP there has been an appreciable expansion of the EU’s aspira-
tion for international status through building ‘partnerships at the frontiers
of global affairs’, as conveyed in its 2016 Global Strategy (43) and its
follow-up reports.

The foreign policy strategy under President Jair Bolsonaro, notably its
strong alignment to the bellicose Trump administration, has the potential
to impose limits to Brazil’s long-cherished autonomist tradition, thereby
undercutting future efforts towards the regeneration of the EU-Brazil
SP. Yet, the post-Brexit European and international juncture pervaded
by ‘predictable unpredictability’ and the development of Chinese influ-
ence in Brazil into partnerships in various domains may push the EU
to invest in cooperative engagements in order to reignite the bilateral
cooperation with its Brazilian counterparts. That being said, the outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemics on both sides of Atlantic, with dramatic
consequences being severely felt in Brazil, may well continue to reinforce
the current impasse, while undermining the prospects for the future 8th
EU-Brazil Summit. Nevertheless, the coming years will show if and how
the EU and Brazil managed to turn the COVID-19 global crisis into an
opportunity to revamp a fully working bilateral partnership and reach a
strengthened strategic cooperation.
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Introduction

One of the many things buried under the rubble of the Ukraine conflict in
2014 was the so-called EU–Russia strategic partnership (SP).1 The EU–
Russia SP was the first of its kind in the EU’s external relations with
non-western partners and it is the oldest but also unarguably the most
difficult strategic partnership it has sought to promote. The roots of the
SP with Russia go back to the early 1990s when the EU was actively
developing both its international actorness and relations with the rest of
the world. But it has never been officially codified as such by the parties
and there has been no ‘agreement of strategic partnership’ nor neces-
sarily even a declaration that would have unambiguously testified to that
effect. Instead, the legal basis of relations has remained the Partnership
and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) that entered into force in 1997. The
Agreement is laden with references to ‘partnership’ and ‘cooperation’ but
it omits the word and the perspective of a ‘strategic partnership’ entirely.2

Yet the strategic nature of relations between the EU and Russia has
not been in doubt. The EU’s Common Strategy on Russia (CSR) from
1999, the first of its kind in a troika of common strategies adopted by
the EU around the turn of the millennium (the other two were adopted
on Ukraine in 1999 and the Mediterranean in 2000), underlined Russia’s
importance as a strategic partner to the EU (European Council 1999).
The document also outlined two main strategic goals for the Union in its
relations with Russia:

1. a stable, open and pluralistic democracy in Russia, governed by
the rule of law and underpinning a prosperous market economy
benefiting alike all the people of Russia and of the European Union;

1This chapter draws from over 20 years of my own research and policy-making expe-
rience on the topic. The chapter has also benefited from a confidential group discussion
between the author and three former EU officials with over 30 years of combined expe-
rience of working on EU–Russia relations. The three-hour discussion took place on 27
August 2019. I want to thank the three anonymous officials for their generosity both in
terms of time and the frankness of views expressed. I also want to thank the editors of
this book for helpful comments as well as Pekka Isotalus for help in writing this article.

2Words ‘strategy’ or ‘strategies’ are mentioned five times in passing, referring to the
EU’s and Russia’s development strategies, not to the strategic nature of their relationship.
The text of the PCA is available at https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?
uri=celex:21997A1128(01), accessed 6 September 2020.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/%3furi%3dcelex:21997A1128(01)
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2. maintaining European stability, promoting global security and
responding to the common challenges of the continent through
intensified cooperation with Russia (ibid.).

Already ten years after this declaration of intent it seemed safe to conclude
that the EU had not, in fact, been able to secure its first strategic
goal vis-à-vis Russia (Haukkala 2009: 1757). Instead of pursuing the
value-laden liberal path promoted by the EU, Russia, especially under
President Vladimir Putin, charted a course that stressed a strong and
centralised ‘vertical of power’ domestically coupled with increasingly
hard-nosed interest-based interaction internationally. Taken together,
these two strands have resulted in what has been dubbed ‘Putin’s Russia’
(Shevtsova 2005). Moreover, the developments during the last decade
have shown how the aspirations concerning the second strategic objective
have proven to be equally elusive. The war in Georgia in 2008 was already
a sign of things to come but the real rupture in European stability and
security came in the form of the Ukraine conflict that erupted in 2013–
2014. All in all, the current outcome of some quarter of a century of
relations between the EU and Russia has been far from a success with the
relations largely frozen and to a degree even in crisis over the conflict
(Casier and DeBardeleben 2018). Instead of deeper engagement and
cooperation the two ‘strategic partners’ have been drifting away from each
other both economically and politically. In the process, wider European
security and stability have been seriously jeopardised.

This is not the occasion to discuss the evolution or the many policy-
areas of EU–Russia relations in detail (for works to that effect, see
Forsberg and Haukkala 2016; Maass 2016). Instead, this chapter develops
an overarching analytical narrative that examines and discusses the genesis
and the practice of the strategic partnership between the EU and Russia
over the 15 years it was in place (1999–2014) on a more general level.3 It
will do so by, firstly, analysing the EU’s initial objectives and comparing
them with those put forward by Russia while analysing the key mile-
stones in the relationship with a view of teasing out the gradual increase
in tensions between the partners. This is followed by sections that delve

3For all intents and purposes Russia’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014 resulted in
the cessation of the EU–Russia strategic partnership. Yet a degree of EU–Russia relations
have continued to this day, warranting discussion in this article.
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into how the internal dynamics and third parties have affected the rela-
tions. Finally, the chapter will conclude by drawing these strands together
by looking at the outcomes of the EU’s SP with Russia in light of the
Ukraine conflict with a view of probing the current and future potential
of relations. The section will also ponder possible lessons learned: What,
if anything, the EU, or Russia for that matter, could or perhaps should
have done differently, and are there perhaps something to be learned
that would enable re-building bridges with Russia and/or avoid similarly
catastrophic outcomes with the EU’s other partnerships?

From an Unambiguous Starting Point
to ‘the Proliferation of the Fuzzy’

The Introduction to this volume noted how the EU’s SPs in general have
been characterised by a certain level of ambiguity (see also Ferreira-Pereira
and Vieira 2016). To be sure, ambiguity is rife in human interaction.
Communication even within single languages that benefit from high
degrees of cultural affinity are not immune to this problem. Some argue
that ambiguity does not result only in harmful distortion in meaning but
it is also in fact an essential element that facilitates effective communica-
tion (Wasow et al. 2005). A particular form of ambiguity is constructive
ambiguity that is often seen as the way forward in international politics.
Stanley Hoffmann (1995: 131) has argued that the use of construc-
tive ambiguity has become a norm in European integration in particular
whereby the ‘European project’ has been able to progress in leaps and
bounds without any formal agreement or necessarily even consensus
about an eventual finalité politique. Indeed, Henry Kissinger, the grand
master of constructive ambiguity in international politics, has defined the
term as ‘the deliberate use of ambiguous language in a sensitive issue in
order to advance some political purpose’ (Jegen and Mérand 2014: 182).

There is no denying that ambiguity has its positive political uses. But
sometimes ambiguity can be a source of frictions as well as mounting
and serious political tensions and problems, even conflicts. This is so in
particular when ambiguity masks or is intentionally used to mask several
and potentially severe differences in the way political issues and relation-
ships are understood on a very basic level. The main argument of this
chapter is that when it comes to relations between the EU and Russia, the
notion of a ‘strategic partnership’ has not only proven to be an ambiguous
concept but it has proven to be one in the most negative of senses: utterly
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misleading and in the final analysis politically corrosive, even destructive
to the future of relations between the two ‘strategic partners’ precisely
because it was used to mask the underlying and continuously mounting
differences and even disagreements between the two while legitimising
the continuation down a path that would eventually result in a wholesale
collapse of relations in 2014.4

The irony in relations for the last two decades has been that while the
official talk of partnership and cooperation persisted, the actual interac-
tion between the two pointed towards and resulted in lack of genuine
progress in substantive issues that fuelled mutual disappointment and
disillusionment. Ultimately, the relationship did collapse under the strain
of mounting tensions that repeated attempts at papering over the differ-
ences through a process what Michael Emerson (2005) has called ‘the
proliferation of the fuzzy’ could not conceal. The conflict in Ukraine was
the perfect storm (Haukkala 2016) that resulted in a rupture in the most
spectacular fashion with long-standing effects on not only the EU–Russia
SP but overall European security and stability.

The paradox underlying this observation, however, is that despite all
this ambiguity the relationship was initially based on ostensibly the most
unambiguous of foundations: the Partnership and Cooperation Agree-
ment that laid out a dense, highly institutionalised and legally binding
framework for relations. It is worth remembering in this context, and
contrary to what President Putin has come to assert, that the institu-
tionalised framework of relations was not an imposition by the West on
a ‘weak’ Russia but the end result of a process of very hard bargaining
on the part of Russia where Moscow was a demandeur in terms of more
ambitious forms political partnership and economic association, even inte-
gration (for a detailed analysis of the process, see Haukkala 2010: Ch. 5).
Moreover, the fact that the PCA also inserted the notion of conditionality
into the relations by making the continuation and further development
of relations between the EU and Russia dependent on the observance of
‘European values’ was a logical consequence of the Russian insistence on

4Anecdotal evidence of the existence and even tacit acknowledgement of this at least
on the EU’s side is the adoption of an internal Commission working document called
‘Key outstanding issues’ in the EU’s relations with Russia. The practice was begun in
2004 and by January 2014 the document had become 47 pages long. The document is
no longer updated due to the existence of what could be called the outstanding issue: the
Ukraine conflict. Source: Confidential discussion with former EU officials 2019.
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an ambitious relationship that included the perspective of eventual free
trade area (ibid.).

The full explanation of the Russian conduct during the early years of
relations is beyond the aims of this chapter. Most probably, considerations
of status were primary (see Larson and Shevchenko 2019). Indeed, an
analysis of the negotiation process indicated that for Russia it was impor-
tant to be seen as being on par with the former Soviet satellites of Central
and Eastern Europe that already had been granted with politically ambi-
tious and broad-based Europe Agreements with the EU (Haukkala 2010:
Ch. 5). The eventual implementation of agreed deliverables was hardly an
issue at the time. Yet in the process the agreed objectives in EU–Russia
relations had become anything but ambiguous. On the contrary, the
aim, now jointly agreed, was to support the gradual transition of Russia
towards Western/European liberal modes of governance with a view of
integrating Russia into a wider economic area built around ‘European’
norms and values. The EU, in particular the Commission, as a thoroughly
legalistic actor can hardly be blamed for having acted accordingly.

It is important to note how the EU’s relations with Russia ended
up being part and parcel of the overall external approach the Union
was developing. The Europe Agreements, that would eventually result
in accession for the Central and Eastern Europeans, were based on clear
benchmarks and continued monitoring of progress, an approach the
EU transferred into its European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) as well
(Smith 1999; Haukkala 2008). Yet this approach proved ill-suited for
dealing with an actor like Russia that instead of painstaking implemen-
tation of technical norms prefers politically grand lines and declarations.
Here the essential tension and even incompatibility between the EU and
Russia comes to the sharpest of reliefs: For the EU, foremost as an
economic entity, there is only so much it can achieve with declarations
alone. Implementation not aspirations carry the day in Brussels. This basic
tension was evident in the EU–Russia summits that were organised twice
a year between 1998 and 2014 where the EU was prodding Russia to
implement the PCA with Moscow preferring declarations of intent instead
(Schmidt-Felzmann 2016: 6).

Therefore, the ‘original sin’ in relations was that despite this apparent
contractual commonality, the EU and Russia did not in fact enjoy a shared
understanding concerning what the actual implementation of the vision
outlined in the PCA would eventually entail. This is not unusual in inter-
national politics (Jönsson 1990). Yet in the case of the EU–Russia SP
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this basic propensity was compounded by the fact that not only the two
departed from entirely different points of origin but they also practically
for the whole duration of their relationship were both essentially moving
targets. The EU was busy devising its own political union combined with
single currency and a growing appetite for a more ambitious international
role and actorness. It was also engaged in a near-constant enlargement
that would not only change its own body politic particularly through the
Eastern ‘Big Bang’ enlargement but that would also bring the EU and
Russia into an increasingly intimate geopolitical connection that would
result in the emergence of the so-called common neighbourhood between
the two.

The crucial role that Ukraine would play in the EU’s relations with
Russia was acknowledged early on. For example, already in 1999 the
first High Representative Javier Solana noted that what ‘the EU does
in Ukraine will have an immense impact on Russia’ (Solana 1999). But
although Solana’s conclusion was sound, the underlying analysis was not:
for long the EU perceived Ukraine as a source of potential leverage, or
at least dynamism for both good and for ill when it came to transforming
Russia. It was not foreseen that Ukraine would become a geopolitical
object of contention and the catalyst for the eventual collapse of rela-
tions with Russia. Indeed, most of the problems and tensions discussed
in this chapter could most probably have been managed by the parties
had it not been for the emergence of increasingly competitive elements
over the so-called common neighbourhood during the 2000s that locked
the relationship on an increasingly conflictual mode (DeBardeleben 2018;
Haukkala 2016).

The Internal EU and Russian Logics and Dynamics

The internal logics and dynamics both within the EU and Russia are
an important part of the story (see Chapter 2 of this volume). When it
comes to the EU, Putnam’s (1988) two-level game is in fact a three-level
game: the international, the intra-institutional in ‘Brussels’ and the inter-
governmental between the member states. Bureaucratic infighting was not
invented in Brussels but it has perhaps been perfected there: stories about
the level of turf wars, competition and even sabotage between the Council
and the Commission are old hat (Cameron 1998). The emergence of the
European External Action Service (EEAS) has ameliorated some of these
tensions: the bulk of the EU’s ‘external relations’ are now under one roof
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and the divide between the Council and the Commission is even officially
bridged in the person of the High Representative that is also double-
hatted as the Vice-President of the Commission. Yet the all-encompassing
nature of EU’s external relations entails that a significant bulk of relations
still reside within the exclusive purview of the Commission and some of
the tensions still persist (Henökl 2015).

Nor does the EEAS, or the HR/VP for that matter, manage to fully
iron out the differences between the member states. Indeed, the role of
the member states has been crucial in the development of EU–Russia
relations. This is so for the most obvious of reasons: despite the hustle and
bustle of common Russia policy in Brussels, none of the member states
have forfeited their own national interests and perspectives on the country
(for a discussion, see David et al. 2013). Yet it would be erroneous to
characterise the situation in zero-sum terms, a favourite Russian past time.
The EU’s current approach could be summed up with the words unity but
diversity. During the Ukraine conflict the member states have managed to
agree on a set of unprecedentedly hard restrictive measures while adopting
a set of five principles for the conduct of relations between the EU and
Russia.5 At the same time, this consensus remains thin in a sense that
beyond these two items there is little agreement within the Council on
how to take relations with Russia forward and in what manner. This lack
of consensus was reflected in the French President Macron’s initiatives in
2019 that sought to engage Russia while making its dissatisfaction with
the certain policy paralysis on the EU level no secret (Macron 2019).

Macron’s initiative alludes to a wider role the member state level has
played in EU–Russia relations. At times they have acted as a safety valve
creating opportunities for the lessening of tensions with Russia but they
have also undermined the strategic quality and reach of the EU in its
relationship with the country. Perhaps most ominously the good cop-bad
cop routine the majority of member states have played—pursuing a posi-
tive agenda bilaterally with Russia while shifting the problematic issues on
the EU level and often blaming ‘Brussels’ for them—has vindicated the

5In March 2016 EU foreign ministers and the HR Federica Mogherini agreed
on five guiding principles for EU–Russia relations: (i) full implementation of the
Minsk agreements; (ii) closer ties with Russia’s former Soviet neighbours; (iii)
strengthening EU resilience to Russian threats; (iv) selective engagement with Russia
on certain issues such as counter-terrorism; and (v) support for people-to-people
contacts. See https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=
EPRS_BRI(2018)614698, accessed 19 December 2019.

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html%3freference%3dEPRS_BRI(2018)614698
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Russian suspicion that all the talk about common values and institutions
are a sham and double standards while the ‘real’ issues of significance are
dealt with on the bilateral level. Giving ample evidence of this tendency
to the Russians has been a self-inflicted wound by the Europeans. That
said, it is also testimony of the essential inability to agree on Russia within
the EU beyond the current approach.

Russia, for its part, was going through its own internal changes while
trying to figure out and eventually re-calibrate its own understanding
of national security and international politics for itself. Here Russia has
traversed a full circle, moving from a self-standing great power that the
USSR was to an aspiring member of the community of civilised states
during the early Yeltsin era and back again under Putin. Domestically,
it became early on evident that Russia was not in a transition towards
the Western/European liberal model but that it was experiencing a trans-
formation that would result in a new and more self-confident but not
necessarily hostile or antagonistic Russia.

Yet this on-going and far-reaching change in the internal make-up of
both partners was not reflected in the foundations of their relationship.
On the contrary, the foundational logic was reaffirmed repeatedly by the
EU in particular and any Russian attempts to amend the basis of rela-
tionship were received with scepticism as attempts at ‘watering down’
relations and jeopardising the EU’s preferred modus operandi in (inter-
national) relations. For example, the ultimately unsuccessful negotiations
for the new basic agreement that began in 2008 that would have replaced
the PCA were plagued by this tension from the beginning. In a similar
manner, the negotiations for the so-called Four Common Spaces (2001–
2005)6 witnessed the Russian attempts, and some success, in diluting or
at least muddying the waters when it came to the question of normative
convergence (Haukkala 2010: Ch. 8).

As time passed on the EU’s normative approach turned into an insis-
tence. In a speech at the State Duma in Moscow in June 2008, the
Commissioner for External Relations and Neighbourhood Policy Benita
Ferrero-Waldner framed the issue in terms of commitments both the EU
and Russia had adopted (Ferrero-Waldner 2008). Yet at the same time

6The Four Common Spaces were: Common Economic Space; Common Space of
Freedom, Security and Justice; Common Space of Co-operation in the Field of External
Security; and Common Space on Research, Education and Culture. See https://ec.europa.
eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_05_103, accessed 18 December 2019.

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_05_103
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the actual track-record of relations had already shown that the EU proved
unable and at times even unwilling to fully, or at least successfully insist
that Russia did live by with its commitments. Indeed, the uneven appli-
cation of conditionality watered down the EU’s credibility in the eyes
of Russia and resulted in further ambiguity in the relationship. The wars
in Chechnya (1994–1996 and again 1999–2009) showed to Russia that
the Europeans always had also other considerations than purely normative
when engaging Moscow.

To make a long story short, Chechnya introduced the EU to a set of
difficult trade-offs in its relationship with Russia: whether preserving the
territorial integrity and the promise of a political partnership with Moscow
or human rights and ‘European values’ were in the ultimate interest of the
EU in its relations with the country (Forsberg and Herd 2005; see also
Haukkala 2010: Ch. 7). It might have been a flawed dichotomy but it
proved politically effective and one that resulted in the EU opting for
the former to the detriment of latter. As is always the case in politics,
something was gained while something was forfeited. The EU secured an
opportunity to engage the new energetic President Putin at the outset of
his tenure that has proven to be much longer than anybody, including
probably Putin himself, ever expected. At the same time the EU’s credi-
bility as a genuinely value-driven actor received a serious dent in Moscow,
and a pattern where Russia has been repeatedly getting literally away with
murder was set in motion.

Another issue where conditionality proved difficult was the question of
wider normative convergence underlying the creation of the possible free
trade area between the EU and Russia. In this field it was Russia’s own
sovereignty that proved to be the key resource in resisting the EU’s essen-
tially ‘post-sovereign’ approach (Haukkala 2010): Russia did not have to
implement anything it did not want in terms of normative convergence
with the EU. At first the Russian approach was that of inertia and passive
resistance, simply failing to implement what had been mutually agreed.
Over time, Russia adopted a more assertive stance, first starting to ques-
tion the feasibility and legitimacy of European norms and values as the
only source of ‘best practices’ worthy of emulation and then beginning to
insist that instead of unipolar EU hegemony, the Greater Europe should
be constructed along more bipolar lines with Russia as an acknowledged
power centre in its own right (Haukkala 2016).

All of these issues and tensions cumulated over time. Yet it should
have been evident to both parties that the SP would not be smooth
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sailing. The essential incommensurability of the starting points was already
visible in the strategy documents the two adopted for each other. The
EU Common Strategy on Russia from 1999 framed the relationship in
terms of value-driven integration. By contrast, the Russian Mid-Term
EU Strategy adopted a year later spoke clearly about interest-based co-
operation and transactional interaction instead (for an analysis of the
documents, see Haukkala 2010: Ch. 6). Yet this basic incompatibility
went politically unnoticed and unheeded. For example, the EU officials
did not pay any attention to the Russian document at the time (confi-
dential discussion with former EU officials 2019). There was simply no
time and perhaps even less interest for this. Whether the same applies
in the Russian case is more difficult to assert. Instead of addressing
the differences in the very basic approaches concerning the foundations
of their relationship—whatever that would have entailed politically at
the time—they were papered over with the hectic proliferation of fresh
concepts, instruments and initiatives that were supposed to keep the rela-
tionship going. Here the EU went along with what is an age-old Russian
tradition, in fact: engaging in simulacra meant to erect the appearance
of progress without necessarily generating any real forward momentum
(Malia 1999).7

Indeed, the 2000s were a period of hectic activity between the EU
and Russia with a host of ambiguous concepts or institutions adopted in
the process. These ranged from institutional innovations, such as estab-
lishing the Permanent Partnership Council (PPC) in 2003 to broad-based
policy platforms, such as the so-called Four Common Spaces (2005)
or the Partnership for Modernisation (P4M 2010). One should not,
however, ridicule or even belittle these attempts. In varying degrees, they
were genuine attempts at generating progress in a relationship that was
increasingly mired in problems and characterised by mutual recrimination

7The notion of a Potemkin village is of course well known. But a more apt
characterisation could be this old Soviet joke: Vladimir Lenin, Joseph Stalin, Nikita
Khrushchev and Leonid Brezhnev are all travelling together in a railway carriage. Unex-
pectedly, the train stops. Lenin suggests: ‘Perhaps we should announce a subbotnik, so
that workers and peasants will fix the problem’. Stalin puts his head out of the window and
shouts, ‘If the train does not start moving, the driver will be shot!’ But the train doesn’t
start moving. Khrushchev then shouts, ‘Let’s take the rails from behind the train and use
them to lay the tracks in front’. But still the train doesn’t move. Then Brezhnev says,
‘Comrades, Comrades, let’s draw the curtains, let the workers gently rock the carriage
from the outside, and pretend we’re moving!’
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and disillusionment. This increasingly negative outcome, and our acute
post hoc awareness of the fact, should not detract from the many posi-
tives and even successes in relations that included, among other things,
expanding trade and other economic relations, developing successful and
even ambitious forms of regional co-operation in the form of Northern
Dimension, and facilitating a veritable explosion in people-to-people
contacts, including Russia’s accession into the so-called Bologna Process
in 1999 that has facilitated co-operation in the field of higher educa-
tion (see also Chapter 4, this volume). All of these accomplishments have
persisted even in the face of openly adversarial relations augured by the
Ukraine conflict.

Having established this, it is nevertheless apparent that these positives
were not enough to prevent the political relationship from capsizing. But
they do provide the relationship with ballast of sorts that should provide
it with a modicum of stability going forward. Indeed, it is erroneous
to think, all the talk about ‘hybrid war’ or ‘regime change’ notwith-
standing, that all interdependence is problematic or negative for either
party (Haukkala 2018). On the contrary, some of it at least is positive
and it would be dangerous to assume that releasing the ties that bind
economically but also elsewhere would somehow increase stability and/or
potential for cooperation between the EU and Russia.

Moreover, the very fact that both partners did engage in the process
until the bitter end is testimony to the inherent value and importance
both attached to their relationship. Interestingly, this basic acknowledge-
ment has withstood the complete rupture in relations over the conflict in
Ukraine. For example, in November 2019 President Putin noted—prob-
ably with some schadenfreude—how Russia was interested in the EU ‘to
keep going… Incidentally, we are interested in this. We in Russia want
to deal with a predictable and understandable partner’ (Putin 2019). In
a similar manner Macron’s (2019) calls for re-engaging Russia already
mentioned above reflect the same underlying realisation: the EU and
Russia are destined to co-exist and potentially stand to lose out tremen-
dously for failing to take their relations towards a more normal footing.
Interestingly, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov echoed this sentiment in
a newspaper article timed to commemorate the 30th anniversary of the
signing of the Trade and Cooperation Agreement between the USSR and
the EC in December 1989 (Lavrov 2019). Whether these signals indicate
a promise of a new opening in relations is too early to assess. Experience
cautions against excessive optimism, however.
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The EU–Russia Strategic
Partnership in a Triangular Setting

A related question that needs to be addressed is the role of third parties in
the evolution of the EU–Russia SP—the second logic in the parlance of
Chapter 2. To begin with, it simply makes no sense to analyse the issue in
isolation of the role the United States has played in European security and
politics—yet almost the totality of extant literature on EU–Russia rela-
tions has done precisely that (the exception to the rule is Birchfield and
Young 2018). For the EU, the relations and the role the United States has
played in Europe have been indispensable (McGuire and Smith 2008, see
also Smith’s chapter in this volume). The objectives of the nascent ‘Euro-
pean foreign policy’ and those of the United States in the 1990s were
largely compatible with and even complementary to each other. There-
fore, the EU’s Eastern enlargement was clearly in the US interests while
the expansion of NATO was seen as the key in stabilising Central and
Eastern Europe with a view to paving the way for the eventual and in
many respects much more demanding EU accession (Baun 2004). At
the same time, the fact that these two organisations did seem to move
and enlarge in lock-step created the expectation, perhaps even fear, in
Moscow that this would be the case also in future. Whether this percep-
tion was justified is a moot point as it seems evident that Russia has taken
it as a starting point in its own foreign and security policy, becoming
increasingly wary about the Western penetration of its ‘near abroad’ in
the process (see, e.g., Meister 2013). This concern received its starkest
manifestation in the Ukraine conflict.

One way to characterise the role the United States and the EU have
played in Europe during the post-Cold War era is to think of two concen-
tric hegemonies where the United States through its primacy has set the
global parameters and guaranteed security in Europe through the expan-
sion of NATO, while the EU has assumed the responsibility for stabilising
the continent through the enlargement of its institutions and/or projec-
tion of its policies through modes of ‘external governance’ (Lavenex
2004) in directions where a rapid and full immersion into the EU was not
an option (Haukkala 2008). Indeed, it was the spectre of the perpetual
motion engine of dual enlargements of the EU and NATO that resulted
in the eventual breakdown of relations with Russia over Ukraine. Even
though NATO’s and the EU’s dual movement was more reactions and
responses to events and demands beyond their control or initial appetite
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rather than preconceived programmes to order or subjugate Eastern
Europe ruthlessly to their will (for discussions, see Asmus 2002; Smith
1999; Hill 2018), the fact remains that Russia chose to frame the issue
increasingly in this manner and responded accordingly.

But the Russians had also a wider complaint concerning the role the
transatlantic community had played in international relations. In partic-
ular, the wars in Kosovo (1999) and in Iraq (2003) and their diplomatic
aftermaths drove home in Moscow at least two lessons that made a lasting
impact on its subsequent relations with the EU as well (Averre 2009). The
first lesson was that the United States, and to a lesser degree also the EU
member states, were prepared to use military intervention to effect regime
change as they saw fit. The second lesson was that unilateral military inter-
vention can take place without an explicit mandate from the UN Security
Council and against the voiced objection of the Russian Federation in
particular. This is a pattern Russia has continuously detected in other
colour revolutions in the post-Soviet space, including recently in Middle
East and North Africa. Taken together, the Kosovo and Iraq affairs had
the wider implication of distancing Russia from the West paving the way
for the galvanisation of a much more hard-nosed realist foreign policy
consensus during the Putin era (Trenin 2007).

Similarly, the growing role of China must be noted (see also Cottey’s
chapter in this volume). Although clearly not present at the creation in
the early 1990s, during the 2000s Beijing has forcefully inserted itself
into the equation. When it comes to China, it has played the US role
but in reverse. First of all, it has played a structural role moulding the
wider global landscape within which the EU–Russia SP has evolved. In
effect, Beijing has sought and managed to hollow out the space for the
EU’s preferred value-centric mode of operation while shifting the centre
of gravity in global politics distinctly and irrevocably away from Europe
(Christiansen and Maher 2017). The EU and its normative approach have
become marginalised in the process. More recently, China has acted as a
cover and back up for Russia as it has helped Moscow to face the sanc-
tions imposed by the West and has given political support (Wang 2015).
By doing so China has reduced the perceived sense of isolation and the
consequent effectiveness of the EU policy vis-à-vis Russia.

In addition, the version of multilateralism promoted by China differs
from that preferred by the EU. Whereas the EU speaks about rules- and
right-based, essentially norm- and value-driven ‘effective multilateralism’
(Council of the EU 2019), China underlines the essentially multi-polar
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nature of multilateralism founded on full recognition of sovereignty and
reciprocity as the key principles (Scott 2013). The Chinese reading in
effect aligns itself with the Russian vision concerning multilateralism
(Casier 2018) and by doing so inadvertently strengthens Moscow’s hand
vis-à-vis Brussels. This is another factor that has already affected the rela-
tions between the EU and Russia and it is one that will continue to do
more so in future.

Conclusions

The analytical narrative in this chapter leads to the grimmest of conclu-
sions: the pretence of a strategic partnership between the EU and Russia
is over. To use the notion of ‘images’ from Chapter 2, the relationship
between the two has evolved from strategy via management to reac-
tion. This applies not only to the EU but to Russia as well. In the
process the political component of relations has atrophied and currently
the ‘strategic partnership’ drifts rudderless at the mercy of events. At the
time of the writing the acute political crisis in Belarus combined with the
shock generated by the poisoning of the Russian opposition leader Alexei
Navalny with the use of Novichok type nerve agent, effectively a chemical
weapon, seem poised to thrust the EU and Russia on yet another bout of
deepening hostility, mistrust and even conflict.

Over time the two pushed ambiguity in their relationship to and
beyond its political limits. Currently constructive ambiguity has been
replaced with constrictive clarity. This need not come as a surprise.
Already Stanley Hoffmann argued that even constructive ambiguity is
prone to setbacks that often come in the form of what he called ‘the
terrible clarifier’; a person or an issue that ‘calls for a lifting of ambigui-
ties, at which point deadlock is more likely than resolution’ (Hoffmann
1995: 131). In the case of the EU–Russia SP the terrible clarifier was both
a person and an issue: the person was ‘Putin’ (in parentheses because we
are talking about a system and the evolution of a vast nation and not
just one person, however significant he might have been), the advent of
which augured in the period of increasing divergence between the EU
and Russia chronicled in this chapter.

The final clarifying issue was the Ukraine conflict. Without the events
in 2013–2014 the EU–Russia SP need not have collapsed in a rupture
of such severity that was eventually witnessed. In a word, in and over
Ukraine the EU’s normative integrationist approach ran headlong against
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Russia’s more traditional geopolitical approach. The question that needs
to be asked—but cannot be answered with full certainty yet—is whose
approach is more fitting with the spirit of the age. The fact that Ukraine
persists on its road towards the EU would seem to testify that the EU’s
approach still holds sway—even if Europeans themselves are at times
showing signs of losing faith, as exemplified by the Brexit, for example.
But equally, the growing talk about the return of a great power compe-
tition and multipolar world order hint that geopolitics is far from losing
its relevance. On the contrary, there has been a pendulum swing back
towards geopolitics over the past decade or more, creating challenges for
the EU and narrowing down the external opportunity structure for EU
external action.8 It goes without saying that the future of EU–Russia rela-
tions will crucially be affected by the wider global context in which the
relationship will play out and the ways how it either reinforces or manages
to contradict some of the wider global trends.

In a word, all the three logics spelled out in Chapter 2 have been
present and responsible for generating the current situation. Internally,
the EU has become more unwieldy and in fact less coherent and able
to agree on its Russia policy. The diverging interests, interpretations and
even actions within the member states during the 2000s contributed to
the current situation. More importantly, however, the external logic has
been the key in framing the issues and eventual EU responses. Here
Russia’s own evolution and choices have been primary but also the
changing face of US power and role in Europe as well as the rise of
China have affected the process. Consequently, the logic of identity has
become increasingly challenged and constrained for the EU. As a thor-
oughly value-laden entity it cannot escape the imperatives generated by
this logic in its external relations that obviously include its relations with
Russia as well. But at the same it is hard to avoid the impression that the
EU is currently entirely unable to impose its vision of acceptable interna-
tional behaviour and conduct on others and seems increasingly insecure
and even at a loss how to go about it.

Currently relations between the EU and Russia are at an impasse. Both
sides are waiting but it is not entirely clear for what (David and Romanova
2019: 128). Not only is the political relationship mired in a deep-seated
crisis but increasingly also the economic component, the glue that was

8I want to thank Michael Smith for capturing the crux of the issue so well with these
words.
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supposed to ensure positive mutual interdependence between the part-
ners, is called into question. On top of this, we are witnessing the collapse
of key instruments of arms control in Europe and indeed wider strategic
stability in the world. Europe is a much more unstable, competitive and
even conflictual space than was ever envisaged at the beginning of the
1990s. It is fair to say that only rarely has the EU failed so miserably as it
has in its attempts at forging a strategic partnership with Russia.

But the same applies to Russia’s attempts at developing a working rela-
tionship with the EU. Both are culpable for mismanaging the relationship.
Neither side advocated the outcome, yet sometimes interaction generates
undesired outcomes despite the best of mutual intentions (or perhaps to
a degree precisely because of them; see Casier 2016). Therefore, laying
blame is politically a useless exercise. This is especially so when thinking
about a potential way forward.

There is no going back to the status quo ante. A new modus vivendi is
required. Relations between individuals often require making amends but
the same need not apply in international politics. But restraint is called for,
as is mutual acknowledgement that the current situation is not sustain-
able. To a degree this realisation seems to be emerging, as exemplified by
the admissions on both sides that they do in fact need each other. But
concrete ideas how to move forward are still few and far between. Both
agree that there is no going back to business as usual but neither has any
idea what mutually acceptable business could look like.

An additional problem is that neither partner has remained in a stand-
still during the period of contestation. Five years is a long time in
international politics, as it is in domestic politics as well. What began as
a tactical pivot of necessity to Asia for Russia has gained a momentum
of its own. A new generation of Russian experts and policy-makers is
already coming into place with less attachment to Europe, both to its
values and practices (Liik 2019). On the European side, too, changes are
taking place; both in the EU and in the member states alike.

But the way forward cannot and indeed should not be a return to
ambiguity. The main underlying problem in the EU–Russia SP was that
it was never a fully equal partnership between two ‘strategic partners’ but
one that was in effect aimed at integrating one partner into an order
generated by the other. This basic asymmetry became the key source of
tensions and was also a factor that sets the relationship apart from other
SPs analysed in this book that have not included this objective/pretence.
Probably a way forward will have to entail the acknowledgement that the
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EU’s relations with Russia will have to be on par with its other strategic
partners: more equal and interest-driven, more transactional. Aspiring to
restore normal relations too soon again would be ill-advised. Both the EU
and Russia should build concrete co-operation with the view of securing
the continued relevance of their relationship before seeking ‘resets’ or
other forms of more ambitious political engagements.

To move beyond this baseline some issues will need to be settled. The
Ukraine conflict is the obvious one that should not be allowed to leave to
fester indefinitely. It is also to be hoped that the situation in Belarus does
not spiral out of control resulting in another conflict in the geographical
heart of Europe. Here ambiguity might be of some help, in fact, as the
sides will most probably have to avoid clarity in terms of revisiting some
of the key principles of European security architecture. Here the EU’s
own credibility and security hangs in the balance. Having staked its own
credibility on the line in defending these principles, it cannot be seen as
folding under Russian pressure. At the same time the EU needs to tread
carefully in the region.

In a sense the EU has lost both its policy on and strategic partnership
with Russia. They have been replaced with a sanction line where increas-
ingly the main objective is not effecting meaningful change on Russia but
simply preserving the EU’s own unity instead. For the moment, these are
mainly rear-guard activities aimed at preserving the bare minimum of the
EU’s actorness and its preferred vision of international relations in the
world. But as long as the wider aspirations and the necessary cohesiveness
persists, the EU has a chance to restore its relationship with Russia and
its role in the world. If the EU’s failed attempts at constructive ambiguity
with Russia have helped to reach some clarity concerning the essential
trade-offs for the EU, then the experience of the past quarter of century
of a ‘strategic partnership’ between the two need not have been in vain,
after all.
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CHAPTER 9

The EuropeanUnion and India: A Reluctant
Partnership Between Aspiring Global Powers

Emilian Kavalski

Introduction

In an interview in December 2019, Ugo Astuto, the European Union
(EU) ambassador to India, declared his expectation that the controversial
Citizenship Amendment Bill (CAB) will stand up to ‘the high standards
of the Indian constitution’ (The Wire 2019). In the context of widespread
protests against the discriminatory nature of the bill, pro-government
media quickly picked up Astuto’s statement and proclaimed it as a clear
indication of Brussels’ support for the CAB. It is noteworthy that most
Indian pundits chose to overlook that the bulk of the interview was on the
status of the EU-India Free Trade Agreement (FTA), which has remained
stalled almost since negotiations began in 2007 (Khorana and Garcia
2013). Such use of the EU as a legitimating force in ongoing domestic
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political debates is neither new, nor specific to India. In fact, it has been
touted as a crucial aspect of the so-called Europeanizing effects of the EU
in global life. Yet, it seems that in India, such localization of the Brussels-
based bloc has been championed by political formations purposefully
disregarding the very foundations of the EU’s alleged normative power.
Even prior to the CAB controversy, the Indian government appeared
unusually keen to deploy the EU as a trump card against its domestic
opponents. In the wake of the equally divisive scrapping of Article 370
from the Indian constitution in August 2019, which used to grant a
special status to the contested region of Jammu and Kashmir, the office of
the Indian Prime Minister organized a ‘private tour’ of 24 MEPs to the
region. In a time when Indian parliamentarians were banned from travel-
ling to Jammu and Kashmir and political representatives from the region
were either thrown in jail or put under house arrest, the Prime Minister’s
Office hand-picked MEPs from primarily right wing and socially conser-
vative groupings in the European parliament and took them on a carefully
orchestrated tour of the restive province (Choudhury and Dhawan 2019).
The intent was two-fold: firstly, ‘to shape the European narrative’ on the
issue; and, secondly, to demonstrate to the Indian electorate the EU’s
support for the measure (Sharma and Sethi 2019).

These incidents offer a good indication of the character of the
EU-India Strategic Partnership—a lacklustre arrangement between two
partners who have both very different aspirations on the world stage
and understanding of each other. In their public pronouncements, the
EU and India present themselves as two of the key actors shaping the
complex dynamics of international affairs in the twenty-first century. Yet,
they do not share a common vision of what the patterns of world affairs
should look like nor how they should be practised. This produces a rather
peculiar strategic partnership between the EU and India—one that is
neither very strategic, nor really a partnership. On the one hand, both
the EU and India assert that as the largest democracies in the world
they share common values and normative outlook, which in the words
of the former Indian PM Manmohan Singh makes them ‘natural part-
ners’ (Jain 2011: 27; Kavalski 2014: 321). The implication is that these
birds of a democratic feather should have no problem flocking together
around a common strategic vision. On the other hand, the EU and India
remain rather aloof to one another while showering their affections on
other international partners—China, for the EU, and the United States,
for India. In this respect, both Brussels and New Delhi oftentimes not
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only neglect each other’s interests but appear to actively challenge one
another. In fact, Dr. Murli Manohar Joshi, at the time the Chair of the
powerful Public Accounts Committee, went as far as openly declaring
that closer trade and economic ties with the EU ‘will seriously jeopardize
the interests of the Indian people’ (Sengupta 2013; Khorana and Asthana
2014).

Thus, while formally labelled as ‘strategic’, the partnership is more
often than not described as ‘lukewarm’, and ‘reluctant’, and characterized
by ‘mutual neglect’ (Kavalski 2018b). This study traces the evolution of
the bilateral relationship since the end of the Cold War to 2020. The
attention is on outlining the cornerstones of the interactions between the
EU and India. Unlike most analyses, this examination does not blame
the United Kingdom (UK) for the current fraught state of the strategic
partnership between the EU and India—for the former, the UK has been
a difficult member departing from the Brussels-based bloc in 2020 and
for the latter, London represents the colonial metropole that still very
much frames Indian perspectives on Europe (Kavalski 2017). Instead, this
chapter draws attention to the importance of 1999 as a critical juncture,
urging both Brussels and New Delhi to significantly alter their outlook on
global life and each other. Consequently, despite the ongoing emphasis on
shared objectives and common challenges, the 1999 juncture does not
seem to have produced a coincidence of interests between the EU and
India and has led them to espouse divergent visions for the twenty-first
century.

The suggestion is that such divergence reflects underlying contradic-
tions both in the motivations and the international identities of the EU
and India that make their presumed strategic partnership anything but
strategic. As the following sections will demonstrate, the bilateral rela-
tionship is a story of two actors aspiring to global prominence, who—to
their own frustration—find themselves consigned and constrained to play
a leading role only in their respective neighbourhoods. In fact, the bilat-
eral interactions appear only to reinforce this marginalization in global
affairs as neither of the strategic partners considers the other significant
enough to deepen the relationship (Kavalski 2008b, 2010a; Khandekar
2011). While this observation has been noted by other commenta-
tors (Czechowska 2019; Jain and Sachdeva 2019; Kumar 2016; Pandey
2018), the qualitative distinction here is the contention that such a situa-
tion seems to further scupper the prospect for closer relations between the
EU and India despite all the ‘strategic’ rhetoric of their interactions. The



202 E. KAVALSKI

study concludes with a brief assessment and future trajectories of the EU-
India SP in the context of the EU’s SP diplomacy. It will demonstrate
that the next stages of the EU-India SP will very much depend on the
contingent interactions between the three logics of the EU SPs outlined
in Chapter 2.

Process Tracing the EU-India
Strategic Partnership

In theory, Strategic Partnerships (SP) are treated as equalizing arrange-
ments of asymmetrical bilateral relations—that is, an actor with presumed
greater international standing grants a privileged position to a counter-
part, who is (usually) of a lower status in global life (Kavalski 2019). In
such a setting, SPs are also disciplining arrangements in that the weaker
party has both to acknowledge the leadership position of the stronger
actor and to be willing to emulate aspects of the behaviour of that actor
(if not adopt it wholesale). For instance, the EU has used the SPs to
assert itself as a viable economic and political model, offering a meaningful
(and, hopefully, preferred) alternative that can be emulated by others.
The equalizing nature of SPs is closely connected to such willingness
of the weaker party to simultaneously recognize and follow the lead of
the stronger party in the relationship (Blanco 2016; Kavalski 2006). As
such, the policy convergence underpinning SPs tends to be the product
of strategic calculation on behalf of both actors: on the one hand, they
involve the ability of weaker parties to demonstrate that they are deserving
of such trust; on the other hand, they revolve around the capacity of the
stronger actor to maintain its appeal. The gains for the weaker actor are
multiple: they obtain exclusive access to and are recognized as peers by the
stronger actor; at the same time, their status in global life also improves
as a result of such a privileged relationship (Kavalski 2016). In the mean-
time, the stronger actor secures a reliable long-term partner in a pivotal
strategic locale of the world.

Of course, the reality of SPs is far messier than such analytical assump-
tions would suggest. For instance, the SPs of the EU with countries as
diverse as the United States, China and Russia reflect a far fuzzier relation-
ship (Kavalski 2010b). As such cases illustrate, SPs provide entrepreneurial
arrangements for both Brussels and its partners to diminish (if not
fully neutralize) the asymmetries of specific bilateral relationships (Blanco
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2016: 44). At the same time, these SPs reveal a paradoxical ‘asym-
metric (inter)dependence’, which makes Brussels highly contingent on
(if not vulnerable to) its partners’ whims, while the latter incur little cost
for their non-compliance with the EU (Hughes 2007). Furthermore, it
seems that the Eurozone debt crisis has significantly dented the economic
power and influence of the EU—probably, the most important leverage
in its relations with ‘out-of-Europe’ partners such as India. In partic-
ular, it has shifted the ‘external perception of Europe from a zone of
wealth and stability to a continent in crisis looking for handouts from
abroad’ (von Muenchow-Pohl 2012). In the case of India, for instance,
the debt crisis has urged many to question the legitimacy of Brussels’
drive to ‘Europeanize’ world affairs. In particular, it has exposed the poor
economic governance and weak collective response of the EU—trends
that have come to undermine the very core of the European integration
project as well as the EU’s international standing. In fact, the European
sovereign debt crisis turned the tables of the SP when New Delhi pledged
to contribute $10 billion to the IMF’s rescue fund for the crisis-hit
Eurozone (Narendranath 2012).

In this respect, SPs can be treated as a complex, volatile and ongoing
diplomatic dance in which both parties constantly assess, affirm and adapt
their relationship to the contingencies of local, regional and global affairs.
The key feature of such arrangements is their flexibility—in other words,
both parties to an SP need to agree to disagree. Trust, thereby, becomes
a crucial feature of such dynamics. On the one hand, partners need to be
willing to manage ‘unavoidable conflicts so that they can continue to work
together on areas of vital interest’ (Goldstein 2005: 135; Kavalski 2007a:
441). On the other hand, as a goal-oriented and process-driven diplo-
matic tool of ‘cooperation for the sake of cooperation’ (Strüver 2017:
33–37), SPs facilitate ‘hedging against all eventualities, while allowing
for the common pursuit of mutual interests’ (Nadkarni 2010: 46). At
the same time, it should not be forgotten that SPs do not operate in a
vacuum, but reflect the broader spectrum of relations in which each of the
parties is enmeshed. Hence, in contrast to alliances and security pacts, SPs
promote close cooperation without forcing any of the partners to choose
a side in any current or prospective conflict that each one of them might
be involved (Kavalski 2020b).

As already mentioned, the EU-India SP is no stranger to the contin-
gent movements of this complex diplomatic dance and reflects the
vagaries of their privileged, yet asymmetrical and fluid bilateral relations.
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At the same time, it adds its own wrinkles to the consideration of both
SPs, in general, and the SPs of the EU, in particular. To begin with,
depending on the sources, there is a controversy as to who is the initiating
party. According to European sources, the EU-India SP was instigated by
Brussels and is discussed in the context of the evolving diplomatic toolkit
of the EU’s external affairs. Indian sources however tend to treat this as
an Indian enterprise reflecting the growing global stature of New Delhi
(Jain and Pandey 2019; Kavalski 2011a). As such the EU-India SP is
part and parcel of India’s aspiration to overcome the constraints of its
South Asian context and become a fully fledged global power. Yet, as
the relationship develops, it seems that one feature becomes dominant—
both partners to the SP are growing increasingly inflexible towards one
another; a feature which even the rhetorical façade of both the EU and
Indian policy pronouncements finds difficult to conceal.

The ‘Lost’ Decade of the 1990s

The relationship between the EU and India reflects the complex histor-
ical contexts of the connections between Europe and South Asia. For
instance, the European Commission routinely acknowledges that during
the 1960s India was one of the first countries to set up relations with the
nascent European Community (Cameron et al. 2005: 6). Yet, New Delhi
is quick to remind that the interactions could have been closer and more
meaningful had India not been struck out from the 1975 Lomé Conven-
tion due to French apprehensiveness (Allen 2013: 580; Kavalski 2011b:
208). Such developments appeared to confirm Indian perceptions that
the European Community was ‘a self-centred inward-looking economic
giant’ (Swaminathan 1973: 30) uninterested in the pursuit of ‘a new post-
colonial, horizontal, multilateral relationship’ (Singh 1976: 444–445). In
a sign of changing attitudes as well as an attempt to redress such misgiv-
ings, the then European Community signed in 1981 an Agreement for
Commercial and Economic Cooperation with India. The focus was both
on lifting obstacles to trade and ‘the creation of new trading opportunities
through commercial and economic cooperation’ (Boselli 1981: 25). The
Agreement provided the key framework for the bilateral interactions well
into the 1990s and at the same time has set the tone for the economic
focus of the relationship pretty much to the present day.

The key document for the post-Cold War relationship was the so-
called third-generation 1994 Cooperation Agreement on Partnership and



9 THE EUROPEAN UNION AND INDIA: A RELUCTANT PARTNERSHIP … 205

Development. It largely reiterated the economic nature of the relation-
ship by granting a most-favoured nation treatment, while outlining a
range of issues and areas for future cooperation (Kavalski 2009). The
preamble insisted that the main aim of the Cooperation Agreement
is ‘to enhance commercial and economic contacts between India and
the EU [by] creating favourable conditions for a substantial develop-
ment and diversification of trade and industry within the framework
of a more dynamic relationship which will further their development
needs, investment flows, commercial and economic cooperation’ (Euro-
pean Commission 1994: 24). In fact the centrality of economic interests
was intimated by Article 4, which spells out the three main areas of
the EU-India interactions: (i) ‘improving the economic environment in
India by facilitating access to Community know-how and technology’;
(ii) ‘facilitating contracts between economic operators and other measures
designed to promote commercial exchanges and investments’; and (iii)
‘reinforcing mutual understanding of their respective economic, social
and cultural environment as a basis for effective cooperation’ (European
Commission 1994: 26). Within these three areas, the 1994 Cooper-
ation Agreement outlined a set of seventeen targets stretching from
‘improvement in the economic environment and the business climate’ to
‘cooperation in the fields of information and culture’ (European Commis-
sion 1994: 26). In this respect, the EU and India established ten ‘means’
for achieving these objectives ranging from the ‘exchange of information
and ideas’, ‘provision of technical assistance and training programmes’
to the ‘establishment of links between research and training centres,
specialised agencies and business organisations’ (European Commission
1994: 27).

However, despite all the rhetoric of ‘a closer and upgraded relation-
ship’, it was apparent to both sides that the Cooperation Agreement
offered little in terms of deliverables. In fact, the 1994 Cooperation
Agreement made explicit the noncommittal nature of the EU-India rela-
tionship by insisting that rather than formalized and regular interactions,
the EU and India should ‘hold friendly ad hoc consultations’ whenever
they can (European Commission 1994: 30). Thus, despite the publica-
tion of the first ‘strategy paper’ on India in 1996 (European Commission
1996), which provided an extensive list of areas in which the EU and
India could work closely together, for most of the 1990s both Brussels
and New Delhi led parallel existences owing to their distinct adaptations
to the post-Cold War international system. The EU interpreted the fall
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of the Berlin Wall as a unique opportunity for expanding its role on the
continent. For India, the end of the Cold War posed major challenges
reflecting ‘the loss of familiar foreign policy contours’, which allowed
New Delhi to play an ‘exaggerated role’ on the international stage by
‘moralizing about the inequalities of bipolarity’ (Kavalski 2010a: 29).
As a result, despite its alleged broader scope, the 1994 Cooperation
Agreement remained rather fuzzy about the framework of the bilateral
relationship beyond reiterating the potential for economic exchanges.

The 1999 Transformation: A Coincidental Juncture

The claim here is that 1999 marked just such a coincidence in the post-
Cold War trajectories of the EU and India which had a lasting bearing
both on their external outlooks and their bilateral relations. For both
Brussels and New Delhi, the juncture was marked by brief wars—the one
in Kosovo for the EU and the Kargil War for India. At the same time,
the 1999 juncture was made possible by nearly a decade-long foreign
policy experimentation and adaptation. The claim here is that their post-
1999 foreign policy stance indicates a distinct interpretation of Brussels’
and New Delhi’s role in global life and the character of the international
system. At the same time, it is this shift (and, especially, the different
lessons that the EU and India seem to have drawn during the first
post-Cold War decade) that belies the fault lines plaguing the bilateral
relationship (Pan and Kavalski 2018).

For the EU, the operational significance of 1999 is procedurally
indicated by its response to the Kosovo crisis. It was then that the
EU collectively seemed to furnish a rhetorical and policy platform for
addressing the challenge of relevance that it was facing by the end of
the decade. Brussels did this by investing in the sui generis nature of its
political formation through the articulation of a responsibility for main-
taining European security through the enlargement project. In the wake
of the Kosovo conflict, the EU (i) launched its European Security and
Defence Policy (ESDP), (ii) appointed its first High Representative for
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), (iii) delineated the extent
of its outreach leavened by its decision to open enlargement negotiations
with all candidate-countries and initiated accession procedures with the
states of the Western Balkans, (iv) recognized Turkey’s prospective status
as a candidate country, and (iv) consigned the rest of the continent to
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the outskirts of a ‘Wider Europe’, conveniently reframed as the ‘Euro-
pean Neighbourhood’ (Kavalski 2008a). The post-1999 European order
seemed to suggest that for the EU the broader lesson from the experience
of the 1990s was that its purpose in international life is to ‘Europeanize’
world affairs by promoting transparent forms of governance, viable market
mechanisms and strong civil societies. Consequently, the term ‘normative
power’ has become a convenient label for the external agency of Brussels
(Kavalski 2013; Kumar 2012).

For India, the short and decisive 1999 Kargil War with Pakistan seems
to have validated the country’s new-found confidence in the wake of
its 1998 nuclear tests. The five nuclear devices detonated by India in
May 1998 set off a barrage of international criticism. In a stark contrast,
India was markedly unfazed by the international censure. By flaunting
its capacity for ‘pre-emptive response’, New Delhi emphasized that India
should ‘be taken seriously as a player who could inflict unacceptable mili-
tary and diplomatic costs’ (Kapur 2006: 169; Hess 2013: 200). Thus,
in a poignant break with its post-Independence foreign policy tradition,
New Delhi made the strategic choice ‘to rely more on power politics and
less on morality and unilateral restraint in the pursuit of Indian interests’
(Kapur 2006: 23). The assertion was that ‘a country with non-violent
values has little chance to enter the major-power system’ (Nayar and Paul
2003: 105). Consequently, the post-1999 stance of India has strived to
put behind the perceived ‘softness’ and ‘pseudo-secularism’ of the almost
half-a-century-old foreign policy of non-alignment, which ‘twisted India’s
strategic culture into all kinds of absurdities’ and ultimately led to ‘enfee-
bling a once fierce nation’ (Chaulia 2002: 220; Kavalski 2015b: 433).
This re-formulation of India’s external outlook has also morphed into
a powerful ideology for the consolidation of a conflict-ridden domestic
political stage (whose most recent iterations are the CAB and the revoking
of Article 370).

In this setting, while the experience of the first post-Cold War decade
urged both Brussels and New Delhi to radically reconsider their external
outlook during 1999, this shift led neither to a coincidence of views, nor
to closer bilateral relations between the them. Such trend seems to detract
from the experience of some of the other SPs of the EU—in particular,
the one with Brazil (see Chapter 5). Yet, as Dave Allen (2013: 576) had
presciently observed, ‘whilst the EU has sought to make the most of
its post-Westphalian characteristics, India and almost all the other estab-
lished or emerging powers remain firmly Westphalian in their nature and
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outlook’. Many have noted that India cannot afford to be a ‘pacifist and
postmodern island [when it is] surrounded by a hard Westphalian world’
(Telo 2008: 124). Thus, India’s ‘jettisoning of moralpolitik in favour
of realpolitik’ (Jain 2005: 2) in the wake of the 1998 nuclear tests has
provoked ‘disdain in India for the EU’ (Jaffrelot 2006: 5). A good indi-
cation of the normative divergence between the two strategic partners
is demonstrated by their voting patterns at the UN General Assembly
(UNGA). Since 1999 there has been a nearly 60% margin of difference
in their voting patterns, which grows to over 75% when the resolutions
involved human rights issues (Keukeleire and Hooijmaaijers 2013: 120;
Kavalski 2020a). In fact, the bilateral human rights dialogue between the
EU and India has not been held since the election of PM Modi and, for
the time being at least, it seems unlikely that the two partners will be
resuming it any time soon. This divergence in foreign policy outlooks
underpins the contradictions in the international interactions between
India and the EU since 1999, on the one hand, and their SP, on the
other.

Post-1999 Relations: Struggling to Define the Strategic Partnership

It must be acknowledged that there was nothing inevitable about the
strategic decision taken by the EU and India during 1999. In fact, the
start of the new millennium seemed to offer some propitious signs for
the bilateral relationship (European Commission 2001, 2002). To begin
with, since 2000 the EU and India have been holding regular high-level
summits, with the intention to facilitate the development of a shared
strategic vision. Such aspirations appeared reinforced by the 2003 Euro-
pean Security Strategy (ESS) which clearly stated that the EU’s ‘history,
geography and cultural ties give us links with every part of the world…
These relationships are an important asset to build on. In particular, we
should look to develop strategic partnerships with Japan, China, Canada
and India as well as with all those who share our goals and values, and are
prepared to act in their support’ (European Council 2003: 14; Cho and
Kavalski 2015: 441). Reinforcing this objective, Chris Patten, the then
External Relations Commissioner of the EU, proclaimed that the regular
summit-meetings have opened ‘a new chapter in the EU-India relation-
ship’ premised on the appreciation that ‘just as we are changing fast, India
herself is evolving’ and have provided the foundations for ‘a coalition of
interest in addressing global challenges’ (Patten 2004).
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It was therefore encouraging that in 2004, the EU followed on
its commitments and established a SP with India. A senior European
diplomat has suggested that the SP confirms ‘that India is gaining in real
importance for the EU. Before we looked more to China, and saw India
rather as a leader of the developing world. Now it is an equal partner’
(cited in Bava 2008: 248). In this respect, the SP has been promoted
as ‘the starting point of a collective reflection on upgrading EU-India
relations’ (European Commission 2004: 11). What is interesting about
this ‘collective reflection’ is Brussels’ recognition that ‘the institutional
architecture of EU-India relations defined by the 1994 Cooperation
Agreement and the 2000 Lisbon Summit has created a complex structure
of meetings at different levels in virtually all areas of interest and coopera-
tion. It is now time to streamline and increase its effectiveness’ (European
Commission 2004: 10). In this respect, the 2004 SP identified five areas
for the interactions between Brussels and New Delhi: (i) cooperation at
international fora—on multilateralism, human trafficking and migration,
conflict prevention and post-conflict reconstruction, non-proliferation of
weapons of mass destructions, promotion of democracy and protection
of human rights; (ii) economic cooperation—joint sectoral dialogues on
regulatory and industrial policies; (iii) development cooperation; (iv)
intellectual, scientific and cultural cooperation; and (v) cooperation on the
improvement of the institutional collaboration between India and the EU
(European Commission 2004: 3–10). The implicit agenda of this ‘stream-
lining’ was ‘to facilitate bridge-building’ between Brussels and New Delhi
by providing a framework for ‘continuous dialogue… especially, on imple-
mentation of [our] international obligations and commitments, and the
strengthening of global governance’ (European Commission 2004: 4).

However, just as with the 1994 Cooperation Agreement, the 2004 SP
reiterated the noncommittal nature of EU-Indian interactions. It plainly
stated that it is underwritten by the intention ‘to produce non-binding
guidelines for a further deepening of EU-India relations’ (European
Commission 2004, 11. Emphasis added). Such replication of ‘ad hoc’
procedures seemed to confirm the absence of strategic agreement—both
in Brussels and in New Delhi—on the long-term vision for their relations.
At the same time, despite its rationalizing drive, the SP did not produce ‘a
concrete list of mutually-beneficial priorities for day-to-day cooperation’
(Khandekar 2011: 3; Cho and Kavalski 2018: 61). In fact, ever since its
inception, one of the key challenges for the EU-India SP has been the
inability to find a manageable set of issues on which the two partners
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can demonstrate shared strategic concerns and vision. Instead, the EU-
India summits continue to be dominated by an inventory-like catalogue of
issues that provide an ‘exhaustive laundry list’ with ‘no deliverables’, ‘no
goals’, ‘no timelines’, and which merely confirm New Delhi’s perception
that Brussels is ‘a non-credible political actor’ (Schöttli 2014: 128).

At the same time, despite its aspiration for enhanced EU agency in
global affairs, the European Security Strategy made it (bluntly) explicit
that India (and most other areas of the world, for that matter) fell outside
of its immediate security purview. As the policy document proclaimed,
‘even in an era of globalization, geography is still important. It is in
the European interest that countries on our borders are well governed’
(European Council 2003: 11). In this way, the EU seemed to have volun-
tarily constrained itself to ‘external’ action within the confines of the
European continent and its immediate environs. Such developments both
confirmed the framework of the post-1999 European order and reflected
the historical evolution of Brussels’ global outreach. The development of
the EU’s foreign and security policy has become closely intertwined with
the Europeanization of candidate states. Owing to the dominant focus
on enlargement, the EU’s external action has traditionally been treated
largely as coterminous with the transformative potential underwriting the
dynamics of accession-driven conditionality (Kavalski 2007b). This is not
least, because the EU has had very little reasons to develop such capacities
while the Central and East European enlargement was still ongoing for
the better part of the 2000s.

Thereby, it was only with the start of the 2010s—that is, in the wake
of the so-called 2007 ‘big bang’ enlargement to the EU and the subse-
quent Eurozone debt crisis—that the relevance of the EU’s ability to
alter the practices of states (outside of the purview and the prospect
of membership) has been given serious consideration (Cho and Kavalski
2019). It seems, however, that the bulk of popular and policy attention
has been captured by the development of the European Neighborhood
Policy (ENP), which has been further exacerbated by the crisis in Ukraine
and the deterioration in relations with Russia as a result of the annexation
of Crimea. In this respect, the development of EU’s agency in ‘out-of-
Europe’ areas—such as India—is still fairly nascent. Thus, as Michael
Smith (2009, 603) has discerned,

…the status of the EU as a continental model of economic and social
organization might be seen as giving a strong basis for the development
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of European foreign policy, but in many ways the strengths that give the
EU a major role in the European order do not export easily; they are less
immediately appropriate to a fluid and often chaotic world, and this means
that the attempt to project ‘Europe’ into the global arena brings with it
new risks and potential costs.

The Lisbon Treaty was expected to address the insularity inherent in
the EU’s external outreach. It established a President of the European
Council and elevated the status of the High Representative of the Union
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (HR) to a Vice-President of the
European Commission to be supported by the newly minted diplomatic
corps of the European External Action Service (EEAS). These were all
steps intended to strengthen the visibility and coherence of the EU’s
international outreach. As Herman Van Rompuy acknowledged in 2010,
‘until now, we had strategic partners, now we also need a strategy’ (Van
Rompuy 2010). Such statements tend to corroborate the assertion that
the strategic partnerships of the EU had no clear vision for their imple-
mentation. However, the suggested strategic reflection implicit in Van
Rompuy’s acknowledgement is yet to occur. The key impetus of the
Lisbon Treaty was to strengthen the EU’s role in the international arena.
However, as Dave Allen (2013) had suggested, the result was the very
opposite. There was growing institutional infighting between the newly
established President of the Council and the HR (often siding with one
another) and the European Commission, the European Parliament, the
European Council, and the Member States. This wrangling was made
conspicuous by the sluggish development of the EEAS (Allen 2013: 585).

It was therefore not surprising that in the early 2000s the EU ‘hardly
figures on the Indian “radar screen”’ (Jaffrelot 2006: 2). The United
States and China were usually considered to be the key actors on New
Delhi’s foreign policy horizon. Such attitude reflected a growing realiza-
tion that India does not really need the EU (Schmidt 2013: 11). On
the one hand, India found Washington an increasingly receptive partner,
who—unlike the EU—seemed to share New Delhi’s strategic concerns
about the (perceived and real) security threats posed by both Pakistan and
China (Kavalski 2010c). The shared language of ‘hard power’ capabilities
fostered a perception among many that India was ‘becoming Asia’s Amer-
ica’ (Lak 2008: 277; Kavalski 2018a: 91). On the other hand, despite
the strategic anxiety that China seemed to provoke among Indian policy-
makers ever since the 1962 war, many commentators appeared envious of
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Beijing’s ability to ‘establish quickly an international reputation for being
able to look after itself [and, thus] become a “great power”, whereas
India’s potential remains unrealized’ (Kavalski 2012a: 81). In fact, promi-
nent Indian policy-makers and commentators have noted that Beijing
posed a major structural impediment for closer relations between Brussels
and New Delhi. For instance, Shashi Tharoor, then Minister of State for
External Affairs, insisted that ‘despite its human rights rhetoric, the EU
has long favoured China over India: for every euro that the EU invests in
India, it invests e20 in China’ (Tharoor 2011).

The 2016 EU Global Strategy (EUGS) did little to alleviate such
concerns. It insisted on ‘scaling up’ its strategic ambitions in Asia by
developing a ‘more politically rounded approach’ that makes ‘greater
practical contribution to Asian security’ (EEAS 2016: 37–38). Envi-
sioned as a more ‘realistic’ approach to a volatile and dynamic world, the
EUGS promoted ‘strategic autonomy’ and ‘principled pragmatism’ as the
cornerstones of EU’s outreach (EEAS 2016). Just as with the SP, Indian
commentators were quick to point out that both these principles were
pioneered by Indian foreign policy (Jain and Pandey 2019; Horesh and
Kavalski 2014). Thus, some welcomed this move ‘as a long-overdue shift
towards realism in Brussels’ (Mohan 2017), others saw this as a feeble
‘plea for credibility’ in EU’s foreign policy (Kumar 2016: 32). Still others
noted that the EU missed yet another opportunity to learn from Indian
experience in the development of its strategic vision. These commenta-
tors were quick to point out that India is mentioned only twice in the
EUGS, which for them was yet another indication of the ‘bureaucratic
mistrust and political neglect’ that defines the EU-India SP (Jain and
Pandey 2019: 120–122).

Taking account of these sentiments, at the end of 2018 the Euro-
pean Commission issued a new India Strategy Paper, titled Elements
for an EU Strategy on India (European Commission 2018). The paper
stressed that the EU-India SP plays a key role in developing a ‘bal-
anced EU policy towards Asia as a whole’. At the same time, the
new strategy paper outlined a list of 66 ‘proposed actions’ across areas
as diverse as sustainable modernization, multilateral cooperation, trade
and investment, strengthening the rules-based global order, security and
defence cooperation, and clean energy transition. The intent was to
refocus the SP around areas of mutual interests and a ‘flexible and
result-oriented approach’ (European Commission 2018: 15). Yet, the
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intervening months did not seem to suggest any significant improve-
ment in the relations between the two strategic partners; in fact, it
appeared that the EU and India were drifting further apart. Indian foreign
policy-makers continued to be confused about the simultaneous initiatives
unveiled under the auspices of the EU’s bilateral (SP) diplomacy and its
inter-regional diplomacy (as pointed out earlier in Allen 2013: 577). As
a result, a number of Indian commentators observed that New Delhi has
found itself increasingly in positions where it has ‘to counter the agenda-
setting capabilities of the EU’ (Jain and Sachdeva 2019: 311). Such stance
became even more pronounced since the victory of the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) in the 2014 general elections. For Prime Minister Narendra
Modi relations with India’s Asian counterparts (especially, Japan, China,
and Singapore) tend to take priority over relations with the EU (Traub
2014). In particular, India has invested significant strategic capital in the
construction of an ‘Indo-Pacific’ geopolitical zone where it plays a leading
role (alongside Japan, Australia, and the United States).

Not surprisingly, therefore, many in India see the SP as a ‘loveless
arranged marriage’ with the EU (Khandekar 2011; Hess 2013; Zolkos
and Kavalski 2007). In such a relationship, Brussels plays the part of the
ageing partner unable to show empathy to the concerns (nor cater to the
needs) of its younger spouse, while insisting on lecturing New Delhi on
how it should behave itself on the international stage and what are its
appropriate domestic practices. Reflecting on this development, the then
European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker acknowledged that
the stalled FTA agreement with India would be concluded ‘only once
the circumstances are right’ (Juncker 2017; Kavalski 2015a; Walton and
Kavalski 2017). This statement offers a good indication of the current
status of the SP—it not only is not right, but it is nowhere near it. The
SP lacks both shared strategy and common vision, and oftentimes can
hardly be described as a partnership.

Conclusion

It is difficult to fit the EU-India SP in the continuum provided by the EUs
different SPs. As some have noted, the SPs can be distinguished between
the ‘partnerships of necessity’, such as those with China and (formerly)
Russia, and ‘partnerships of choice’ owing to perceived norm conver-
gence, such as those with Canada and Japan (Vivet and de Lalande 2014:
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4). It appears that the EU-India SP is closer to the ‘partnerships of neces-
sity’ both as a result of the country’s rising status and as a counterbalance
to China; in other words, the EU-India SP is very strongly motivated by
the external logic outlined in Chapter 2 as the EU sought to upgrade
the existing infrastructure of dialogues and policy engagements with New
Delhi. However, at the very same time, Brussels justified the EU-India
SP as a ‘partnership of choice’, owing to India’s democratic credentials—
that is, the SP was framed through the identity logic of the EU SPs. In
that way, the EU-India SP backstopped Brussels’ international identity of
‘EUropean exceptionalism’ on the world stage (see Chapter 2).

On the other hand, the EU-India SP seems to offer ample evidence
that Brussels selects its SPs ‘more by accident than by strategic reflec-
tion’ (Renard 2012: 6). While there are plenty of historic, economic and
political rationales backstopping the EU-India SP, there is nothing partic-
ularly compelling about India’s selection for such a privileged relationship.
Thus, especially in the context of their distinct foreign policy interpreta-
tion of the 1999 juncture, it seems that the EU and India find themselves
in an accidental partnership, which they are discovering to be increas-
ingly unpalatable and frustrating. Yet, it is the events of 1999 that appear
to have provided a set of internal pressures leading towards the devel-
opment of a more structured EU approach to key international partners
(see Chapter 2). As such, the internal logic of the EU SPs has prodded
Brussels to opt for a high-level policy device such as the SP to reflect the
distinct internal forces within the EU.

It is therefore the contingent interactions between the internal,
external and identity logics of the EU SPs that backstop the emergence
of the EU-India SP. As the SP has developed it appears that there is
little beyond commercial interests that brings the two strategic partners
together (Kavalski 2016). New Delhi has grown increasingly doubtful
that Brussels understands India’s security considerations, let alone that
it is able (and willing) to offer any meaningful assistance to alleviate
them. Thus, while the EU continues to insist on the global relevance
of its normative power, India’s assertive foreign policy is framed by the
emphasis on hard power capabilities. It is expected that such ideational
discrepancy would continue to hinder the interactions between Brussels
and New Delhi. As one observer noted, ‘despite shared values, the lack
of shared interests on a number of issues will continue to limit coopera-
tion’ (Jain 2011: 230). Thus, perhaps paradoxically, India (together with
its other democratic counterpart Australia) appears to show one of the
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most consistent resistance to the EU’s outreach in Asia, as a whole, and
the Indo-Pacific region, in particular (Murray 2016; Benvenuti 2018).
In this respect, while the external agency of both the EU and India has
been framed by idiosyncratic constructions of proximity, the prospective
pattern of relations between them would continue to be dependent upon
the discursive articulations of geographic and normative contiguity.

In particular, the SP reveals that the EU still remains a ‘bit player’—an
actor with a very limited impact and leverage in Asian affairs (MacFarlene
2004: 14; Zolkos and Kavalski 2008: 47). In other words, the EU-India
SP offers a good illustration of the reactive image of Brussels’ strategic
outreach—that is, it disputes the very the notion of an organized or
systematic EU partnership diplomacy (see Chapter 2). In this respect,
the SP between Brussels and New Delhi confirms that in ‘out-of-Europe’
areas the EU is profoundly challenged by the lack of (voluntary) acqui-
escence with its rules and norms (Kavalski 2018c). What Brussels finds
particularly testing is the need to work for the recognition of its legiti-
macy as a normative power. Such context appears to challenge the EU’s
resilience and its diplomatic ability to adapt and iron out some of the
elements that stand in the way of ‘a comprehensive, differentiated, and
purposeful approach to what is a complex and messy area’ (see Chapter 2).

Thus, the EU is yet to fully comprehend that its capacity to define what
is ‘normal’ in international life depends on the recognition of its external
agency by target states. Such ‘target acquisition’ requires both strategic
flexibility and adaptive, yet explicit setting of goals and priorities through
means that are gradual, continuous and incremental. In other words, the
EU’s legitimacy as a normative power derives from and is embedded in
the practices through which it projects a social purpose in global life. So
far, it does not seem likely that India will be able to articulate any time
soon a meaningful social purpose for its foreign policy within the confines
set up by the ‘European model’ of international affairs (Kavalski 2012b).
If anything, New Delhi’s increasingly geopolitical foreign policy vision
appears to clash with the very tenets of the identity logic backstopping
Brussels’ partnership diplomacy. Therefore, for the foreseeable future the
EU-India SP is likely to continue to gather dust on the foreign policy
shelves in both Brussels and New Delhi as one that is neither strategic,
nor much of a partnership either.
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CHAPTER 10

The EuropeanUnion and China: Partnership
in Changing Times

Andrew Cottey

Introduction

The European Union’s strategic partnership with China is one of the
longest-standing and most institutionalised of the EU’s strategic partner-
ships, having been established in the 1990s and consolidated in the 2000s.
The emergence of the EU-China strategic partnership was striking given
that the EU (a post-sovereign collective of liberal democracies) and the
People’s Republic of China (a Communist developing state with a strong
attachment to state sovereignty) might not be viewed as natural or likely
partners.

This chapter explores the EU-China strategic partnership, focusing on
the time period from the end of the Cold War (1989–1990) to 2020.
The chapter argues that the EU-China strategic partnership emerged and
deepened (even flourished) in a particular set of circumstances defined
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by: the end of the Cold War and the apparent triumph of a liberal
international order; China’s continuing reform and ‘opening up’, which
(at least to many Western eyes) suggested that China might join the
liberal order (or, at least, could live peaceably alongside it); and the
pursuit by the West (led by the US, but also including the EU, Japan
and other Western states) of partnership and cooperation with the major
non-Western powers (China and Russia). Today, these circumstances have
changed radically and consequently the EU-China relationship faces more
difficult times. The liberal international order is challenged as never before
and China’s increasing assertiveness is a significant part of this chal-
lenge. China has now reached a decisive phase in its development, both
domestically and as a global power, and both of these developments raise
troubling questions for the EU-China relationship. Great power relations
are returning to more traditional patterns of conflict, competition and
power balancing, raising difficult questions about where and how the EU
and the EU-China relationship fit into this pattern.

The first section of this chapter traces the evolution of the EU-
China relationship from quiet beginnings in the 1970s and 1980s to the
development of a much more extensive economic, political and arguably
strategic relationship in the 1990s and 2000s. The second section explores
the way in which the return of great power geopolitical competition since
the 2010s has complicated the EU-China relationship. The third section
explores how China’s increasing foreign policy assertiveness has resulted
in a quiet re-calibration of EU policy away from one of ‘China first’ in the
1990s and 2000s to one of developing strengthened ties with other Asian
partners (arguably to counter-balance Chinese power). The fourth section
explores EU and Chinese policies towards and mutual engagement on
global issues, such as trade, climate change and peacekeeping, noting a
mixed pattern of policy convergence in some areas and divergence in
others. The conclusion argues that the EU-China strategic partnership
can be understood through a social constructivist lens, with the partner-
ship helping to project and reinforce both parties construction of new
foreign policy identities for themselves and the two together constructing
a rhetoric of ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’. The conclusion also
discusses how the three logics of EU strategic partnerships identified in
the introduction to this book—internal EU, external international envi-
ronment and role/identity—can clearly be seen in the EU-China case.
The chapter ends by concluding that the much changed global context
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is likely to make the maintenance of the EU-China strategic partnership
significantly more challenging.

The European Union and China:
From Non-Relationship

to ‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership’
The collective EU (or as it then was European Economic Commu-
nity (EEC)) relationship with China can be traced back to the 1970s.
Formal diplomatic relations were established between the EEC and the
People’s Republic of China in 1975 and in 1978 the two parties signed
a Trade Agreement, committing them to support mutual trade. In 1985
the Trade Agreement was replaced by a Trade and Economic Coopera-
tion Agreement, which expanded the range of economic areas in which
there was an in principle commitment to cooperate. This period also saw
the first official interactions between EU institutions—the Commission,
the Parliament and the Council—and their Chinese counterparts (Snyder
2008: 42–120, Kapur 1990: 122–123, 149–151 and 170–174). In prac-
tice, however, the relationship was a rather limited one. Trade between
Europe and China was relatively small in scale. In the context of the Cold
War, Europe and China’s relationships with the United States (US) and
the Soviet Union were far more important than those with one another.

China’s dramatic economic growth and emergence as a major global
economic power in the 1980s and especially the 1990s provided the
context for the emergence of a new and more important relationship
between the EU and China. Trade between the two grew rapidly, with
Europe becoming a major destination for Chinese exports, European
exports to China growing significantly and European companies investing
in China (in particular via the production of components and to some
extent finished goods in China). By the 1990s and 2000s the EU-
China economic relationship was broadly comparable in size to the
US-EU economic relationship. For both the EU and China, the other
became their second main economic interlocutor alongside the US. In
this context, it was always likely that Brussels and Beijing would want to
build-up politico-diplomatic relations in order to manage and shape their
new economic relationship.

Broader political factors, however, also contributed to the develop-
ment of the EU-China relationship. China’s economic rise coincided
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with the establishment of the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy
(CFSP) in the 1990s: engaging the emerging superpower in the east was
an obvious priority for an EU seeking to establish itself as an interna-
tional actor. China’s economic rise would inevitably have political and
geostrategic implications, reinforcing the logic, from a European perspec-
tive, of engaging China. From the international economic institutions
to economic development in Africa to climate change and much else,
China was becoming a major player. If the EU wished to shape policy
in such areas, it needed to recognise China’s growing role. China also
sought recognition of its newfound power and status and developing a
relationship with one of the developed world’s two big power centres
helped to fulfil this goal. Additionally, there were hopes in Beijing that
the EU might help China to balance against US power and American
hegemonism.

The development of the EU-China politico-diplomatic relationship
was to some extent driven by the EU. In a series of official policy papers
on China, published in the 1990s and 2000s, the EU made the case for a
policy of engaging China and advanced proposals for the development
of bilateral EU-China institutions and specific areas in which the two
might cooperate (European Commission 1995, 1998, 2003, 2006). A
first EU-China summit was held in 1998 and summits have been held
most years since then. A wide range of bilateral institutional ties were
put in place between EU institutions and their Chinese counterparts and
various sectoral dialogues and cooperation activities and initiatives were
established. The relationship began to be described by the EU and China
as a ‘strategic partnership’ in the late 1990s and early 2000s, with the
language upgraded to that of ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’ from
2003 (European Union 2003). In 2013 the two adopted an EU -China
2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation, which detailed the areas in which
they intended to develop cooperation, encompassing peace and secu-
rity, economics, sustainable development and people-to-people exchanges
(European Union 2013). As a consequence, over the past twenty-five
years the EU and China have established a very extensive ‘dialogue
architecture’, with a wide variety of meetings, dialogues and exchanges
under three broad headings of political dialogue, economic and sectoral
dialogue and people-to-people dialogue (European Union 2015). The
EU-China strategic partnership now includes more than sixty different
sectoral dialogues (European External Action Service 2019b). In terms
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of EU foreign policy, this institutionalised politico-diplomatic relation-
ship parallels the EU’s relationship with the US and is significantly more
extensive than those with any of the Union’s other strategic partners.

If one simply accepted at face value the diplomatic language of joint
statements from annual EU-China summits, one could be forgiven for
thinking that all is rosy in the EU-China garden and that Brussels and
Beijing do, indeed, share a deep partnership across many areas. If one
looks below the surface, however, the relationship is more complicated
and problematic than the rhetoric of ‘comprehensive strategic part-
nership’ might suggest. First, there remain significant differences and
disagreements between the EU and China. On economic policy and
trade the EU has a large trade deficit with China—e185billion in 2018
(European Commission Directorate-General for Trade 2019: 2)—and
the EU has long-standing concerns about access to the Chinese market,
protection for European investors and what it views as market-distorting
Chinese government subsidies to Chinese producers. On human rights,
notwithstanding the existence of a bilateral human rights dialogue since
1995, the EU has long-standing concerns about the human rights record
of the Chinese regime, while China opposes what it views as Euro-
pean interference in its internal affairs (Kinzelbach 2015). As is explored
further below, there are also significant differences over some geostrategic
and security issues.

Second, although the EU-China partnership is now quite deeply insti-
tutionalised—with various bilateral institutions established and operating
for twenty years or more—the substance and impact of that institutional-
isation can be questioned. It is far from clear that the many EU-China
sectoral dialogues really involve substantive cooperation or result in
changes in either the EU’s or China’s positions or policies. At some
points, further, EU-China summits have been cancelled or have been
unable to adopt agreed statements: in 2008 China cancelled the EU-
China summit in protest at then French President Nicolas Sarkozy’s plans
to meet with Tibetan spiritual leader the Dalai Lama1; in 2016 and 2017
differences over China’s disputes with its neighbours in the South China
Sea meant there were no joint statements from the EU-China summits
(EURACTIV 2016; VN Express 2017).

1The summit would have been held in France because France at that point held the
six-monthly rotating Presidency of the EU Council.
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Some attempts to institutionally strengthen the EU-China relationship,
further, have been unsuccessful. In 2006 the EU and China agreed to
negotiate a Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) to replace the
outdated 1985 Trade and Economic Cooperation Agreement as the legal
and institutional basis for their relationship, but differences prevented the
conclusion of an agreement and the idea has been quietly shelved (Men
and Balducci 2010). In 2012 the EU and China agreed to include a
Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI, initially referred to as
a Bilateral Investment Treaty [BIT]) to update and replace member states
existing BITs with China. The proposed CAI impacts sensitive economic
issues (European Parliament 2019). A CAI was concluded in late 2020,
but the agreement was controversial and it was unclear whether it would
be ratified by the European Parliament. A balanced assessment of the
EU-China relationship as of the late 2010s would suggest that the EU
and China have made significant progress in establishing an institution-
alised bilateral politico-diplomatic relationship, that the two partners share
certain common interests and perspectives (in particular, in terms of main-
taining a broadly multilateral international order), but that the rhetoric of
‘comprehensive strategic partnership’ belies enduring differences between
the two (Christiansen et al. 2019).

The EU, China and the Return
of Great Power Geopolitics

To some extent both the EU and China have treated their bilateral rela-
tionship as if it were free-standing, independent of wider great power
relations, geopolitics and the global balance of power. In reality, however,
no relationship involving two major actors is, or can be, separate from
larger geopolitical questions. The wider context for the development
of the EU-China relationship in the 1990s and 2000s was the end of
the Cold War, the apparent triumph of liberalism and consolidation of
a liberal international order, and a period in which both China and
Russia were reforming their economies and at least in part democratising
(certainly in Russia’s case and potentially in China’s case). Great power
relations appeared to be moving in a more peaceful and cooperative direc-
tion, with observers suggesting the emergence of a new great power
concert. In this context, the EU’s policy towards China was one of
engagement, designed to support reform within China and integrate
China into the liberal international order. This aligned with the policies of
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the US, Japan, Australia and Southeast Asian states, who were also trying
to engage China along similar lines (Shinn 1996).

The EU and the US, furthermore, were also pursuing a parallel strategy
of engagement with Russia (on the EU’s efforts to engage Russia see
Hiski Haukkala’s chapter in this volume). This larger context allowed the
EU-China relationship to remain relatively free from potential complica-
tions arising from great power relations and power balancing: the US,
the EU and other Western powers were united in pursuing policies of
engagement towards China and Russia; China and Russia were in large
part willing to reciprocate Western engagement; and considerations of
classical balance of power politics (which great powers might be aligned
with one another against other great powers) moved to the background.
However, more traditional balance of power considerations were never
entirely absent, as illustrated by the issue of possible European arms
sales to China. The EU and the US imposed arms embargoes on China
in response to the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre. In 2003–2004
China tried to persuade the EU to lift its embargo. A lifting of the EU
embargo could hypothetically have resulted in future conflict scenarios,
over Taiwan, for example, in which the US might face a China armed
with European weapon systems. The US strongly pressed its European
allies on the issue and succeeded in persuading them not to lift the arms
embargo—which remained in place as of 2020 (Casarini 2007).

By the late 2000s and 2010s the global context of the EU-China rela-
tionship had changed significantly. Material power had shifted towards
the non-Western world, with the continued economic growth of China,
but also of other large developing countries. Hopes for political reform
in China had dissipated, while Russia had returned to authoritarianism
under President Vladimir Putin, leading Western observers to describe
the two as resurgent authoritarian great powers (Gat 2007; Brands 2018).
Both China and Russia increased their defence spending significantly in
the 2000s and 2010s, modernising their militaries. In various contexts,
both China and Russia were both more willing and more able to chal-
lenge the West and Western influence. In the Syria war, from 2015 Russia
deployed air forces in support of the Assad regime, tipping the balance in
the conflict against the regime’s opponents. Both Russia and China also
backed the Assad regime in the United Nations Security Council, using
their veto to oppose potential resolutions criticising the Assad regime
or authorising the use of force against the regime. In Africa and Latin
America, China and latterly Russia began to expand their economic and
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political influence. Russia’s 2014 intervention in eastern Ukraine and its
annexation of Crimea was a major turning point in Russo-Western rela-
tions, with the US and the EU imposing economic sanctions on Russia
and NATO putting in place new plans to defend its Central and Eastern
European members (on the evolution of EU policy towards Russia since
2014 see Hiski Haukkala’s chapter in this volume).

Although there was no comparable single turning point in the US
(and wider Western) relationship with China, Beijing’s policy in the South
China Sea, where in 2009 it announced a territorial claim encompassing
most of the sea, followed up with naval activities and military installa-
tion building designed to support that claim, had an important impact
on other states’ perceptions of China. In the 2010s, the Obama admin-
istration implemented a so-called pivot to Asia, designed to strengthen
US political, economic and military engagement with Asia: although
the administration argued that it was not seeking to contain China, it
was clear that the policy was largely driven by the perceived need to
counter China’s rising power (Shambaugh 2013). The Trump administra-
tion’s formal National Security Strategy document, adopted in December
2017, bluntly stated that ‘China and Russia challenge American power,
influence, and interests, attempting to erode American security and pros-
perity’, arguing that previous policies of engagement had failed and must
be replaced with policies recognising the reality of great power compe-
tition with China and Russia (United States 2017: 2–3). The Trump
administration’s introduction of extensive tariffs on Chinese imports
deepened the growing tensions in Sino-American relations.

By the late 2010s, observers were describing both the US-China rela-
tionship and the West-Russia relationship as ‘new Cold Wars’ (Legvold
2016; Rennie 2019). Although the parallels with the original US-Soviet
Cold War could be questioned, that great power relations had entered
a more conflictual era was beyond doubt. If the liberal international
order faced external challenges from authoritarian powers, it also faced a
major internal challenge in the form of populism within Western democ-
racies. The United Kingdom’s June 2016 Brexit referendum vote, the
election of Donald J. Trump as US President in November 2016 and
the rise of populist parties in many European countries reflected a ques-
tioning of the domestic political consensus which had underpinned a
liberal international order in the West since 1945.

The changed global context raised important questions for the EU’s
China policy and EU-China relations. If the EU’s China policy had been
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underpinned by a logic of engagement, by the 2010s the limits of such
engagement had become clear, in terms of both encouraging reform
within China and persuading China to modify its foreign policy. In 2016
and 2019 the EU adopted new China policy papers, significantly different
in tone from its earlier China policy papers (European Commission and
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy
2016, 2019). The 2019 paper stated that ‘China is, simultaneously, in
different policy areas, a cooperation partner with whom the EU has
closely aligned objectives, a negotiating partner with whom the EU needs
to find a balance of interests, an economic competitor in the pursuit
of technological leadership, and a systemic rival promoting alternative
models of governance’ (European Commission and High Representative
of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 2019: 1). Although
the two papers advocated a policy of continued engagement with China,
they argued that the EU’s relationship with China must be based on more
reciprocity, especially in the economic sphere. How far China would be
willing to address European concerns about issues such as market access
and protection of intellectual property rights remained to be seen.

The growing strategic competition between the US and China also
raised questions about where the EU places itself vis-à-vis the world’s two
leading powers and the implications for the EU-China strategic partner-
ship, as well as for the long-standing transatlantic alliance. One scenario
might involve the EU aligning largely with the US, likely triggering
a downturn or a rupture in the EU-China relationship. An alternative
scenario might see the EU aligning more closely with China, triggering
a downturn or a rupture in the transatlantic alliance. More likely, prob-
ably, the EU may seek to maintain its relationships with both the US and
China and avoid a dichotomous choice between the two.

In the late 2010s, three particular issues brought the EU’s dilemma
to the fore: trade, climate change and the Iran nuclear deal (the 2015
agreement concluded between Iran and the six major powers to prevent
Iran from developing nuclear weapons). In all three areas, the Trump
administration’s opposition to multilateralism united the EU and China
in support of multilateral approaches to these issues. The Trump admin-
istration imposed trade tariffs on both the EU and China, announced its
intention to withdraw from the 2015 Paris climate change agreement and
withdrew from the Iran nuclear deal and began to pursue a policy of ‘max-
imum pressure’ against Iran. At their 2018 summit, the EU and China
issued a strong statement of support for multilateralism, in particular in
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relation to trade and climate change (European Union 2018). The EU
(and Germany, France and the United Kingdom—the three European
signatories of the agreement with Iran) also joined with China and Russia
in maintaining support for the Iran nuclear deal, despite US pressure to
join it in abandoning the agreement. Some observers argued that if the
US retained its unilateralist approach it was likely to push the EU and
China closer to one another (Patrick and Feng 2018).

On balance, however, there are strong arguments to suggest that
Europe and the EU will retain closer, stronger relations with the US, than
they will with China. The US and European countries share a long history
of partnership stretching back to the Second World War and earlier;
NATO provides a key institutional link with the US and remains central to
European security; and as democracies the US and European states have
core systemic values in common. In contrast, China remains an authori-
tarian communist state and the rhetoric of EU-China strategic partnership
hides important differences across a range of international issues. By the
late 2010s, the intensification of authoritarian measures under President
Xi Jinping, the worsening human rights situation in Xinjiang (where an
estimated one million or more people from the Uighur minority are
believed to be detained in prison camps, according to many reputable
Western sources) and prolonged mass protests in Hong Kong in 2019
and 2020 and the imposition of a new Chinese national security law on
Hong Kong in 2020 all suggested that the future of the EU-China rela-
tionship was unlikely to be entirely smooth. A US withdrawal from NATO
or a more general US retreat from multilateralism (including institutions
such as the WTO) might be game changers that would more fundamen-
tally re-set the balance of the US-European-China triangle. Even if the
US withdrew from NATO and retreated into unilateralism or isolationism
more generally, however, this would not necessarily result in a European
turn towards China: the EU might equally likely find itself facing troubled
relations with both the US and China rather than aligned more closely
with China than with the US.

An additional factor relevant to the EU-China relationship is the EU’s
relationship with Russia. Through the 1990s and 2000s, the EU treated
its relationships with China and Russia as parallel but largely separate poli-
cies. By the 2010s, however, China’s Belt-and-Road initiative—involving
significant Chinese investment in European states and in transport and
trade infrastructure linking Europe and China (including via Russia)—was
having an increasing impact on the geopolitics of the Eurasian landmass.
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Increasingly close political, economic and military cooperation between
China and Russia reinforced a sense of the Eurasian continent being re-
made, with Europe reacting to others’ initiatives rather than shaping the
process (Economist 2019). Against this background, some observers inter-
preted arguments by French President Emmanuelle Macron that the EU
need to re-engage with Russia and find a way to draw Russia fully into
the European order as partly driven by the desire to establish Russia as
a buffer against China (Gressel et al. 2019; Nixey 2019). Given that
China was likely to be the dominant partner in the Sino-Russian alliance,
Russia might also view an improved relationship with the EU as useful
in countering Chinese power (Economist 2019). While one could hypo-
thetically see the appeal for both Brussels and Moscow of a strengthened
EU-Russia relationship in balancing against China, the obstacles to such
an EU-Russia rapprochement remained substantial, including continued
differences over the Ukraine conflict (and the former Soviet space more
generally) and the renewed military confrontation between Russia and
NATO since 2014.

The EU, China and Asia: Beyond ‘China First’
Through the 1990s and 2000s, the EU pursued its strategic partnership
with China largely separately from any wider EU Asian policy and avoided
its relationship with Beijing becoming entangled with larger Asian geopol-
itics. De facto the EU pursued a ‘China first’ policy: bilateral relations
with China were developed ahead of those with other Asian states; the
expansion of institutionalised EU-China ties outpaced similar ties with
the EU’s other Asian partners. China’s increasing assertiveness within
Asia and other Asian states’ growing concerns about the implications of
China’s rise, however, have triggered a quiet re-calibration of EU policy.
This policy shift was alluded to in the EU’s 2016 Global Strategy docu-
ment, which stated that the Union would ‘deepen and scale up our
security role in Asia’. According to the EU Global Strategy, in parallel
with its partnership with China, the EU would ‘deepen its economic
diplomacy in the region’, working towards free trade agreements with
Japan, India and ASEAN agreement, and ‘develop a more politically
rounded approach to Asia’, expanding partnerships, including on secu-
rity, with Japan, South Korea, Indonesia and others (European Union
2016: 40–41).
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Since the mid-2010s the EU has significantly ramped up its political
and economic relations with other Asian states, especially Japan, India and
Australia, as well as with ASEAN and its members. In 2015 EU member
states agreed a new policy for enhanced cooperation with ASEAN (Euro-
pean Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy 2015). The EU has also concluded Partnership
and Cooperation Agreements (PCAs—general frameworks for political
and sectoral cooperation) with Indonesia (in 2009), Vietnam (2012),
the Philippines (2012), Singapore (2013), Thailand (2013, although
suspended by the EU until democracy is restored in Thailand following
a military takeover in 2014) and Malaysia (2015) and is negotiating a
PCA with Brunei. The EU concluded Free Trade Agreements (FTAs)
with Singapore (2013) and Vietnam (2015) and is negotiating FTAs with
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Thailand. Efforts to strengthen
ties with Japan lead to the signing of an Economic Partnership Agree-
ment (EPA, a free trade agreement) and Strategic Partnership Agreement
(SPA) in July 2018. The SPA commits the EU and Japan to dialogue
and cooperation on a wide range of foreign and security policy areas
(European Union/Government of Japan 2018). The EU also sought to
enhance relations with India, with annual EU-India summits restarted
in 2016 after a four-year gap, resulting in the adoption of an EU-India
Agenda for Action 2020 (Mohan 2018; see also Kavalski, this volume).
In 2018 the EU adopted a new strategy on India, which called for the
strengthening and institutionalisation of relations across the spectrum and
the possible negotiation of an SPA similar to that with Japan (European
Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs
and Security Policy 2018). With Australia, the EU concluded a 2017
Framework Agreement as a long-term basis for enhanced dialogue and
cooperation (including a regular dialogue on foreign and security policy
issues) and is negotiating an FTA (Selivanov and Casarini 2018).

Although EU policy documents and statements on relations with other
Asian states do not mention China, China’s rising power is the elephant
in the room which explains the EU’s efforts to strengthen ties with other
Asian states. The EU’s 2018 strategy paper on India states that ‘a strong
partnership with India is key for a balanced EU policy towards Asia as
a whole’ (European Commission and High Representative of the Union
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 2018: 1). Likewise, the EU’s 2015
policy paper on relations with ASEAN states:
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The EU has a strategic interest in strengthening its relationship with the
Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN). A strong, cohesive and
self-confident ASEAN proceeding with its own integration is good for
regional stability, prosperity and security and creates new opportunities
for cooperation on regional and global challenges… A united and self-
confident ASEAN is key to ensure that regional challenges are addressed
in a rules-based manner. (European Commission and High Representative
of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 2015: 1)

Similarly, the joint statement from the 2017 EU-Japan summit declared:
‘(W)e remain united by our common values of democracy and the rule
of law and by our determination to promote together an open and fair
global economy that benefits everyone. These are the foundations of our
political and economic Strategic Partnership for peace, prosperity and a
rules-based international order’ (European Union/Japan 2017).

Although the EU is very far from pursuing a Cold War-style policy of
seeking to contain China, it nonetheless appears that it is, albeit quietly,
bolstering its relations with other Asian states in order to counter China’s
growing power and assertiveness. Over time, the result is likely to be
a more balanced EU Asia policy compared to the de facto ‘China first’
policy of the 1990s and 2000s. In some areas, further, the EU has been
more openly willing to criticise China. On the South China Sea disputes,
since the mid-2010s the EU has pursued an approach which has effec-
tively criticised China, calling for restraint by all parties and efforts to
resolve the disputes in multilateral frameworks such as the UN Conven-
tion on the Law of Sea (UNCLOS), which China opposes (Cottey 2019;
European External Action Service 2019a). Some EU member states, such
as Greece and Hungary, have been wary of antagonising China over the
South China Sea (in part because they benefit from Chinese investment
in their countries) and the issue has been divisive within the EU (Fallon
2016; Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2016). As noted,
above differences between the EU and the China over the South China
Sea were a factor behind the failure to agree joint statements at the 2016
and 2017 EU-China summits.

The EU-China relationship is thus now one of a set of bilateral
relations with other Asian states, as well as increased EU multilateral
engagement with Asia (in particular ASEAN), in a way which was not the
case a decade ago. The EU’s new engagement in Asia could be viewed as
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challenging by China and may generate tensions in the EU-China rela-
tionship (as over the South China Sea). To date, this quiet re-calibration
of EU Asia policy has not fundamentally disrupted the EU-China rela-
tionship, but it remains to be seen how this dynamic will play out in the
longer term.

Global Challenges: Sino-European
Convergence or Divergence?

Both the EU and China view themselves as global players, with the right
to input into how global challenges are addressed and particular contribu-
tions and strengths to bring to the table. The global presence and activism
of the two powers, however, raise questions over how far their approaches
converge or diverge and the extent to which they are likely to be able to
collaborate in addressing global challenges. Since China’s era of reform
began in the late 1970s it has gone from being an isolationist critic of
existing international institutions to an increasingly active participant in
most of these institutions and, now, to a degree at least, re-shaping their
policies and practices. During the same period, the EU has developed
its CFSP, with a strong emphasis on multilateralism and international
norms and institutions as the centrepiece of EU foreign policy. At the
2019 EU-China summit, the two parties reaffirmed ‘their commitment
to multilateralism, and respect for international law and for fundamental
norms governing international relations, with the United Nations (UN)
at its core’ and ‘to uphold the UN Charter and international law, and
all three pillars of the UN system, namely peace and security, develop-
ment and human rights’ (European Union-China 2019: para. 1). While
both the EU and China may be viewed as committed to multilateralism,
there are important differences in their approaches. The EU’s approach is
arguably an in principle commitment to multilateralism, including a will-
ingness to accept constraints on state sovereignty, underpinned by the fact
that the EU is itself a multilateral institution in which its member states
pool and accept constraints on state sovereignty. In contrast, China’s
approach to multilateralism is heavily embedded in state sovereignty, with
China reluctant, both in principle and in practice, to accept constraints
on state sovereignty (most obviously in relation to human rights but also
in other areas such as trade).

Some analysts argue that China’s approach to multilateralism is essen-
tially instrumental: China is willing to work with and through multilateral
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institutions when they serve its interests, but will bypass or oppose multi-
lateral institutions if they do not align with Chinese interests (He and
Feng 2015; Kolmas 2016). Maull (2019) argues that this is an inter-
national version of the distinction between the ‘rule of law’ principle
underpinning Western democracies and the ‘rule by law’ concept empha-
sised by the Chinese Communist Party, with latter rooted in power rather
than norms and institutions. An additional distinction is that while both
the EU and China claim to support multilateralism, China also strongly
emphasises multipolarity, which implies in particular the emergence of
other power centres (such as China and Russia) to counter US hege-
mony in the international system (Womack 2004). Multilateralism and
multipolarity are not necessarily incompatible, but China’s emphasis on
multipolarity as a means of countering US hegemony clearly differs from
Europe’s long-standing alliance with the US (notwithstanding periodic
European reactions against perceived American hubris).

An examination of various major global policy issues reveals a
mixed pattern of convergence and divergence in European and Chinese
approaches. In the area of trade, since China’s economic reforms and
opening up to the world from the late 1970s, both China and the
EU have been supporters of broadly free trade and multilateral insti-
tutions to underpin the international trade system—symbolised above
all by China’s accession to the WTO in 2001 and the EU’s support
for that accession. Nonetheless, the EU has on-going concerns about
access to the Chinese market and government-supported subsidies to
Chinese industries, while China continues to seek Market Economy Status
(MES) within the WTO, which the EU opposes in light of its concerns
(Christiansen et al. 2019: 95–98). On climate change, over a twenty-year
period the EU and China’s positions have converged. The EU has led
global calls for action on climate change, but has shifted from arguing
for ‘hard’ legally binding greenhouse gas (GHG) emission targets (an
approach opposed by China) to supporting ‘soft’ targets in the context of
an overall global agreement—the latter approach embodied in the 2015
Paris climate change agreement. China has shifted from arguing that the
developing states such as itself should be largely excluded from GHG
emission reduction targets to recognition of the necessity of action by
all states. Consequently, the EU and China have found common cause
in defending the Paris agreement in the face of the Trump administra-
tion’s decision to withdraw from the agreement. The two partners have
also developed bilateral cooperation on climate change, with the EU,
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in particular, provide financial and technical support for climate action
projects in China (Torney 2015). Ironically, however, both the EU and
China may now face the gap between their shared rhetorical commit-
ment to addressing climate change and their ability to achieve the scale
of GHG emission reductions necessary to avert worst case climate change
scenarios.

Issues of peacekeeping and intervention also illustrate a mixed picture
of convergence and divergence in European and Chinese approaches. On
peacekeeping and intervention, European states have long been signifi-
cant contributors to a variety of operations, in some cases United Nations
peacekeeping operations, since the 1990s and 2000s NATO’s interven-
tion in former Yugoslavia, Afghanistan and Libya and more recently the
US-led coalition operation against Islamic State in Syria. Since the early
2000s, further, in the context of its Common Security and Defence
Policy (CSDP), the EU has undertaken 35 peace support operations
(as of 2020), in particular in the Balkans and Africa (although most of
these have been small in scale and many civilian rather than military)
(European External Action Service 2020). Since the 1980s, China has
gone from being strongly sceptical of military intervention (including
peacekeeping) to being a leading contributor to UN peacekeeping (both
in terms of troop contributors and the UN peacekeeping budget). In
this context, China and European states have found themselves working
alongside one another in some peacekeeping operations (such as in Mali),
as well as in counter-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden (Duggan
2017). While there are elements of convergence in European and Chinese
approaches to peacekeeping and intervention, however, there remain
important differences. China’s approach remains strongly rooted in state
sovereignty, requiring the support of the governments of the countries
involved, whereas the European and EU approach reflects a logic of liberal
peacebuilding, implying intervention in defence of a larger liberal project
and a post-sovereigntist approach to intervention (Richmond et al. 2011).
The differences in European and Chinese approaches could be seen clearly
in the Syria war: European states and the EU have been strongly critical
of the Assad regime, while also, in the case of a number of European
states, joining the US-led intervention against Islamic State; China has
been a backer of the Assad regime (albeit less prominently than Russia and
Iran), including being willing to use its veto in the UN Security Council
to oppose measures against the Assad regime (Calabrese 2019).
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The experience of the last twenty to thirty years suggests that EU and
Chinese approaches to global challenges and global governance are likely
to remain characterised by a mixed pattern of convergence and diver-
gence. Trade and climate change may continue to provide important areas
of commonality between the EU and China. The underlying systemic
difference between a Europe of democracies and communist-ruled China,
however, are likely to impose substantial constraints on the extent to
which the two will truly be partners in addressing global challenges.

Conclusion

Since the 1990s the EU and China have invested significantly in their
bilateral relationship, establishing a quite highly institutionalised relation-
ship and to some extent substantive cooperation with one another. Social
constructivist theoretical approaches to international relations and foreign
policy, with their emphasis on identities, norms and the processes through
which these are produced and re-produced, can help us to understand this
(Hopf 1998; Katzenstein 1996). From this perspective, both the EU and
China have been engaged, since the 1990s, in processes of constructing
new foreign policy identities for themselves: for the EU, of itself an
international actor based on the CFSP and with a particular emphasis
on supporting international norms and institutions; for China, of itself
as a re-emerging great power and a central actor in world politics. For
both the EU and China the establishment of their strategic partnership
helped to legitimate and reinforce the identity projects at the heart of their
respective foreign policies. In this sense, the EU-China strategic partner-
ship was a mutual recognition pact: each recognised the status of the other
and their strategic partnership reinforced their status. Together, further,
the EU and China constructed a vocabulary of ‘comprehensive strategic
partnership’: rhetorically at least the partnership was real, substantive and
important. As this chapter has suggested, however, the substance was
sometimes, arguably even often, less than the rhetoric.

This chapter has argued that the (social) construction of the EU-China
strategic partnership in the 1990s and 2000s took place in a context which
was amenable to such a partnership: the end of the Cold War seemed
to herald the emergence of a liberal international order and a period
of great power cooperation; China was reforming (even, potentially,
democratising); and the US and the EU were pursuing policies of engage-
ment towards China and Russia, which both countries welcomed. As
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this chapter has explored, since the 2010s these dynamics have changed
and they create a significantly more challenging environment for EU-
China relations. The liberal international order is under serious stress from
without and within, great power relations have become more confronta-
tional (with both the US-China and West-Russia relationships sometimes
now described as Cold Wars) and China has experienced an authoritarian
re-assertion under President Xi. The EU and China arguably still share
significant common interests, in areas such as trade, climate change and
nuclear non-proliferation, but differences between them have grown since
the 1990s and 2000s. Growing tensions between the US and China may
face European states and the EU with choices as to how closely they
align with Washington or Beijing, although they will surely seek to avoid
a dichotomous choice if at all possible.

The EU-China case also sheds light on the three logics of strategic
partnerships identified in the introduction to this volume. First, in terms
of the internal logic of the EU, the EU-China strategic partnership reflects
the long-term evolution of EU foreign policy. The EU-China relation-
ship in the 1970s and 1980s was initially a limited economic relationship,
conducted on the European side primarily by the European Commis-
sion, at a point when EU foreign policy was largely economic and trade
policy. From the 1990s, with the development and institutionalisation
of the Common Foreign and Security Policy, the EU-China relation-
ship gained a substantial political dimension, with member states and the
European External Action Service (EEAS) playing a greater role alongside
the Commission. The heavy institutionalisation of the EU-China relation-
ship noted in this chapter is also arguably a reflection of an internal EU
logic: as organisation with institutions at its core, it is hardly surprising
that the EU seeks to project this institutionalism outwards in its rela-
tionships with other actors, including strategic partners. Second, in terms
of the external logic of the international environment, this chapter has
argued that the 1990s and 2000s constituted an environment that was
conducive to the development of the EU-China strategic partnership,
underpinned by the apparent triumph of the liberal international order
and the idea of engaging China. In contrast, challenges to the liberal
international order in the 2010s—including China’s shift towards greater
authoritarianism internally and greater assertiveness internationally—have
created a much more problematic context for the EU-China strategic
partnership. These dynamics seem likely to continue in the 2020s. Third,
in line with the social constructivist logic suggested above, the EU-China
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strategic partnership has had an important identity/role dimension for
the EU, supporting the Union’s projection of an identity or role as a
significant global actor—and, as noted, performing a similar mirror image
function for China. In the 1990s and 2000s, these three logics largely
aligned, helping to underpin the development of the EU-China strategic
partnership. Since the 2010s, the external environment has become less
conducive to that partnership and the EU and China’s identity projects
have drifted apart.

Through the 2010s and into the COVID-19 crisis which began in
2020, the increasingly authoritarian character of the Chinese regime
domestically and China’s growing assertiveness internationally triggered a
significant shift in European attitudes to China. Observers suggested that
there was a new European consensus around the problematic nature of
China as a partner and the need for Europe to pursue a more robust policy
towards China (Oertel 2020). As of 2020, whether and how European
states and the EU might translate this apparent consensus into substan-
tively different policies towards China remained to be seen. At minimum,
the EU-China strategic partnership is likely to remain a more challenging
one than was the case in the 1990s and 2000s. In extremis, an escalation
of US-China tensions or a major crisis (over, say, Taiwan or the South
China Sea) could fracture the EU-China partnership entirely.
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CHAPTER 11

The EuropeanUnion-South Africa Strategic
Partnership: Aligning Interests
in aMulti-Layered Environment

Talitha Bertelsmann-Scott

Introduction

The EU-South Africa Strategic Partnership is distinctive, both because it
constitutes the only bilateral SP pursued by the EU in Africa and because
it is a relationship between the EU and what it sees in part as a major
developing (as opposed to emerging) country. From the early 1990s, in
the wake of the end of apartheid and the emergence of a new South
Africa, the relationship has been through a number of fluctuations, with
periods of significant development interrupted by periods of stagnation
and apparent erosion. In important respects, these fluctuations reflect
the shifting balance between the internal politics both of the EU and
of South Africa, the tension between South Africa as a bilateral partner
and a regional power, and the impact of broader global challenges. These
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elements form central parts of a multi-layered policy formation and nego-
tiation environment, creating a series of tensions and potentially disabling
linkages. As such, they provide a distinctive insight into the three logics—
internal, external and identity—identified as underlying the EU’s SPs
more generally, and add a powerful regional dimension to the analysis.

In this chapter, the focus is on this set of fluctuating forces, and on
the ways in which they have played out in EU-South Africa relations.
How does the shifting balance of forces in a multi-level context help
us to account for the fluctuations in the scope, scale and impact of the
partnership? This question links with the key volume themes relating to
the functions and motivations, the policy focus, the institutionalisation

Table 11.1 Timeline of EU-South and Southern African negotiations and
Summits

Year SA-EU TDCA negotiations/EU-SADC
EPA negotiations

SA-EU Strategic Partnership Summits

1994 TDCA negotiations initiated
2000 TDCA enters into force with South

Africa having a longer timeframe
within which to reduce its tariffs to
EU imports

2002 EU-ACP EPA negotiations launched
2005 Five-year review of TDCA and launch

of the EU-SADC EPA negotiations.
South Africa forms part of the talks as
an observer

2006 The SADC EPA group put forward
their framework for the negotiations
and suggest that South Africa should
participate in the negotiations and also
that South Africa’s tariff commitments
under the TDCA be used as the basis
for SACU-EU tariff negotiations,
subject to the condition that all BLNS’
sensitivities are fully accommodated

The SA-EU Strategic Partnership is
established. The TDCA provided the
legal basis for relations between SA
and the EU. Furthermore, common
interests provide a natural foundation
for a strategic partnership that
significantly enhances existing
cooperation by moving from mere
political dialogue to active political
cooperation on issues of mutual
interest, at bilateral, regional,
continental or global level. (Council
of the European Union) Inaugural
Summit held in Bordeaux, France

(continued)
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Table 11.1 (continued)

Year SA-EU TDCA negotiations/EU-SADC
EPA negotiations

SA-EU Strategic Partnership Summits

2007 EU accepts SADC’s negotiating
framework. WTO waiver Of Lomé
preferences set to expire at end of
2007 placing enormous pressure on
the negotiations. In April 2007, the
EU offers DFQF access to all ACP
countries that are negotiating EPAs,
except for South Africa, on the basis
that an IEPA is signed.
On 23 November 2007, Botswana,
Lesotho, Mozambique and Swaziland
initialled the IEPA with an intention
to secure their DFQF access after 31
December 2007.
Namibia initialled in December 2007
when assurances were received that
contentious issues would be ironed out
after the expiry of the WTO waiver.
South Africa continues to implement
the TDCA

No Summit is held

2008 Parties try and address the most
contentious issues that remained
unresolved at the signing of the IEPA.
These included market access, rules of
origin, MFN clause, export taxes and
agricultural safeguard measures

No summit is held

(continued)

and the impact of strategic partnerships, and relates them to a distinc-
tive set of contexts. The chapter deals first of all with the changing
context for the strategic partnership, and with the nature of the ‘triangle
of forces’ (domestic, regional and global) outlined above. It then moves
on to examine South Africa’s credentials as a strategic partner for the EU,
before exploring the ways in which regional forces have helped to shape
EU-Southern African relationships—especially the nature of relationships
within the Southern African Development Community, which is in itself
engaged in a partnership with the EU, and other regional organisations.
The chapter then looks at the period of stagnation in EU-South African
relations before evaluating the ways in which this reflected the interaction
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Table 11.1 (continued)

Year SA-EU TDCA negotiations/EU-SADC
EPA negotiations

SA-EU Strategic Partnership Summits

2009 Botswana, Lesotho, Swaziland and
Mozambique sign an IEPA, whilst
Namibia and South Africa still remain
outside of this arrangement as their
key concerns were not sufficiently
addressed. These concerns included
fears of a negative development impact
on the region, threats to regional
integration and an erosion of South
Africa’s policy space. During this
period and following Angola remains
satisfied with having ‘Everything But
Arms’ access and does not actively
participate in the negotiations

Second SA-EU Strategic Partnership
Summit held in Kleinman, South
Africa in September 2009. Topics for
discussion included science and
technology and the impact of the
global financial crisis on Africa. Here
the two parties agreed to work
together within the G20 process. The
parties also agreed to push for a
completion of the Doha Development
Agenda at the WTO. Other
discussion areas included climate
change. The communique speaks of a
frank discussion on the SADC-EU
EPA negotiations.

2010 Third SA-EU Strategic Partnership
Summit held in September in
Brussels, Belgium. Similar areas were
discussed as in 2009, with stronger
cooperation emerging in science and
technology, migration and customs.
Recognition of the TDCA Dialogue
Facility that would support the
dialogues under the Strategic
Partnership. The new MDGs were
discussed and South Africa’s role as a
donor and development partner in
Africa within this context. The
SADC-EU EPA is again discussed,
and these discussions are labelled as
‘frank’. Hopes were high that the
negotiations could be completed by
year-end

(continued)

of domestic, regional and global forces and reflecting on the key themes
in the volume as a whole.

Contexts

The roots of the European Union (EU)-South Africa bilateral relation-
ship can be traced to pre-colonial times, when the first Europeans settled
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Table 11.1 (continued)

Year SA-EU TDCA negotiations/EU-SADC
EPA negotiations

SA-EU Strategic Partnership Summits

2011 Fourth SA-EU Strategic Partnership
Summit held in the Kruger Park,
South Africa. The Summit reviewed
the implementation of the Joint
Action Plan and commended progress
in the areas of health and human
rights. It also commended South
Africa for the strong implementation
of EU ODA and its relationship with
the European Investment Bank.
Cooperation on migration and asylum
seekers was discussed. The SADC-EU
EPA is again mentioned and both
parties urged to finalise the agreement

2012 Fifth EU-South Africa Strategic
Partnership Summit held in
Brussels—cracks appear around
mutuality of agenda items. The
communique focused on peace and
security as a starting point, rather
than to refer to progress made under
the Joint Action Plan. SADC-EU
EPA negotiators are urged to expedite
their work. However, the paragraph
reads less optimistically than in
preceding years

2013 South Africa allows Bilateral
Investment Treaties with individual
European Union member states to laps
and open spats between chief
negotiators places a strain on the
SA-EU relationship. South Africa
increasingly focuses foreign relationship
on the BRIC nations that the EU sees
as a threat to its long-standing primacy
in South Africa as its largest trade and
ODA partner

Sixth EU-South Africa Strategic
Partnership Summit held in Pretoria,
South Africa. There was a focus on
job creation in both South Africa and
the EU, with a special emphasis on
Youth Employment. There was
extensive focus on the peace and
security agenda. Again, the chief
negotiators are urged to clear the
final hurdles towards signing the
SADC-EU EPA

(continued)
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Table 11.1 (continued)

Year SA-EU TDCA negotiations/EU-SADC
EPA negotiations

SA-EU Strategic Partnership Summits

2014 The Chief Negotiators finally signed
the SADC-EU EPA. Services and
investment negotiations were set to
continue post-signature

No Summit takes place

2015 Legal scrubbing of text finalised
towards the end of 2015

No Summit takes place

2016 SADC-EU EPA singed in Kasane,
Botswana on 10 June 2016. (Angola
still remains outside of the agreement.
Finally, it only includes the SACU
countries and Mozambique.)

No Summit takes place

2017 No Summit takes place
2018 Seventh EU-SA Summit takes place in

Brussels. This comes after Cyril
Ramaphosa becomes president in
South Africa and has set attracting
foreign direct investment as a key
priority. This Summit also takes place
against the backdrop of the initiation
of the post-Cotonou negotiations

on South African soil in 1652. The relationship has evolved over many
decades into a seemingly important political and economic relationship,
which, on the surface, has deepened since South Africa’s transition to
democracy in 1994. Arguably at that time the relationship was at a high
point: the two parties concluded a trade deal, deepened investment ties
and shared a vision of regional integration in Southern Africa. It was
not surprising that a Strategic Partnership (SP) was concluded in 2006,
making South Africa the only African country to have an SP with the EU.

South Africa remains the EU’s largest trading partner in Africa, and
over recent years the export mix from South Africa to the EU has become
more diverse, to now also include manufactured products and not only
primary commodities. The EU is also South Africa’s largest development
partner with 70% of all of South Africa’s official development assistance
(ODA) coming from the EU. This should, however, be seen against the
backdrop of multiple donors having left South Africa since its economic
status changed to that of a middle-income country. Whereas South Africa
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was always seen as the economic powerhouse of Africa, the donor commu-
nity recognised that apartheid had inflicted many ills on the majority of
the population and that ODA could go a long way towards eliminating
inequality and poverty. However, after twenty years of democracy the
donor community increasingly saw that ODA formed only a tiny portion
of South Africa’s overall budget and started to disengage or change to
programmes that would focus on trade and economic linkages (Masters
2014a: 57).

Masters (2014b: 5) further argues that the SA-EU Strategic Part-
nership and the Joint Action Plan is unique amongst the Strategic
Partnerships in that it continues to treat the SA-EU relationship primarily
as a donor-aid recipient relationship, referring most often to how the EU
can assist South Africa in its development. The Joint Country Strategy
Paper 2007–2013 confirmed this argument as its focus remained on
developing South Africa; the role South Africa plays in the region and on
the African continent was merely given as context and not as a strategic
objective (Council of the European Union 2007). Whereas a number of
dialogues have taken place in a variety of areas, the principal focus in the
SA-EU relationship has been on trade within the context of the Trade
Development and Cooperation Agreement and the Economic Partner-
ship Agreement. It is within this context also that the relationship has
strengthened and weakened over the years.

The EU was the first actor to approach democratic South Africa under
the leadership of President Nelson Mandela for a comprehensive trade and
development agreement. The relationship strengthened during the initial
years of the negotiations but the protracted nature of reaching agree-
ment soon showed that seeing South Africa as a development partner on
the one hand and yet expecting a free trade agreement equal to those
the EU has with other developed nations would always be complicated.
This complication is amplified when South Africa is seen in its geograph-
ical location, surrounded by least developed and developing economies
that have had pre-existing trade arrangements with South Africa. This
underlines the presence of a ‘triangle of forces’—domestic, regional
and global—that can be traced through much of the EU’s engagement
with South Africa, and which has links analytically with the three logics
explored in Chapter 2 of this volume. The EU anticipated that South
Africa would play a dominant and leading role in Southern Africa in all
fields but did not grasp the nuanced approach Pretoria had to take—on
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the one hand it wanted to use its economic strength to uplift its neigh-
bours and yet as the new democracy in the region it could not assume
a leadership role in a political reality within which struggle history and
hierarchy still dominated.

A marked waning of affections between the EU and South Africa took
place after 2006 that transcended the disengagement of other bilateral
donors, and the relationship reached a low point between 2013 and 2018.
If the Mandela administration’s foreign policy (1995–1999) was aimed
at reengaging international partners across the globe after apartheid, the
Mbeki years (1999–2008) saw South Africa’s foreign policy take on an
African focus with his firm belief in the African Renaissance. President
Zuma (2009–2016) was particularly interested in strengthening South
Africa’s relationship with the East and joined the BRICS alliance in 2010,
a year after he becomes president. The Zuma Presidency also soon became
known for corrupt practices and the country entered a period of economic
decline. This fluctuation in South African policy coincided with the EU
struggling to define its role on the global stage and with several develop-
ments in the EU’s internal challenges: in 2016 the UK indicated its intent
to leave the Union, and at the same time several member states suffered
from low economic growth, high immigration and austerity measures
being implemented by national governments.

As a result, the two parties did not host a SP Summit for over four
years—between 2014 and 2018. The appetite for engagement waned as
both parties had domestic and global issues of concern that could not
necessarily be addressed within the SA-EU relationship. However, after
Cyril Ramaphosa took over from Jacob Zuma as president of South Africa
in 2018 a brake was put on the corrupt and disengaged civil service and
President Ramaphosa reengaged old partners in Europe and elsewhere
in an attempt to attract foreign investors and development partners back
to the country. The Ramaphosa administration recognised that the EU
must play an important investment and partnership role in South Africa
in order for the country to overcome economic decline. Meanwhile, the
turbulence caused by Brexit in 2018–2019 has thrown up questions about
the roles of both the EU and the UK: whilst the Union could be seen as
gaining strength due to its solidarity in the face of British demands, there
have been continuing economic and political challenges emerging from
the linkages between economic performance, political populism and the
need to deal with instability in the wider Europe. These have been accom-
panied by turbulence in the wider global arena, particularly in relation to
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US policies and US-China tensions (see chapters by Smith and Cottey in
this volume).

It would be simplistic, therefore, to assume that all challenges facing
South Africa and the EU have dissipated, but within the context of
the SA-EU SP both parties might emerge stronger and more willing to
engage and support one another post deep decline and disengagement.
The chapter, however, is unable to delve into the exact nature of the
current state of the European Union or to discuss the progress made
against corruption in South Africa whilst many state-owned entities are
in steep decline and the economy is heading for a recession. The chapter
will focus on the nature of the relationship between South Africa and
the EU since the inception of the SP in 2006 to date and track the
years of optimism and decline. The chapter argues that the reasons for
disengagement between the two parties were two-fold and that they were
rooted in the contending forces that were identified in this section and
the Introduction. Thus, both parties were going through a period of
domestic crisis that in South Africa meant an ever closer relationship with
the BRIC nations at the cost of its relationships with its traditional part-
ners in Europe and North America; and the SA-EU relationship soured
over South Africa’s participation in the Economic Partnership Agreement
(EPA) negotiations alongside its regional partners in the Southern African
Development Community (SADC).

The second part of the chapter presents an analysis of the creation
of the SA-EU SP, and especially the ways in which EU policy-makers
saw South Africa as a link between regional concerns and broader global
issues. It then further explores the end of the Lomé Convention and the
objective set by the EU in the Cotonou framework to conclude regional
trade agreements with African regional economic communities. South
Africa has always stood out as an anomaly amongst its regional part-
ners having a far more sophisticated economy that could compete on
equal footing with the EU and hence special arrangements have always
been in place to mitigate for this fact. However, having different sets
of trade agreements for the members of the Southern African Customs
Union (SACU) makes agreements technically impossible to implement
and the SADC Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) was an attempt
to find a solution that could accommodate both the strength of the South
African economy and the needs of the other members of SACU (Eswa-
tini, Botswana, Lesotho and Namibia). The chapter then looks at the
conclusion of the SADC EPA and the impact the negotiations had on
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the SA-EU relationship as expressed in the SP.1 The chapter’s conclu-
sion is that perhaps the lesson for any relationship between parties of
different levels of economic strength, regional integration and geograph-
ical realities is that it will strengthen in times of mutual need and decline
in times where national and regional realities have to take priority. As
such, it confirms the impact of the ‘triangle of forces’ identified above
and provides an important additional dimension to our understanding of
the logics underlying strategic partnerships more generally.

South Africa as a Strategic Partner

Alongside its BRIC partners, South Africa became a Strategic Partner of
the EU in 2006 the first and to date the only partner in Africa. Key
underlying principles in the SP from the outset included a recognition of
South Africa’s progressive constitution, which lay the foundation for the
SP, but these were expanded to include other shared key values such as the
promotion of peace and security, human rights, democracy, the rule of law
and sustainable development across both regions. Although there should
arguably be many areas that South Africa and the EU could collaborate
on within the domestic South African agenda as well as the international
agenda within the G20 and other fora, the Strategic Partnership has not
yet been used to leverage these potentials. The SP did establish an over-
arching framework within which all areas of cooperation between the two
parties could be addressed and South Africa named this the Mgobagoba
Dialogue—indicating that the relationship between South Africa and the
EU had now gone beyond just trade issues to include Policy Dialogues,
Sectoral Cooperation, Development Cooperation and Political Dialogue.
Institutionally the SP is supported by the Joint Cooperation Council,
the Ministerial Political Dialogue and the Summits at Heads of State or
Government level.

The SA-EU Strategic Partnership and its Action Plan had at its core the
objective to strengthen institutions as they relate to peace and security and
development. During the 1990s there was a strong correlation between
South Africa and the EU on many common values and beliefs. Existing

1For a detailed timeline of these negotiations at the EU-South Africa and the regional
level, see Table 11.1 at the end of this chapter.
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areas of cooperation included development cooperation, trade and invest-
ment, economic cooperation and science and technology. The Mgob-
agoba Dialogue or Action Plan envisaged that new areas of cooperation
would be developed in areas of environmental cooperation and climate
change, sharing of experiences on EU Regional Policy, Information and
Communication Technology, employment and social affairs, combating
crime, macro-economic dialogue, education and training, cultural coop-
eration and sport and recreation. The EU’s official statements supported
this wide-ranging interpretation of the SP:

Both partners support the struggle against poverty and underdevelopment,
racism and xenophobia, as well as the promotion of equal distribution
of power, influence an opportunity in the global political and economic
systems. South Africa and the EU strongly believe in the primacy of
liberty, peace and security, equality, democracy, human rights, good gover-
nance, tolerance and respect for the rule of law, and are committed to
advancing these values in Africa and globally. Both partners believe in rules-
based multilateralism, the primacy of the UN in global security matters,
sustainable development, the basic economic principles of a social market
economy, free and fair trade and an equitable international economic order.
South Africa and the EU further share a concern for the environment
in general, and climate change in particular. Both partners recognise the
fundamental role of science and technology innovation for development
and are committed to closer cooperation in this regard. (European Union
2007)

Tangible benefits that have accrued for South Africa since the estab-
lishment of the SP included the establishment of the Infrastructure
Investment Programme for South Africa (worth Euro 1 Million) that is
being used to unlock infrastructure backlogs, not only in South Africa but
also within the region. A key objective for all of the EU’s SPs is to focus
on how the strategic partners can unlock or promote greater regional
integration and as noted above the EU had identified South Africa as
a leading actor within Southern Africa on regional integration issues.
However, South Africa’s role within the region is often misunderstood—
including by EU policy-makers. Whereas it is the largest economic actor
and has great interest in opening the markets of its neighbours, this role is
often not welcomed by other Southern African states. South Africa has to
walk a fine line between being seen as the big brother dictating policy to
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other states and acting exclusively in its own interest without the consid-
eration of its regional partners. The sensitivity of South Africa’s role in
SADC and SACU was underestimated by both the EU and South Africa
in 1995 when negotiations started towards a free trade agreement—the
Trade, Development and Cooperation Agreement—that largely ignored
the interests and rights of the member states of primarily SACU but
also SADC. When South Africa later tried to rectify the mistakes made,
within the context of the Economic Partnership Agreement negotiations,
it would lead to a decline in the hitherto strong relationship it had with
the EU. In terms of the argument at the centre of this chapter, this
reflected the tension between regional partnerships in southern Africa and
the more global objectives of the EU, and linked closely with domestic
changes both within the EU and South Africa.

The Regional Dimension

As noted above, the difficulties in the South Africa-EU relationship have
their origins in the SA-EU Trade Development and Cooperation Agree-
ment (TDCA). During the years of the TDCA negotiations (1994–2004),
South Africa maintained the position that it could ill afford to be an
island of prosperity in a sea of poverty. All foreign policy decision and
directions taken in Pretoria thus had to take due cognisance of their
effects on the rest of Southern Africa. Under the first democratic pres-
idency of Nelson Mandela, there was also a desire to extend the model of
democracy followed in South Africa to other international organisations,
key amongst which was the Southern African Customs Union (SACU).
SACU was established in 1910 at the same time that the Union of South
Africa came into being. The organisation was an instrument devised by
the British colonial administration to allow Botswana, Lesotho and Swazi-
land to remain independent from South Africa, not to be subsumed
into the Union of South Africa, but still enjoying the economic bene-
fits of South Africa’s mineral wealth. (Namibia joined SACU in 1990
as an independent member state. Up to this point it had been under
South African administration.) From 1910 to 2002, South Africa domi-
nated SACU and acted without any substantial consultation or policy
sanction from the BLNS (Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia and Swaziland)
countries. A new, more democratic agreement in 2002 changed this situa-
tion, and allowed for consensus decision-making and the express objective



11 THE EUROPEAN UNION-SOUTH AFRICA STRATEGIC … 257

of unified negotiating positions for all future trade negotiations (Gibb
2006).

However, the SA-EU TDCA negotiations were well underway before
the democratisation of SACU and in essence South Africa was negoti-
ating on behalf of SACU. As a member of a customs union South Africa
could not negotiate a free trade area with a third party without impacting
dramatically on the other member states of the customs union. Tariff
offers made by South Africa, would automatically become tariffs that all of
SACU would have to implement, keeping in mind that the vast majority
of produce that enters the SACU area enters via South Africa. The loss
of tariff revenue would have a direct and immediate impact on the fiscal
purse of the BLNS countries. It is, therefore, staggering that South Africa
did not include the BLNS in the TDCA via some mechanism or that the
European Union also never paused to give due consideration to the prob-
lems the TDCA negotiations would ultimately cause in the region. The
focus clearly was more on South Africa’s access to the European market
without much initial focus on how South Africa was expected to recip-
rocate. These did, however, become key stumbling blocks ahead of the
finalisation of the agreement. South Africa was granted a longer imple-
mentation period, but essentially a dramatic tariff reduction did occur
with subsequent negative impact on the collective SACU revenue pool.
According to a complex distribution mechanism, this pool is distributed
amongst the BLNS countries, with South Africa essentially not taking its
fair share. If one were to consider the SACU tariff pool distribution to
the BLNS as ODA, South Africa becomes a significant donor.

At the time of the TDCA negotiations, the BLNS countries had a
very liberal and generous arrangement for access to the European market,
under the Lomé Convention. As members of the Africa, Caribbean and
Pacific (ACP) group of countries, almost all of them former colonies
of the EU member states, the BLNS enjoyed tariff free access for 99%
of industrial goods and a large percentage of commodities and primary
goods. South Africa only became a partial member of the grouping in
1997 and it enjoyed all the political aspects of the accession, but was never
given the same preferential trade access to the EU. The BLNS countries
had a positive trade balance with the EU—a seven-fold higher export than
import ratio (Meyn 2004: 3).

This special market access arrangement was ruled World Trade Organ-
isation (WTO) incompatible as benefits extended to the ACP were not
extended to all WTO countries, nor to all least developed countries
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(LDC). As a result, the Lomé convention was replaced with the Cotonou
Agreement in 2000, which was intended to run until 2020. It is a very
comprehensive agreement that covers all aspects of the ACP-EU rela-
tionship, including political dialogue on peace and security as well as
migration. Under the trade envelope it was agreed that the provisions
of the Lomé Convention would give way to negotiated reciprocal trade
agreements.

As a long-standing proponent and promoter of regional integration,
the EU expressed its ambition that the trade arrangement that would
follow Lomé, should ideally be regional in nature in order to allow for the
strengthening of regional integration efforts within the ACP grouping.
The planned new agreements were named the Economic Partnership
Agreements (EPA). It became clear that the ACP were not going to
be able to negotiate a successor to Lomé as a grouping, but would
have to split into smaller regional blocks. In Southern Africa this caused
great difficulty in deciding on the negotiating configurations given the
overlap in membership that exists between SACU, SADC, the Common
Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) and the East African
Community (EAC). As already noted, it also set up a complicated set of
negotiations which challenged the relative roles of South Africa and other
regional actors.

The five-year review of the TDCA coincided with the launch of the
EU-SADC EPA negotiations. Initially it was not foreseen that South
Africa would form part of these negotiations as it was not a member
of the Cotonou trade provisions. South Africa initially participated as
an observer but then asked to be included in the talks. ‘SA decided to
join the SADC EPA Group negotiations in an attempt to, inter alia,
lessen further fragmentation in SADC and harmonise the trade relations
between SACU and the EU especially in relation to the common external
tariff of SACU. South Africa also wanted to align the TDCA with the
EU-SADC EPA and improve on its preferential agricultural market access
into the EU’ (DTI 2016: 6).

Therefore, in 2006, the framework for the EU-SADC EPA negotia-
tions included South Africa and started from the understanding that the
TDCA would form the basis of the negotiations. It took the European
Union more than a year to agree to South Africa’s inclusion, which placed
enormous pressure on the negotiations once they resumed, as the WTO
deadline for the end of the Lomé preferences was given as December
2007: ‘Due to pressure to conclude market access negotiations before
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the expiry of the WTO waiver for Cotonou on 31 December 2007, the
EU and the SADC EPA group decided to negotiate in two phases. Phase
I was to agree on an interim EPA (IEPA) covering trade in goods whilst
Phase II was envisaged to negotiate a full EPA covering also the so-
called new generation issues such as trade in services, intellectual property
rights, competition, government procurement, and trade and sustainable
development’ (DTI 2016: 6). In April 2007, the EU offered duty-free
quota free (DFQF) access on all products except for rice and sugar, orig-
inating from ACP countries negotiating EPAs. South Africa would not
have access to this provision. The DFQF access was scheduled to enter
into force immediately after entry into force of the IEPA, which was
envisaged to happen on 1 January 2008. (ICTSD 2007: 1)

However, signing up to the IEPA in and of itself became contentious
as the overlapping of existing arrangements, such as Everything but Arms
(EBA) and the TDCA, placed less pressure on South Africa, Angola,
Mozambique and Lesotho to sign, whereas Botswana, Swaziland and
Namibia urgently needed to have some form of agreement in place to
ensure their continued access to the EU market. Again, if not all of SACU
were going to sign up to the IEPA, it would threaten the integrity of the
customs union as the five member states would be governed by three
separate agreements in their trade with the EU, which to date remained
SACU’s largest trading partner. Interim measures to differentiate would
have to be introduced at all ports of entry and careful inspection of
shipments would have to be introduced at border-crossings. Instead of
promoting regional integration, the EPAs were now seriously threat-
ening the collapse of the world’s oldest customs union and would cause
irreparable damage to Southern Africa’s integration agenda—an outcome
clearly at odds with the aims of the EU-South Africa SP.

In sum, South Africa’s participation in the EU-SADC EPA had
become inevitable and was perceived as a good opportunity to address
the mistakes made during the TDCA negotiations—not only from the
perspective of South Africa negotiating on its own but also in terms
of having given away too much access for little return in agricultural
coverage of the agreement. However, it did not count in the BLNS’s
favour. Instead of being treated as a group of LDC and developing coun-
tries, they were instead caught in the crossfire between the EU and South
Africa. The negotiations became very difficult as both these parties refused
to back down on a number of issues and it would eventually take person-
ality changes within the negotiating teams to open up the deadlocks and
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progress towards reaching a mutually beneficially EU-SADC EPA. Instead
of the SA-EU Strategic Partnership serving as a guiding light and positive
influence on the EPA negotiations, the difficulties within the EPA talks
had a negative impact on the SP.

The finalisation of the SADC-EU EPA (2016) finally brought some
stability and commonality to SACU in that all of its member states now
have the same trade agreement with the European Union. South Africa
ultimately benefitted from participating in the negotiations. The inclusion
of South Africa in these negotiations was an important acknowledgement
that Southern Africa’s economic well-being and future development are
intrinsically linked to South Africa. Although the negotiations took many
years of hard talks and threats of collapse and walk-outs, SACU with
Mozambique now has an agreement that allows for the region to grow
its exports to the important market of the European Union, without
facing too many risks that the most vulnerable amongst them, namely
Lesotho and Mozambique, would be exposed to uncompetitive practices.
For South Africa and the EU there could now be a period of consol-
idation of the Strategic Partnership without the negativity of the trade
negotiations spilling over to other fields. At the same time, however, a
range of domestic factors was at work and had led to a stagnation of the
SP itself. This is an important element in an explanation of the fluctuating
fate of the SP and is the concern of the next section.

The Strategic Partnership in the Doldrums

Writing in 2012 on the outcomes of the fifth EU-South Africa Summit,
one commentator already hinted at the difficult road ahead for the
relationship, whilst also underlining its multi-level nature:

The Brussels summit, while deepening the partnership, was held in a some-
what volatile environment. It represented a reality-check for both parties’
ambitions. The EU’s model has lost some of its credibility. South Africa
is both a donor and, to a lesser extent, an aid recipient. Its partnership
with the EU is still a mix of jointly designed development focused efforts
and peer-to-peer cooperation. This duality seems to be here to last. […]
Finally, given Pretoria’s preeminent role in Africa, the young EU-South
Africa strategic partnership has a very strong African regional dimension.
Pilot measures and successful models of cooperation experimented in the
framework of the partnership could well serve other countries in Africa
as well as other regional powers, making of this relationship a sort of
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laboratory to engage other pivotal actors in a globalised world. (Helly:
6)

During the 2012 and 2013 Summits, it became increasingly clear that
the European Union itself was experiencing difficulties with its inte-
gration agenda. The EU economies still struggled to strengthen after
the 2008 financial crisis with growth levels stagnating and unemploy-
ment rising. The common currency, the Euro, came under threat from
defaulting member states, including Italy and Greece. The height of this
crisis was in 2011, but the shockwaves of its impact started to bring
about a deeper resentment towards the EU from countries hit hardest
by austerity measures and bailouts. In addition, the first glimpses of the
pending migration crisis were on the horizon, with a steady stream of
refugees arriving in Europe. The flow escalated in 2015 when thou-
sands of refugees attempted to enter the EU from war-torn countries,
many arriving by boat. Thousands more perished at sea and the world
stood horrified when images of drowned children made headlines around
the world. These early problems have developed into a much larger and
more multi-dimensional crisis in Europe with the United Kingdom (UK)
having notified the EU of its intention to leave the union after a national
referendum that was won by the Brexit camp. The Brexit crisis gripped
Europe during 2018 and 2019, but was linked to a broader crisis of
authority in many member states. Populism increased in many member
states with calls for closures of EU borders to more migrants and even
calls for the reintroduction of internal EU borders in order to control
the movement of refugees that enter via one port but aim to reach the
richer countries of Germany and Sweden. At the same time, the escalation
of the US-China trade war, which spilt over into transatlantic relations,
created a new sense of crisis at the heart of the EU’s commercial existence
(see Chapter 5 in this volume). In terms of the argument in this chapter,
such developments posed challenges at all levels of the EU-South Africa
partnership.

In South Africa, Jacob Zuma took over the presidency in 2009,
marking the start of a steady but yet dramatic decline for the country.
Growth rates could not keep up with population growth and young job
seekers were poorly equipped by the country’s education system to find
employment in a shrinking economy. Sectors that traditionally absorbed
labour, like the mining industry, were in steady decline and no new areas
showed promising signs of growth. Against this backdrop corruption
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emerged and has found foothold in many part and levels of government
with municipal governments badly affected. By 2014 suspicions rose that
corruption and state capture were present within the highest levels of
government with Jacob Zuma himself being accused of letting outsiders
influence his decision-making. It was inevitable that after yet another
cabinet reshuffle that saw the trusted and respected Pravin Gordhan being
removed as Finance Minister in 2017, South Africa was downgraded to
junk status by some of the leading global rating agencies. This crisis culmi-
nated in an early exit for Jacob Zuma from the presidency with his deputy
taking over the reigns. President Ramaphosa took office aiming to project
an image of cleaning up the mess left by State Capture but the damage
done will take many years to rectify.

Under President Zuma, South Africa’s foreign policy and trade and
investment policy had undergone a shift away from traditional partners in
Europe and in the United States to seek out like-minded countries in the
South. Foremost amongst these is the BRICS alliance that South Africa
joined in December 2010. Although punching above its weight within
a grouping that consists of economic giants like China and India, South
Africa’s participation within the grouping has given it a strong foothold
in Africa and has allowed South Africa to strengthen trade and invest-
ment ties with the new partners. The BRICS have launched their own
development bank that aims to disburse funding for sustainable infras-
tructure projects in member states at a much faster pace than traditional
multilateral development banks. The first seven projects have already been
initiated. A next objective is to establish a BRICS rating agency that could
serve as a counter-weight to the significant power that traditional rating
agencies yield over developing countries. In addition to seeking closer
ties with the BRICS partners, South Africa also made the decision to
let its bilateral investment treaties (BITs) with individual EU members
lapse. This was the cause of great concern to the EU states, and they
warned South Africa that this could lead to de-investment and decrease
the appetite for new investments into South Africa. South Africa viewed
this step as critical as it feared being challenged on domestic legislation
that is discriminatory in nature but aims at addressing the injustices of
apartheid by giving preference to companies that are black-owned (Soko
and Qobo 2017).

The net result of these trends was a challenge to key assumptions of the
EU-South Africa partnership. At the domestic level, a crisis of legitimacy
and political authority in the EU was paralleled by turbulence in South
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African politics. At the same time, the interaction between the EU and
the wider southern African region was questioned by the emergence of
new aid and investment patterns both in the Union and in South Africa,
whilst at the global level there were shifts of power and attention that
affected both of the partners in different ways. Whilst it might be argued
that the Ramaphosa government stood for a more substantive partner-
ship with the EU, this was overlaid with developments at the level of the
BRICS grouping and in South Africa’s regional role, to create a new and
demanding diplomatic landscape.

Conclusion

Amongst the EU’s roster of strategic partnerships, that with South Africa
is unique in that it does not speak to the general objectives of the Strategic
Partnership approach as many of the others might. In terms of the part-
nership’s overall texture, it appears that the two parties have not as
yet been able to transcend the past relationship of donor-recipient and
where this has been pursued in the area of trade and regional integra-
tion the Strategic Partnership has been unable to give broader context
or leadership to the SA-EU relationship. In fact, the SP suffered due to
intense trade negotiations that were complex given South Africa’s unique
geographical position. The EU would have liked to use South Africa’s
influence to encourage other countries to sign up to the EPAs and to
use the process to strengthen regional integration. However, as argued
above, the reality of South Africa’s economic strength and strong Euro-
pean interest—both offensive and defensive—made it near impossible to
reach agreement. With the SADC EPA now being implemented and with
a new president at the helm in South Africa the EU and South Africa can
look forward to new levels of engagement within the SP. Hopefully the
parties can now develop mechanisms of support in times of crisis and take
the EU-SA Strategic Partnership to a level of global import.

The level of regional diplomacy and negotiation is thus critical to an
understanding of the ways in which the EU-South Africa SP has devel-
oped, and to an evaluation of its fluctuations over the period since 1994.
As we have seen, however, this level has to be analysed in the context
of two other key levels of EU-South Africa engagement. The first is that
of domestic politics and economics, and this chapter has traced the ways
in which the changing balance of domestic forces has affected both of
the partners. The second is that of the global arena, and the chapter
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has assessed the ways in which shifts of power and attention at this level
have helped to shape the EU-South Africa partnership. It is clear that the
management of this multi-level context, with its attendant linkages and
tensions, has been at the heart of the EU’s approach to South Africa, but
it is also clear that the EU has had to adapt its approach to significant
developments in South Africa’s approach to its global and regional role.

Whilst this might be true of all SPs in different ways, it has a sharp and
continuing impact in EU-South African relations; in terms of the initial
question posed in this chapter, it is clear that the scope, scale and impact
of the EU-South Africa SP have strongly reflected the ability and inclina-
tion of the partners to manage multi-level diplomacy in pursuit of agreed
objectives. In terms of the overall themes at the centre of this volume, it
is clear that the EU-South Africa SP has reflected a tangled set of moti-
vations on both sides, which have been underlined by the institutional
complexities of regional integration and negotiation processes, and by
challenges to the regional and global roles of both parties. These judge-
ments link strongly with the three logics identified in Chapter 2—internal,
external and identity—and demonstrate the ways in which regional as
opposed to bilateral relationships can constitute an important intervening
variable in the evolution of SPs. Given the uncertainties of a post-COVID
world, and the continuing processes of change in southern Africa, this
condition is likely to persist if not to strengthen in the foreseeable future.
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PART IV

ReachingOut for Strategic Partnerships
Beyond the BRICS



CHAPTER 12

The EU andMexico: The Strategic
Partnership in the Context of the Global

Agreement

Roberto Dominguez

Introduction

Despite asymmetries, geographical distance, and a low level of interde-
pendence, the EU-Mexico relationship has been resilient in adapting to
the challenges posed by regional and global transformations since the
mid-1990s. Even before the design and implementation of EU Strategic
Partnerships (SPs), Mexico and the EU had already concluded the
Economic Partnership, Political Coordination and Cooperation Agree-
ment (or Global Agreement–GA) in 1997 to address trade deviations
produced by the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and
to increase strategic coordination in the context of the uncertainties of the
end of the Cold War. When the EU’s SPs were implemented in the 2000s,
the EU-Mexican relationship was already one step ahead, and rather than
producing a significant transformation, the SP consolidated a relationship
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where both parties had worked for at least a decade in a coordinated
fashion in the international arena.

Based on the numerous questions raised in the introduction of this
book, this chapter inquires whether the SP between the EU and Mexico
has strengthened the bilateral relationship and produced instruments to
enhance the legitimacy of the EU in times of increasing nationalism
and nativism (Snyder 2019). To provide elements that answer this ques-
tion, the chapter is structured in three sections. The first section explains
how the EU and Mexico have revisited their bilateral cooperation in
the past three decades with the negotiation and implementation of the
GA and the SP. The second focuses on the role of the SP in the bilat-
eral relationship and how both parties have aligned their positions to
cooperate in promoting multilateralism at the global level and collabo-
ration in the regional agenda in the context of the CFSP agenda on the
cases of Colombia, Haiti, Cuba, and Venezuela. The third section exam-
ines the performance of the EU-Mexico institutions and mechanisms of
dialogue that facilitate the bilateral relationship. The elements provided
throughout the chapter lead to the argument that the EU-Mexico SP
should be explained in the context of the broader bilateral relationship,
which transcends the SP and includes the GA. In this regard, despite
the modest volume of their trade relations, the rationale of the EU and
Mexico relationship is largely explained by a pragmatic approach that
allows both parties to adapt to the changing circumstances, finding in the
GA and the SP mechanisms to reinforce their coincidental worldviews in
the regional and international arenas. Such a conclusion lends weight to
both the external and the identity logics explored in Chapter 2 of this
volume.

Pragmatism and Adaptation

The overarching approach of the international liberal institutionalist
agenda that the EU and Mexico share today has been subject to contes-
tations and conflicts in the past, particularly in the areas of the economy,
democracy, rule of law and human rights. After embracing the import-
substitution model for several decades and developing an authoritarian
political system, Mexico shifted to a political and economic transfor-
mation in the early 1990s that converged with the goals of the EU
and gradually paved the way to develop a shared perceptions of “like-
mindedness” (Atanassova-Cornelis and Hellendorff, this volume). This
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coincidental juncture (Kavalski 2016; Kavalski, this volume) aligned the
interests of the EU and Mexico to enhance their relationship.1 The
Administration of Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988–1994) cemented Mexi-
co’s economic liberalization by embracing the open regionalism model,
in which the central principles were opening new markets for Mexican
products and attracting foreign investment (Villarreal 2017). For Europe,
Mexico became more critical, not only due to the size of its economy and
its relevance as the second largest EU trade partner in Latin America but
also because Mexico was shifting its economic and political strategies. In
the economic area, Mexico shared the EU vision in favour of free trade
and the multilateral rules-based system of the World Trade Organization
(WTO). In the realm of democratization, in the negotiation process of
the GA, Mexico was reluctant to adopt the Democratic Clause, which is
standard in EU international agreements. Only when Mexico accepted
the Democratic Clause in 1996, could the EU and Mexico continue
negotiations to conclude the GA (Whitehead 1997). To reinforce liberal
practices, under the Administration of Vicente Fox (2000–2006), Mexico
signed most of the international instruments for protecting human rights.
After 2006, even though levels of violence related to organized crime
increased in Mexico, procedural practices of democracy have become the
norm in the political system, which still faces challenges in the area of
rule of law. In sum, the political and economic transformations in Mexico
have facilitated embracing the rules and norms embedded in the GA.

The GA is more than a free trade agreement. With a mandate to
institutionalize political dialogue, enhance trade and economic relations,
and deepen cooperation, it has marked the EU-Mexico relationship for
two decades. The GA has led to substantial increases in trade volume,
regular dialogues, and political cooperation. In contrast to the North

1Framed in a context where the global order was facing deep transformations after
the end of the Cold War, the EU and Mexico revisited the best strategies for inserting
themselves in the wave of globalization in the 1990s. Their responses were the Treaty of
Maastricht and the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), respectively, and the
subsequent questions were whether or not to reinvigorate the EU-Mexico relationship.
The 1995 Paris Declaration outlined an ambitious plan to intensify EU-Mexico relations,
and the Council of the EU adopted the directive of negotiation for a new agreement
in June 1996. The EU and Mexico signed the GA, in Brussels, in December 1997.
The European Parliament approved the GA in May of 1999, as did the EU Council, in
September of 2000. The Mexican Senate approved it in March 2000 and the Agreement
officially entered into force in October 2000.
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American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), one of the crucial innova-
tions of the GA is the creation of institutions: The Joint Council, the
Joint Committee, and other appointed Special Committees. On the other
hand, trade relations have grown more than 300% since the EU-Mexico
FTA, one of the three components of the GA, was established in 2000,
with bilateral trade reaching a record of e65.3 billion in 2018, and trade
volume growing each year since 2014. The EU represented 8.6% of Mexi-
co’s total trade in 2018 and was its third largest trade partner, after the
United States (62.3%) and China (10.2%) (DG Trade 2019). From the
European perspective, Mexico was the twelfth largest trade partner of the
EU and represented only 1.7% of its total trade. The trade balance has
been consistently in favour of the European Union—between e7.1 billion
in 2003 and e13.3 billion in 2018. In the case of services, EU exports
amounted to e9.8 billion and imports to e5 billion in 2016 (DG Trade
2019).

While the EU-Mexico GA was being implemented, the EU was in the
process of designing the SPs as a frame for conducting EU’s relationships
with regional and global powers. Noticeably, and in contrast to the GA,
the SP bears a symbolic value but no legal weight (Renard 2015). The
2003 European Security Strategy (ESS) initially acknowledged Canada,
China, India, Japan, Russia, and the United States as key partners. In
2008, the Report on the Implementation of the ESS incorporated South
Africa and Brazil but again did not mention Mexico (Council of the Euro-
pean Union 2008). From official statements, there is no evidence that the
negotiation of an SP with Mexico was planned in comparison to other
SPs, which is understandable due to the bilateral GA. Instead, it seems
that it was an adaptation in the design of the EU SPs. Mexico signed the
SP in 2008, right after the EU signed the SP with Brazil, and South Korea
was identified as a strategic partner to complete ten SPs in 2010 (Ferreira-
Pereira and Guedes Vieira 2016). From the Mexican perspective, the SP
added a political tool that contributes to reinforcing existing mechanisms
of cooperation and comprehensively stimulated bilateral dialogues, while
the GA and its modernization have been the main driving force of the
bilateral relationship.

With the duo of the GA and the SP as pillars of the EU-Mexico rela-
tionship, a second coincidental juncture emerged in the 2010s. Mexico
and the EU revisited the alternatives to explore how to deal with the chal-
lenges of the post-2008 financial crisis and the increasing role of China in
global trade. Other events such as Brexit, the election of Donald Trump,
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and the renegotiation of NAFTA accelerated the start of negotiations for
modernizing the EU-Mexico GA. The EU and Mexico decided to explore
the possibilities for a comprehensive update to their GA, and in partic-
ular, its trade pillar, in the context of the first CELAC-EU Summit in
Santiago de Chile, in 2013. The modernization of the GA is significant
because it reflects the political will of the EU and Mexico to provide an
updated legal framework for areas of common interest that (1) were not
included in the GA; (2) were contemplated in a limited way; and (3)
needed to be adapted to internal transformations in Mexico, the EU, and
the international arena (Del Río and Saavedra Cinta 2018).

The EU-Mexico relationship responded and adapted to the new
circumstances of the regional and international environment between
2016 and 2018 with the conclusion of the modernized EU-Mexico agree-
ment in 2020. Both parties agreed in principle while some details were
still subject to discussion in 2019. All in all, the EU and Mexico have
gradually adapted to the changing international circumstances and found
common ground for cooperation since the end of the Cold War. Despite
significant asymmetries in their levels of political, social, and economic
development, the EU-Mexico relationship has been resilient and a cata-
lyst for further cooperation for more than two decades: from the 1997
GA to the 2008 SP and to the 2020 modernized GA.

After preparatory work was completed, formal negotiations to
modernize the GA were launched in May 2016, ending in principle
April 2018 after nine rounds of negotiation (Rodríguez-Piñero Fernández
2018). From 2018 to May 2020, Mexico and the EU worked on the
2018 agreement in principle and finalized the text of the modernized
GA in 2020. In Similar to the negotiation process of the original GA,
negotiations were complicated, but not highly contentious. Forty nego-
tiation proposals were submitted by the EU (Harte 2018), with disputes
arising in a variety of areas—the members of the European Parliament
and civil society organizations repeatedly expressed their concern for
Mexico’s ability to respect human rights and deter the rising impunity
related to drugs and migration. On the other hand, the modernized
agreement included new policies and mechanisms of cooperation: such
as the Strategic Partnership, the establishment of the Joint Parliamen-
tary Committee (EU-Mexico JPC), the continually expanding scope of
High-Level Dialogues (HLD) (Dominguez 2014), and the adoption of
the Investment Tribunal System (European Commission 2018). Also, the
modernized agreement added the following eight additional items: (1)
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anti-corruption; (2) transparency; (3) trade and sustainable development;
(4) technical barriers to trade; (5) trade remedies; (6) small and medium
enterprises (SMEs); (7) animal welfare and antimicrobial resistance; and
(8) energy and raw materials (Ecorys 2015). All these new additions to
the GA expanded the scope of the legal and institutional framework to
adapt it to the new circumstances of the twenty-first century.

Among other innovations in the area of trade, the new agreement
would remove customs duties on trade in goods resulting in the eventual
liberalization of 99% of tariff lines (including full liberalization of trade
in industrial goods). In the area of agricultural goods, more than 85% of
tariff lines would be fully liberalized, while specific sensitive sectors (such
as dairy and meat) would remain subject to specific restrictions (including
quotas and tariff-rate quotas). The modernized agreement would also
protect an additional 340 European Geographical Indications (Bosse and
Korosteleva-Polglase 2009) in Mexico. Also included were chapters on
rules of origin (including for cars), trade facilitation, trade remedies, tech-
nical barriers to trade, and sanitary and phytosanitary rules. On services,
the modernized agreement would make it easier for EU firms to do
business in Mexico (including in the maritime transport, telecommuni-
cations, and financial sectors), while protecting the rights of both parties.
In further attempts to enhance transparency and consistency, the modern-
ized agreement included the EU’s new Investment Court System (ICS),
together with provisions to encourage and protect investment. On public
procurement, which represents new opportunities for business and invest-
ments, Mexico committed to entering into negotiations with its states to
offer greater access for EU bidders.

In the light of the content of the modernized GA, the overall expec-
tation is that the predictability in the EU-Mexico relationship will be
reinforced. A Commission Impact Assessment determined that a compre-
hensive and ambitious modernized Agreement could increase EU GDP
by 0.01% annually by 2028, as well as render improvements in social
and environmental standards (Rodríguez-Piñero Fernández 2018). On
the other hand, the GA may contribute to ameliorating the uncertainty of
external factors such as the United States, Mexico and Canada Agreement
(USMCA). The USMCA is an updated version of the nearly 25-year-old,
trillion-dollar NAFTA and includes major changes relating to the auto
industry and new policies on labour and environmental standards, intel-
lectual property protections, and some digital trade provisions (Office of
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the United States Trade Representative 2020). The effects on EU compa-
nies will be limited and vary from sector to sector and even from company
to company; they will also reflect their capacity to adapt to certain
USMCA provisions, particularly on rules of origin (higher North Amer-
ican content), geographical indications and voluntary export restraints
(competition). The main effects will be for EU companies trading with
Mexico, in particular carmakers, food and drink exporters, and dairy
producers (Titievskaia and Pietsch 2018).

The modernized GA will very likely reinforce the stability of the
Mexican legal framework for the operation of European companies in
the trade area, and the shared worldviews of decision-makers in the EU
and Mexico. Since the GA came into force, the practices in the bilat-
eral relationship have opened spaces for communicating concerns without
causing any major disruption. From the European Parliament to the
EU Delegation to Mexico, EU actors have raised their concerns about
human rights abuses and impunity in Mexico. However, more important
is the fact that the legitimacy of the GA has not been questioned and,
from the policy perspective, there is significant evidence that a common
understanding has allowed the EU and Mexico to adapt to new circum-
stances by providing new mechanisms of collaboration and cooperation at
the regional and multilateral levels, as will be explained in the following
sections.

Strategic Partnership: A Political Framework

The implementation of the GA opened new and numerous avenues of
cooperation between the EU and Mexico. While the GA is one of the
most developed and comprehensive mechanisms of EU foreign policy, the
SP reinforced the relationship between Mexico and the EU. In contrast
to the GA, the SPs are EU instruments designed to deepen coopera-
tion with key partners in efforts to preserve the values and interests of
the EU at the global level (Cîrlig 2012). In 2008 Mexico became the
second country in Latin America, after Brazil, to become a SP of the EU.
At the IV Mexico-EU Summit, held in Lima, Peru, in May 2008, the
leaders of Mexico and the EU announced their intention to form a SP.
On July 15, 2008, the European Commission presented a communication
to the European Council and the European Parliament, recommending
the establishment of a SP between the EU and Mexico. The Council of
the EU issued conclusions on endorsing the partnership on October 13,
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2008, the European Parliament issued its favourable opinion on March
12, 2009, and then Mexico formally became a strategic partner of the
EU.

While the main framework of the economic, political, and cooperation
relationship is based on the GA, the SP has enhanced bilateral dialogue.
In order to guide the EU-Mexico relationship, both parties agreed to the
SP Joint Executive Plan in May 2010 (Council of the European Union
2010), which attempts to operationalize the goals of the bilateral agenda
at the bilateral, regional, and multilateral levels of common interest. The
essence of the concept of the SP is that of a framework that reinforces
the political will of the parties to intensify consultations and dialogue
and, where appropriate, achieves closer cooperation. From the thematic
perspective, the SP EU-Mexico aims at producing greater coordination
on global, regional and bilateral issues, and it is based on four axes: (1)
Political aspects such as democracy, human rights, the rule of law, cultural
dialogue, and regional integration; (2) security aspects such as the fight
against terrorism, organized crime, drug, and human trafficking; (3) envi-
ronmental aspects such as climate change and natural catastrophes; and
(4) socio-economic aspects such as investment and social responsibility,
innovation and intellectual property rights, open markets, food prices,
and maritime policy (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2019b). From
the perspective of the levels of cooperation, the SP Joint Executive Plan
focuses on three main areas: multilateral, regional, and bilateral. Given
the suggested areas of cooperation by the SP and its Executive Plan, the
evaluation of the EU-Mexico relationship in the context of the SP-GA
indicates that both parties have worked together on several levels. In the
bilateral area, as explained in the previous section, the modernization of
the GA provides reinvigorating legal frameworks for the bilateral relation-
ship in the areas of trade, political dialogue, and cooperation. In the area
of multilateral cooperation, the first section of the EU-Mexico SP Joint
Executive Plan enumerates fourteen areas of collaboration. Through the
SP, Mexico and the EU have strengthened their coordination within the
framework of multilateral institutions and fora on matters of global impor-
tance, especially peace, international security, construction and respect for
international law, and climate change (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores
2019b). On the other hand, in the case of regional cooperation, the Joint
Executive Plan focused on two main areas: bi-regional dialogue and trian-
gular cooperation in Latin American/Caribbean, African and electoral
cooperation (Council of the European Union 2010).
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While mechanisms for collaboration have increased, does this mean
that effective EU-Mexico collaboration at the multilateral and regional
levels has been enhanced? After the end of the Cold War, EU and
Mexican positions in multilateral institutions coincided more and more
as Mexico started accepting human rights conventions and implementing
market-oriented policies. By the time the SP became part of the bilat-
eral agenda, multilateralism was already a traditional area of intersection
and cooperation in the EU-Mexico relationship. The introduction of this
book suggests a functional dimension of analysis whereby there is an
increasing resort to SPs as a foreign policy instrument to mitigate the
effects resulting from the growing affirmation of rising and contesting
powers (e.g., Russia and China), as well as from the US drift towards
unilateralism. While the positions of the EU and Mexico have traditionally
converged regarding the topics of the multilateral agenda, the SP could
be seen as an additional bilateral mechanism conducive to promoting
regional and global stability.

From the EU perspective, The European Union’s Global Strategy Three
Years on, Looking Forward indicates that EU has become a point of refer-
ence for all those in the world who want to preserve and strengthen multi-
lateralism. Particularly, the document continues, the work of the EU has
focused on working with other partners on reforming, investing, imple-
menting, deepening and creating multilateral initiatives (EEAS 2019b).
To a large extent, after more than a decade, the EU and Mexico have
cooperated to promote multilateralism with concrete actions. Regarding
reforming and investing in multilateralism, the EU has stepped up its
funding for the UN system at a time when others have reduced or
cancelled their contributions (EEAS 2019b), while Mexico supported the
resolution that allowed the EU to obtain, in 2011, observer status in
the UN General Assembly (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2019b).
In the implementation of multilateralism, the EU has invested signifi-
cant political capital in the defence of multilateral rules-based solutions,
which coincides with the crucial role of multilateralism embedded in
the principles of Mexican foreign policy. Mexico has also supported
nuclear disarmament and worked together with the EU in brokering the
ambitious agreement on climate change in Paris, and the 2030 Agenda
Sustainable Development Goals of the UN. In the deepening of multilat-
eralism, the EU and Mexico have reached and modernized political and
trade agreements between them (GA, modernized GA, and SP) and with
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other parties.2 Lastly, a commitment to multilateralism has also brought
the EU and Mexico together in initiatives such as migration, climate,
natural resources, and human rights (EEAS 2019b).

Regarding cooperation in the regional arena, policies within the CFSP
are very significant components of the SPs (as noted in Chapter 1 of this
volume) and some of them fall under the interest of the EU and Mexico.
Based on the CFSP Annual Reports, the areas of collaboration and contes-
tation between the EU and Mexico are limited to a few elements of the
CFSP agenda. The explanation reflects the premise that the main focus of
Mexican foreign policy remains within its immediate neighbourhood, on
the one hand, and that Latin American issues play a marginal role in the
CFSP agenda, on the other. Against this background, the collaboration
or contestation between Mexico and the EU is tangibly identified in the
cases of Colombia, Haiti, Cuba, and Venezuela. All four of these cases
have been a priority in the CFSP agenda for Latin America and have also
been subject to EU policies.

The EU and Mexico have aligned their policies in the cases of
Colombia and Haiti in supporting reconciliation and reconstruction,
respectively. In Colombia, the EU has played a leading role in supporting
the peace process and contributing to peacebuilding efforts, mainly
through the Colombia EU Trust Fund. Mexico, on the other hand, is
one of the participating States of the Global Initiative for the Demi-
ning of Colombia. In Haiti, the EU continues its support to improve
the internal situation, notably recovery efforts after Hurricane Matthew
hit the country in October 2016. Since 2015, Mexico has been a
troop contributor to the United Nations Mission for Stability in Haiti
(MINUSTAH), whose objective is to support local institutions in their
mission of guaranteeing citizen security and peacekeeping.

The cases of Cuba and Venezuela are more complicated for the imple-
mentation of aligned policies from the EU and Mexico due to the
polarization of politics in both countries and inevitable disagreements in
moments of crises. The concentration of power and difficult economic
transition in Cuba have been subject to EU and Mexican policies.

2The EU and Mexico have developed a very extensive network of free trade agreements
based on international laws that deepen multilateralism. As of 2019, the EU has in place
the largest trade network in the world, with 41 trade agreements covering 72 countries
(European Commission 2019), while Mexico has signed 13 free trade agreements with
50 countries (Secretaría de Economía 2019).
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Regarding the US embargo on Cuba, the EU and Mexico have formed a
common front, particularly against the implementation of Title III of the
Helms-Burton Act, which allows US nationals to sue a range of persons
and entities that traffic in property expropriated by the Cuban govern-
ment. Considered by most of the international community as contrary
to international law, the EU and Mexico have opposed the unilateral
action of the US and the Helms-Burton Act. To support the transition
in the Island, the EU and Mexico have followed similar paths, but not
necessarily in a coordinated way. The EU adopted the Common Position
on Cuba in 1996, and the EU and Cuba signed the Political Dialogue
and Cooperation Agreement in 2016. Mexico, on the other hand, has
developed a critical policy to Cuba under centre-right administrations in
Mexico and a more conciliatory approach under centre-left administra-
tions. In the case of Venezuela, the EU has convened an International
Contact Group (ICG) on Venezuela, formed by European and Latin
American countries. However, in contrast to the Mexican governments
that have been critical of the Venezuelan democratic practices from 2000
to 2018, the administration of President Obrador (since 2018) decided
not to participate in the ICG. In the meantime, the EU has mobilized
e118 million since 2018 in humanitarian and development assistance to
support UN action in Venezuela (EEAS 2019b).

One of the main differences between the EU-Mexico SP and other
SPs is that the GA provides a comprehensive framework of cooperation
that predates the wave of negotiations of SPs. From this angle, the analyt-
ical challenge in assessing the SP is to determine whether the EU-Mexico
SP has been a catalyst of the EU-Mexico relationship or mostly a polit-
ical framework to reinvigorate it. To make the analysis more complex,
a potential question is whether the current cooperation at the multilat-
eral and regional levels would be similar under the hypothetical of not
having a bilateral SP. While this hypothetical is difficult to answer, the
review of the regional and multilateral EU-Mexico agenda indicates that
cooperation is quite dynamic, takes place in a variety of topics and areas,
and that very likely regular communication and predictability provided by
institutions and practices enhance common understandings.
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Institutional Dimension: The Global
Agreement and the Strategic Partnership

The deepening of the EU-Mexico relationship has demanded regular
dialogues between officials from both parties and between legislative
bodies and civil societies. This institutional dimension has advanced a
platform allowing for further cooperation in various policy areas (as
noted for SPs in general in Chapter 1 of this volume). To avoid institu-
tional duplication, the SP Joint Executive Plan indicates that the SP will
use the institutional structure of the GA to promote bilateral dialogue
rather than produce new structures (Council of the European Union
2010). Hence, while there is institutional continuity with the institu-
tions of the GA, the creation of sectoral dialogues has proliferated after
the adoption of the SP Joint Executive Plan. Since 2000, when the
GA came into effect, the EU and Mexico have held seven Summits
(Presidential level), seven Joint Councils (Ministerial level), twelve Joint
Committees (Undersecretary level), and twenty-five Joint Parliamentary
Committees. In order to exchange best practices and deepen cooperation
at the bilateral, regional, and multilateral levels, both parties have created
eleven sectoral dialogues (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2019c).
The sectoral dialogues include the following areas: High-Level Political
Dialogue, multilateral affairs, climate change, environment, macroeco-
nomic issues, human rights, security and justice, higher education, digital
economy, energy, and cooperation on regional and urban policy.

The high-level political dialogue is the most important type of dialogue
featured in the SP, and as of 2019, it had convened five times (SRE
2018). International and regional issues have also been examined in
the political dialogue, including exchanges of views about Iran, Syria,
the situation in the Middle East, relations with strategic partners, and
the EU’s and Mexico’s regional contexts. In 2019, both parties created
the high-level dialogue on multilateral affairs during the visit of High
Representative/Vice-President (HRVP) Federica Mogherini to Mexico in
September. During the first informal meeting of the high-level dialogue
on multilateral affairs, the discussions covered sustainable development;
the fight against hate speech and expressions of xenophobia and racism;
migration and development; the Global Drug Problem; the rule of law;
peace and security; and gender issues (EEAS 2019a).

Each sectoral dialogue is significant in its capacity, but some are more
visible due to immediate social needs and difficulty—particularly on behalf
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of the Mexican government—in raising the levels of performance and
effectiveness of existing oversight frameworks. The bilateral dialogues
in human rights, and security and law enforcement are two examples
of sectoral dialogues where Mexico has struggled to make significant
progress. Human rights have been an essential and sensitive item on the
bilateral agenda for several years. EU annual reports on human rights
consistently indicate that Mexico faces considerable challenges in the areas
of security and human rights, despite substantial efforts made to further
strengthen the country’s legislative framework (EEAS 2017a). These
challenges include cases of torture, forced disappearances, extrajudicial
killings, threats, and attacks against high-ranking diplomats and journal-
ists, femicides, high levels of impunity and corruption, and infiltration of
state institutions by organized crime (EEAS 2017b). Structural deficien-
cies in the justice system are unable to lessen impunity, and Mexico ranks
among the countries with the highest levels of impunity, according to the
2017 Global Impunity Index (IGI) (Le Clercq Ortega and Rodríguez
Sánchez Lara 2017). The observation of human rights in the EU-Mexico
agenda was a priority area even before the implementation of the GA. As
of 2019, the dialogue on human rights had held eight annual meetings
(EEAS 2018).

Another essential dialogue is on security and justice, which was held for
the first time in 2011, within the context of increasing levels of violence
in Mexico. During her visit to Mexico in May 2016, HRVP Federica
Mogherini attended the second dialogue on security and justice. Her visit
was emblematic because it revealed that security and law enforcement is
one of the most critical areas of the bilateral relationship. Her remarks
during the meeting, while acknowledging the progress made in Mexico,
were firm regarding shared security concerns and the urgency to work
together in the areas with potential for further cooperation (Delegation
of the EU to Mexico 2016).

Beyond the regular meetings between EU and Mexican officials,
members of the European Parliament and the Mexican Congress exam-
ined the bilateral relationship under the EU-Mexico Joint Parliamentary
Committee (JPC). As of 2019, the JPC had celebrated 25 meetings and
issued the same number of joint declarations, which often reflect the state
of the debate in the bilateral relationship and potential avenues of collab-
oration between parliamentarians of both sides. For instance, the joint
declaration of the 25th JPC, celebrated in Brussels in 2018, addressed
the following topics: evaluation of the electoral results in Mexico and
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the European Parliament; the ratification process of the EU-Mexico
global agreement; immigration, and exchange of views on security and
justice, the fight against corruption, and protection of citizens’ rights
(EU-Mexico Joint Parliamentary Committee 2018).

Regarding dialogues between civil societies of the EU and Mexico, five
meetings took place between 2002 and 2012. However, there has since
been no record of further meetings. One of the challenges in continuing
the dialogues was to find a symmetrical organizational structure: while
EU’s civil society has organized itself within the European Economic and
Social Committee (EESC), Mexico was still in the process of organizing
a similar organ at the federal level. Another emerging mechanism is the
Dialogue Initiative between Think Tanks Mexico-European Union, which
has celebrated two meetings as of 2019 (EEAS 2019c).

The institutionalization of bilateral dialogues is one of the main
features of the EU-Mexico GA, which is quite different from free
trade agreements such as NAFTA/USCMA. The creation of institu-
tional dialogues contributes to setting rules for governments, defining
rights for individuals, opening spaces for inter-state negotiations, and
supplying some of the discursive concepts and resources which are taken
up by governments and activists in domestic and international society
(Hurd 2019). From the summit mechanisms to the bilateral parliamen-
tary meetings, the EU-Mexico relationship enjoys numerous institutions
conducive for deepening cooperation. The review of the bilateral insti-
tutional agenda, based on GA and the SP, indicates that both parties
have found common fronts in international fora and have adapted to the
needs of cooperation in numerous fields. However, the potential effects
of bilateral institutions are often contingent on the nature and levels of
the interdependence in the relationship itself. Thus, the flow of EU assis-
tance to Mexico is modest and focused on reinforcing the capacity of
the Mexican society to improve inclusiveness and ameliorate the crucial
problems in areas related to the rule-of-law. Despite the limited effects
of EU-Mexican institutions, they represent significant pillars to monitor,
discuss and potentially propose innovations to the bilateral relationship.

Conclusions

One of the conventional diplomatic statements in each one of the ten
capitals of the EU’s SPs is that inclusion in the selective group is the
recognition of their rising profile in international relations as regional or
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global powers. From the EU perspective, the search for recognition as a
normative actor and for legitimacy is also intrinsic to the design of the SPs.
Ultimately, as indicated in the introduction of this book, one fundamental
reflection is on “whether the evolution of the SPs has strengthened the
EU’s self-conception as an international actor and thus whether the SPs
have crystallized into an instrument to enhance the legitimacy of the EU’s
global role in times of transition” (see Chapter 1 of this volume: 1–17).
In this context, the external and the identity logics set out in Chapter 2
provide valuable analytical purchase, since they emphasize the part played
in the formation and development of SPs by external challenges and
opportunities, and their interaction with considerations of identity and
role.

Taking into consideration the asymmetries, geographical distance and
low level of interdependence that characterize the EU-Mexico relation-
ship, the SP and the modernization of the GA have provided evidence that
both parties are able to face changing international conditions, focus on
improving the performance of bilateral mechanisms, find gains through
bilateral negotiations, and be resilient to enhance cooperation. In the
particular case of the EU-Mexico SP, the key coincidental juncture of
interests occurred when the economic and political redefinition of the
Mexico project in the early 1990s aligned with the EU’s priorities and
goals embedded in the Maastricht Treaty. This coincidental juncture
facilitated the negotiations of the GA and the SP.

Another aspect of the EU-Mexico relationship is the innovation of
mechanisms for improving the bilateral relationship. This area tends to
be problematic because the binary metrics of “achieved or non-achieved”
goals conceal numerous variables that go beyond the political and norma-
tive nature of the SPs. The SPs set a milieu conducive for cooperation that
entails the acknowledgement of mutual deontological goals and values,
but which is always subject to discussion and even contestation as to the
means to achieve them. However, the shared goals and values embedded
in the SPs should be contextualized not only in a broader context of
EU foreign policy but should also factor in the changing interest and
preferences of EU partners. The evaluation of the SP between the EU-
Mexico is hard to understand without considering the GA that predates it.
The creation of bilateral dialogues responds to the changing preferences
and willingness of both parties to bring issues to the bilateral agenda
for discussion. A contrasting and compelling case is the SP partnership
between the EU and Brazil. Emerson and Flores (2013) argue that
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that little or nothing concrete has been accomplished and the resulting
picture is one of an uneasy economic bilateral relationship, with dimin-
ished prospects for further economic integration. The achievements in
the EU-Brazil relationship have stagnated (Emerson and Flores 2013;
Ferreira-Pereira, this volume) and this trend is likely to deepen in the
light of the contesting views of President Jair Bolsonaro (since 2019)
to European policies, mainly related to climate change and France. The
comparison of both SPs brings to the forefront the argument that other
EU policies as well as changing domestic preferences are quite significant
elements to be considered in the evaluation of SPs, which are political and
normative instruments.

The rationale motivating the establishment of a given SP has been
studied elsewhere (Ferreira-Pereira and Guedes Vieira 2016). From the
perspective of this chapter, two elements have been quite significant in
the SP with Mexico. The first is the perception of a positive-sum game in
an asymmetric relationship (Ferreira-Pereira 2016; Dominguez 2015). In
this regard, the EU-Mexico relationship can be considered an exemplar
of the absolute gains approach, where both parties pursue differentiated
interests that do not necessarily collide nor compete, ultimately incen-
tivizing cooperation. In contrast, the relative gains approach employs the
zero-sum game logic where one party wins and the other loses, hence
conflict inhibits cooperation (Dominguez 2003). Consistent with the
absolute gains approach, when a conflict of perspectives emerges, it can
be remedied through bilateral negotiation (Espana Arrieta 2007). The
second driver has been the role of the United States in the relations
between the EU and Mexico. In the early 1990s, NAFTA was a powerful
incentive to strengthen the EU-Mexico relationship not only in trade but
also regarding political dialogue and cooperation. After the US invasion of
Iraq and the 2008 recession, the EU and Mexico found common ground
on which to reinvigorate their bilateral relationship with the SP and the
modernization of the GA. After the 2008 recession, the prospects for
modernizing the GA gained traction after several sequential events took
place in the United States. Among others these included the start (2013)
and collapse (2016) of the negotiations for the Transatlantic Trade and
Investment Partnership (TTIP) and the demand of the Trump Adminis-
tration for renegotiating NAFTA, which eventually led to the signature
(2018) and ratification (2019-2020) of the United States, Mexico and
Canada Agreement (USMCA).
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All in all, the bilateral relationship shows resilience in adapting to the
revisionist and contestation-oriented posture adopted not only by rising
powers, notably China and Russia but also by the US. Despite geopolit-
ical constraints and differentiated regional priorities, the modernization of
the GA and the SP are emblematic of the adaptation of the EU-Mexico
relationship to the changing international environment and to the chal-
lenges and opportunities it presents. During her last visit to Latin America
and Mexico in her post as High Representative of the EU, Federica
Mogherini met with Mexican Foreign Secretary, Marcelo Ebrard. After
reiterating the shared narrative of values embedded in the SP, both offi-
cials were pragmatic in operationalizing the bilateral agenda by focusing
on three objectives. The first is the conclusion of the negotiations of
the modernized Mexico-EU Global Agreement; as has been explained
in this chapter, this is a major driving force of the bilateral agenda. The
second and third points of the agenda are a by-product of the unilateral
tendencies of the United States under the Trump administration. On the
one hand, in addition to the construction of the wall on the US-Mexico
border, the US has pressured Mexico to stop the flow of Central Amer-
ican migrants. In support of the Mexican government, the EU has already
mobilized 7 million euros to contribute to the Comprehensive Devel-
opment Plan between El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico
that was presented by the Economic Commission for Latin America and
the Caribbean (ECLAC) (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2019a). On
the other hand, in the light of the increasing unilateralism of the United
States, the EU and Mexico have focused on strengthening their collabora-
tion for supporting multilateralism in the areas of human rights; the fight
against xenophobia, racial discrimination and intolerance; gender equality;
the rights of indigenous peoples; migration; the fight against corruption;
reform of the WTO; G20-related issues; and steps to address the challenge
of climate change (Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores 2019a).

The institutions and practices in the EU-Mexico relationship have
produced common ground for further and deeper cooperation that allows
for the recalibration of shared strategies. The coincidence of worldviews,
positive-sum game perspectives, and resilience has underpinned a stable
relationship that will face two main challenges in the future. In the short
term, the main challenge is to finalize the details of the modernized GA
and submit it to the approval of the legislative bodies in Mexico and
Europe. In the medium term, the continuation of strategies to amelio-
rate the impact of the increasing nationalism, populism, and nativism
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in regional and global arenas is of the utmost relevance for the two
partners. Above all, the relationship will very likely continue a path of
stability to address these two challenges based on current shared views
and institutional practices between the EU and Mexico.
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CHAPTER 13

The EU’s Strategic Partnerships with Japan
and South Korea: A Comparative Analysis
of the Drivers, Outcomes and Limitations

Elena Atanassova-Cornelis and Bruno Hellendorff

Introduction

The European Union’s (EU)1 drive to integrate its foreign policy instru-
ments is a product of its own institutional evolution, external circum-
stances and a growing necessity to satisfy identity needs in times of crises.
These three logics (internal, external, identity), as examined in Chapter 2

1This chapter uses the EU and Europe interchangeably with reference to the Union.
The analysis does not include an examination of the individual MS’ relations with Japan
and the ROK, which have not been supplanted by the EU’s bilateral partnerships with
these two countries.
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of this volume, clearly find their expression in how Strategic Partner-
ships have been imagined, negotiated and implemented by the EU. By
exploring the evolution of Europe’s partnerships, including with coun-
tries in the Asia-Pacific, one can discern changing patterns, consolidating
practices and shifting images of EU diplomacy.

With the Treaty of Lisbon, which entered into force in 2009, the
Union received the mandate to negotiate free trade agreements (FTAs),
as well as to protect common values and diplomatic interests on a more
solid basis than before. From then on, FTAs became a crucial compo-
nent of the EU’s foreign policy portfolio. “New generation” FTAs cover
more than just trade. In 2015, the European Commission announced a
new trade strategy, one that uses “trade agreements and trade preference
programmes as levers to promote around the world values like sustainable
development, human rights, fair and ethical trade, and the fight against
corruption” (DG Trade 2015). The first of these so-called new generation
FTAs was signed with South Korea (Republic of Korea, ROK) in 2011.
The biggest trade agreement, and the first to include a commitment to
the Paris Climate agreement, was signed with Japan in 2018. With both
Japan and Korea, accompanying agreements on political cooperation (as
well as security cooperation with the ROK) have been negotiated and
signed.

The EU’s partnerships with Japan and the ROK are emblematic of
some important changes that the Union’s strategic partnerships have
gone through. They both represent a strong signal that Europe has
risen to contemporary global geoeconomic challenges. Strategic part-
nerships are also an expression of the EU’s diplomacy, which has
grown more convincing and successful in harnessing the bloc’s polit-
ical strength. Equally important, they show that identity imperatives are
shaping strategic partnerships in a way that is increasingly cross-cutting
and value-based. At the time of their signing, the deals reached with
Japan and South Korea were the most visible embodiments of the EU’s
Global Strategy ambition to develop a “more joined up” external action
and, more specifically, a “politically rounded approach to Asia” (European
External Action Service 2016: 11, 38).

Admittedly, diverging perspectives and policy interests have also been
part of the EU-Japan and EU-ROK partnerships, and in neither case was
the negotiation of such ambitious agreements easy. The flagship deals they
each gave birth to emerged in large part due to a fast-changing strategic
environment, both in the Asia-Pacific and globally. Behind the veneer



13 THE EU’S STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS WITH JAPAN … 291

of “like-mindedness”—a term used to characterise both the EU-Japan
and EU-ROK partnerships (European Council 2018; European External
Action Service 2019)—there is therefore a need to consider their drivers,
as much as their outcomes and limitations, in order to assess the images
of the EU’s strategic partnerships in Asia and the world.

This chapter sets out to do just that, examining in a comparative
manner the EU’s partnerships with Japan and South Korea, with a partic-
ular focus on security cooperation from 2009 (the entry into force of
the Lisbon Treaty) to 2019. It builds upon the existing academic litera-
ture on the EU’s strategic partnerships, while adding two new and critical
elements: firstly, few comparative analyses have been published on the
EU’s strategic partnerships, especially with the so-called “like-minded”
partners. Secondly, this chapter capitalises on conversations with policy-
makers in Brussels, Tokyo and Seoul; it, therefore, examines not only
foreign policy choices, but also the perspectives of those who negotiated
the actual agreements. Both elements offer together a striking image of
the EU’s Asia policy and its reception in a region that is becoming ever
more central in both great power rivalry and global economic relations.

Finally, this chapter reinforces the argument that strategic partnerships,
while institutionalising cooperation at the highest level and introducing
common language in specific relationships, are neither straightforward
nor self-sustaining. Indeed, as the drivers of the different partnerships
vary from country to country, strategic partnerships evidently evolve in
“differing ways and to differing degrees” (Ferreira-Pereira and Guedes
Vieira 2016: 2). The EU’s strategic partnerships with Japan and South
Korea are an illustration of this.

Drivers of “Strategising”
The EU, Japan and ROK: A Comparison of Critical Drivers

From the perspective of the EU, a strategic partnership is characterised
by a normative congruence, is built upon common interests, and is
multidimensional—it includes both politico-security and economic objec-
tives, and has a strong regional/global impact (Reiterer 2013). Brussels’
strategic partnerships with Japan and South Korea are firmly anchored
in their mutual perceptions of “like-mindedness” in terms of shared
values, such as democracy and the rule of law, as well as common inter-
ests related to global peace and stability (EU-Japan Summit, EU-ROK
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Summit, various years). Indeed, there are abundant references in the EU’s
official documents and statements to Japan and the ROK, respectively,
as “like-minded” countries. As the shared liberal democratic principles
provide “an external confirmation of internal [European] values” (Kelly
2012: 112), these two strategic partnerships may be regarded as an oppor-
tunity for the EU to strengthen its global identity as a normative power
and leverage that into performance of a specific set of roles in the global
arena.

Increased concerns about European stability, in both the economic and
security areas, have become a defining feature of the thinking of Brus-
sels’ strategists from 2010 onwards, leading to the growing importance
of strategic partnerships in the EU’s foreign policy (Ferreira-Pereira and
Guedes Vieira 2016). EU’s strategic anxieties became explicit in the 2016
Global Strategy, manifesting themselves in the Union’s perception of
being “under threat”, due to “violation” of the European security order
“to the East” (European External Action Service 2016: 7), most notably
by Russia. The 2014 Russian annexation of Crimea and the ongoing
conflict in Ukraine, as well as the instability in North Africa and the
Middle East, have exposed the fragility of the European neighbourhood.
The debate in Europe has increasingly focused on the existing means to
prevent and respond to violations of international legal standards, and the
possible partners to engage with in defending the established norms and
rules (Raine and Small 2015). It is in this context that the strategic part-
nerships with both Japan and the ROK have come to occupy a higher
place on the EU’s foreign policy agenda since 2010.

Additionally, at the global level, developments such as China’s Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI), announced in 2013, which emphasised foreign
investments in infrastructure development, put a premium on economic
cooperation as part of a wider effort aimed at reconfiguring governance
rules at different levels (bilateral, regional, global). The pledge of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) to commit close to a US$1 trillion
in foreign investments to recreate the ancient “Silk Roads” has attracted
considerable international attention, including in Europe. In particular,
Beijing’s BRI served as an additional push for Brussels to re-evaluate the
Union’s overall foreign policy agenda and external partnerships, with a
renewed focus on Asia (see, e.g., Biscop 2019; Hellendorff 2019; Cottey
in this volume).
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For Brussels, the EU-ROK and EU-Japan partnerships provide an
opportunity to bolster its political and security credentials in the Asia-
Pacific, as the EU’s image in that part of the world still remains largely
defined in economic terms. Indeed, the Union’s perception of itself as
a “strategic player” in Asia diverges from the way many Asian players,
including Japan and the ROK, perceive the EU (Atanassova-Cornelis
2015b, 2019). With both countries, the EU also sees vast potential to
cooperate as like-minded partners on a range of issues, both regional and
global, politico-security and economic. These include, notably, engaging
China and ensuring its rise as a status-quo player, working to achieve
a peaceful resolution of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(DPRK) nuclear issue, countering the US trade war narrative, promoting
multilateralism and a rules-based international order.2

For their part, Tokyo and Seoul have each sought to upgrade their
respective partnerships with Brussels, as since the late 2000s both have
diversified their foreign and security policies due to growing perceptions
of being in a “fragile” position in Asia’s security environment. This is
related, in particular, to strategic uncertainties associated with the future
of their respective military alliances with the US, notably the sustainability
of Washington’s security commitments, as well as China’s regional ambi-
tions and the shifting regional balance of power, more broadly (Richey
2017; O’Hanlon 2018; Atanassova-Cornelis 2019; Atanassova-Cornelis
and Sato 2019).

Security and economic overreliance on America and the PRC, respec-
tively, intensifying US-China rivalry and major shifts in the DPRK-US
relations under Donald J. Trump have driven Japan’s and Korea’s search
for alternative partners. Although the EU is not able to replace the US as a
security provider, a partnership with Brussels is nevertheless seen in both
Tokyo and Seoul as an opportunity to diversify their respective foreign
policies away from the US (Richey 2017; Atanassova-Cornelis 2019).
Equally important is the perceived necessity to reduce their economic
overdependence on the PRC—an important component of both Japan’s
and the ROK’s strategic thinking on the EU. However, as will be demon-
strated later in this chapter, the specific policy preferences of Tokyo and
Seoul vary, even though the “strategic” dimension of their respective
relationships with Brussels is similar in origin.

2Authors’ discussions with European policymakers under the Chatham House rules,
Brussels, September–October 2019.
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Japan: Strategic Considerations

In the first place, China’s rise has been perceived in Japan as a
multi-dimensional and long-term challenge to Japan’s strategic inter-
ests, namely, in the geoeconomic, political and security dimensions
(Atanassova-Cornelis 2018). With the relative decline of the US, Japan’s
concerns about the continuity of America’s defence commitments to
Japan (and the security of the Asia-Pacific region more broadly) have
intensified. Therefore, Japan has prioritised in its foreign policy, in addi-
tion to its alliance with Washington, the establishment of new, or the
reinforcement of the existing, strategic partnerships both in Asia and
beyond (Wallace 2013; Atanassova-Cornelis 2019). Secondly, Japan saw
a stabilisation of the domestic political situation during Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe’s second term in office (2012–2020).3 Japan articulated and
pursued a clear foreign policy and economic agenda, the latter known
as Abenomics. With regard to Japan’s foreign policy, Abe promoted a
policy of “pro-active contribution to peace” (Prime Minister of Japan
and His Cabinet 2013). The justification for Japan’s move towards secu-
rity activism included the so-called severe security environment that Japan
faced and the Abe administration’s belief that the international commu-
nity expected Japan to step up its role as a provider of global peace and
stability.

Finally, and related to the above, the tackling of various security
challenges at the regional and global level necessitates, from Tokyo’s
perspective, a coordinated and multilateral approach, as they can not be
dealt with by a single country alone (Ministry of Defence, Japan 2018).
These include, at the regional level in Asia, the nuclear and ballistic missile
(BM) developments of the DPRK, and the strict enforcement of the
UNSC sanctions; the implications of China’s rise, seen in its “unilat-
eral, coercive attempts to alter the status quo” in the East China Sea,
the maritime territorial disputes in the South China Sea with associated
concerns about the stability of the Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs);
and the preservation of the rules-based maritime order in the Indo-
Pacific. At the global level, terrorism, environment and climate change
are seen as priority challenges by Japan. Against the above background,

3Abe’s first term in office was in 2006–2007. Between 2006 and 2012, there were six
prime ministers in Japan. Each of them stayed in office between 9 and 12 months. Abe
resigned in September 2020 and was succeeded by Yoshihide Suga.
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the EU is perceived as a partner that both appreciates Japan’s expanded
international security role and assists Japan in its pursuit of global respon-
sibilities, while also engaging with Tokyo in the joint preservation of the
rules-based international order (Atanassova-Cornelis 2019).

ROK: Strategic Considerations

Strategic considerations in the ROK have long focused on the coun-
try’s volatile regional environment and trade-reliant (especially on China)
economy, requiring a strong security relationship with the US (Snyder
2018). As observed by O’Hanlon (2018: 105), geopolitical considera-
tions associated with a possible “abandonment” by its US ally, which
would leave Korea alone “next to a country with 20 times the population
and 40 times the size of even a reunified peninsula”, reinforce the long-
term value to Seoul of the ROK-US alliance. A good relationship with the
US is also seen as necessary not only to face China, but also in the context
of Korea’s difficult political relationship with Japan. While Seoul is indeed
concerned about Beijing’s assertive behaviour in the region, it does not
perceive the PRC as a strategic threat to the extent that Japan does (Sakaki
and Nishino 2018). Instead, historical grievances vis-a-vis Japan continue
to weigh against any meaningful trilateral security cooperation with Wash-
ington and Tokyo. Despite the PRC’s ambivalent position on the issue of
future reunification of the two Koreas, for the ROK, which remains preoc-
cupied with the DPRK’s military threat and the divided peninsula, the
PRC is seen primarily as an indispensable player on the Korean Peninsula
(Sakaki and Nishino 2018).

At the same time, as South Korea’s economy is heavily dependent
on China, the implications of China’s macroeconomic policy represent
a growing source of concern. In a South Korean diplomat’s words, as
long as Korea-China relations were based on economic co-prosperity,
Seoul was not very concerned about them, but “now, this is a different
era” and “the China issue is becoming more important”.4 The possibility
of Beijing resorting to policies of economic coercion vis-a-vis Seoul was
strikingly illustrated in 2017 when China retaliated against the ROK’s
decision to allow the deployment of the US Terminal High Altitude
Area Defence (THAAD) missile defence system in South Korea. Chinese

4Authors’ conversation with a South Korean diplomat, Brussels, November 2019.
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authorities adopted punitive economic measures such as massive cancella-
tion of Chinese tour groups visits to the ROK. The South Korean retail
giant Lotte, which had heavily invested in the Chinese market, was hit by
punitive measures in reaction to its decision to cede the land where the
THAAD missile defence system would be based. The losses incurred by
Lotte were so high that the conglomerate all but left the Chinese market
(Lee 2019; Asia News Network 2019).

Predating these developments, already in the 2000s there had been
support in South Korea for a diversification of its economic partner-
ships to maintain the country’s growth. The conservative Lee Myung-bak
administration (2008–2012) was intent on pursuing a chaebol-friendly
“Global Korea” strategy and developing partnerships worldwide (Sakaki
and Nishino 2018), including with the EU.

Another key driver of South Korea’s strategic thinking is the DPRK’s
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programme. In 2016 and 2017,
Pyongyang took dramatic steps to anchor its self-professed nuclear power
status in reality: it conducted a series of ballistic missile tests, including
intercontinental missiles, as well as nuclear tests. In this context, Seoul-
Brussels security discussions had as a priority the implementation of UN
Security Council (UNSC) sanctions and applying pressure on North
Korea.

Overall, strategic considerations in the ROK included the position
of the EU as a major market for its exports, an economic powerhouse
and a diplomatic partner. With new provocations from the DPRK and
a growing anxiety over the course of China’s rise came new opportuni-
ties for a strategic rapprochement. These opportunities were seized over
the course of more than a decade, with the result being a considerable
strengthening of EU-Korea relations since the 2008 global financial crisis.

From Cooperation to Strategic Partnership

The EU-Japan Case: Evolution and the Role of Conjuncture

Among the EU’s strategic partnerships in Asia, this bilateral partnership is
the most institutionalised. Indeed, the political dialogue was institution-
alised back in 1991 with the signing of the Joint Declaration on Relations
Between the European Community and Its Member States and Japan. In
addition to the growing trade relations, and differently from Europe’s
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partnership with the ROK, since the 1990s Japan and the EU have devel-
oped substantial security cooperation. This is primarily in non-traditional
or “soft” security areas, such as development, climate change, and conflict
prevention and peace-building.

For example, since 2010 Japan and the EU have been holding a Devel-
opment Policy Dialogue. The dialogue seeks to achieve a better bilateral
coordination on aid and development effectiveness, and places a special
emphasis on regional development issues in Africa and Asia. Tokyo and
Brussels have also cooperated in non-military crisis management and post-
conflict reconstruction based on their shared view of the need for a
comprehensive approach in this area (Atanassova-Cornelis 2019). Some
of their initiatives since the 2000s include joint promotion of the peace
process in Sri Lanka, as well as the rebuilding of the Western Balkans,
especially Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo. More recently, the two have
cooperated in capacity building missions in Mali and Congo, and for
security improvement in Niger. Cooperation in Somalia has been iden-
tified as a possible future area. In 2014, Japan and the EU carried out
their first joint counter-piracy exercise between deployed units of the
EU’s Naval Force (EU NAVFOR) Somalia—Operation ATALANTA and
Japan’s Self-Defence Forces. Against this background, maritime security,
especially capacity building and anti-piracy collaboration, has emerged as
a promising future area for EU-Japan security cooperation.

Regional geopolitical issues in Asia and Europe have become more
prominent on the EU-Japan agenda from 2013 onwards. While China
is not mentioned explicitly, the Joint Statements underscore shared EU-
Japan concerns about instability in “East Asia’s maritime areas” and about
“unilateral actions that change the status quo and increase tensions”,
stressing that maritime disputes should be resolved peacefully and in
accordance with international law (EU-Japan Summit 2013, 2014, 2015).
The EU’s tensions with Russia are emphasised as well: it is argued that
Tokyo and Brussels “remain determined never to recognise the illegal
annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation” (EU-Japan Summit
2015).

Given the substantial level of EU-Japan security cooperation, which
has been built on solid political and economic ties, it is not surprising
that Tokyo and Brussels have referred to each other as “strategic part-
ners” since the early 2000s. However, the actual drive to “codify” this in
a binding agreement emerged in the 2010s and negotiations commenced
in 2013. Compared to the EU-ROK negotiations (discussed below), the
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process took much longer. Hurdles between Brussels and Tokyo were
numerous, related, among others, to domestic sectors in Japan (such
as agriculture) and divergences in specific areas (such as over the death
penalty).

The signing in 2018 of the two EU-Japan partnership agreements—a
political, Strategic Partnership Agreement (SPA) and an Economic Part-
nership Agreement (EPA), i.e. an FTA—has been more a product of
conjuncture than in the case of the EU-ROK partnership. Since 2017
Japan has found itself somewhat isolated in Asia. The reasons for this
are primarily geopolitical and geoeconomic in nature. They include the
uncertainties of the Trump administration’s Asia policy, developments on
the Korean peninsula, Tokyo’s souring relations with Seoul and the chal-
lenges brought about by China’s BRI on Japan’s regional standing. This
has been in addition to the mixed results of the “Abenomics” programme.
The fear of further regional marginalisation, as well as the perceived
danger of America’s protectionist policies, have provided a strong impetus
for Tokyo to reach out to the EU.5 The main catalyst for the finalisation
of the negotiations in 2018 was Trump’s decision to pull the US out
of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement in early 2017 and his
“trade war” threats, more broadly. Hence the agreement came later than
the one with the ROK.

In the security area, Tokyo has continued to invest substantial resources
in the reinforcement of its alliance with Washington and has increased its
burden-sharing within the alliance, not least in response to Trump’s pres-
sure on America’s allies (in both Europe and Asia) (Atanassova-Cornelis
and Sato 2019). Japan under Abe also prioritised the strengthening of its
relations with countries in Asia that share Tokyo’s concern about China’s
strategic rise, such as India, Vietnam and Australia. From Japan’s perspec-
tive, Europe pursues a one-sided engagement policy towards the PRC
(Atanassova-Cornelis 2019). The Union’s primarily trade-based approach
towards Asia, largely driven by the “China opportunity” perception,
hinders Europe’s relevance for Japan as a strategic partner; indeed, despite
the shared interests and democratic values (Atanassova-Cornelis 2015a)

Although the EU approached its relations with Japan with more
caution,6 it was happy to finally sign these long-awaited deals with one of

5Authors’ personal communication with Japanese policy-makers.
6Authors’ personal communication with EU policy-makers.



13 THE EU’S STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS WITH JAPAN … 299

its most important (economically and politically) strategic partners. While
both Brussels and Tokyo stressed their shared commitment to a fair, rules-
based international order, their long collaboration on political, security
and economic issues of common interest, and the natural evolution of
their partnership towards this kind of agreement, ultimately, conjuncture
played an important role in the actual signing of their strategic partner-
ship. Although European strategy played a rather minimal role, it cannot
be asserted that the EU was simply reactive in this process either. By and
large, it is the managerial image of the strategic partnership (as detailed in
Chapter 2 of this volume) that has emerged from a specific conjunction
of factors in this case.

The EU-ROK Case: A Matter of Strategic Choice and Negotiation

In 2007, the European Commission was authorised by the EU member
states to begin negotiations with South Korea on an FTA. In 2010,
the EU and South Korea agreed to a Framework Agreement (FA) that
would consolidate their political relationship, which was then elevated
to a strategic partnership. In 2011, they agreed to an ambitious FTA,
which scrapped almost 99% of duties on both sides.7 The 2008–2009
financial and economic crisis had played an important role in bringing
Seoul closer to Brussels with a view to facilitating trade and upholding a
shared global liberal agenda. A mere three years later, the FA entered into
force, covering many areas of cooperation including human rights, non-
proliferation, combating terrorism, energy, climate change, agriculture.
Finally, in 2014, they signed another agreement, destined to facilitate
South Korea’s participation in European crisis management missions: the
Framework Participation Agreement (FPA). By 2017, the South Korean
Navy had contributed a destroyer to the EU’s anti-piracy operations
off the coast of Somalia, EU NAVFOR Somalia—Operation Atalanta.
Together, the FTA, FA and FPA constitute the triad of agreements that
the EU is negotiating with strategic partners in the post-Lisbon Treaty
era (Minard 2014).

With all three agreements signed, this EU-Korea strategic partner-
ship is in many respects trailblazing. The main catalyst was the EU’s
and ROK’s shared willingness to sign an ambitious, first-of-a-kind

7The EU-ROK FTA was provisionally applied from 2011 and officially entered into
force in 2015.
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deal. Progress was faster than in the EU-Japan case and bilateral EU-
ROK negotiations encountered fewer hiccups. This pleads for a greater
weight of internal factors as shaping forces in the EU-ROK relationship
(compared to the EU’s partnership with Japan), and a more strategic
image of the partnership. At the same time, the managerial image
of EU diplomacy was not completely absent from the process either:
several bilateral issues of common interest such as trade, development,
climate change, human rights and non-proliferation made the negotia-
tions smoother. Although the ROK was interested primarily in engaging
the EU on trade, it was also motivated by the growing potential for
collaboration with Europe on issues of global concern.

For the Park Geun-hye administration (2013–2017) implementation
of the FTA was a priority. The Moon Jae-in administration defends a
similar agenda, but it also fights an uphill battle to create jobs and
improve wages at home (Kim and Roh 2018). This partly explains why
outstanding issues remain in terms of implementation, notably pertaining
to South Korea’s delays in ratifying fundamental International Labour
Organisation Conventions. Despite pressure from the EU to further
upgrade the FTA, appetite for new negotiations in Korea appears limited.8

The analysis illustrates that the EU-ROK partnership is largely rooted
in shared structural interests These include external drivers, such as
upholding a rules-based international order, promoting free trade and
deepening security collaboration. At the same time, the relevance of
internal factors should not be underestimated either. These include a
strong appetite by policymakers and diplomats, backed up by adequate
legislative and administrative means, to reinforce bilateral cooperation.

The ROK was eager to conclude these agreements with the EU as
they were in line with the government’s political line. For the EU, on
the other hand, it was critical to reach an ambitious agreement with an
Asian partner and demonstrate that it could leverage its economic weight
for political and diplomatic gains. However, political evolutions have
since made the partnership less straightforward: for instance, with the
thawing inter-Korean relations in 2018 and 2019, and the major effort
exerted by the South Korean Presidency to support a diplomatic solu-
tion to the current impasse, disagreements over priorities and methods

8Authors’ conversations with European and South Korean diplomats, Brussels,
September 2019, Seoul, November 2019.
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emerged with the EU.9 When President Moon Jae-in visited Brussels
for a Summit in October 2018, he appeared surprised that he could
not convince European countries to adopt a flexible stance on sanctions
against North Korea (Ryall 2018). A surprise that appeared “surprising”
to European diplomats, who had long warned their South Korean coun-
terparts that the DPRK issue was a question of principle for the EU.10

An issue that was attributed by some observers to the perceived suspicion
of the Moon administration vis-à-vis conservative institutions such as the
Foreign Ministry (see, e.g., Green 2019). This shows the prevalence of
the third logic in driving the strategic partnership: identity (Chapter 2
in this volume). Both the EU and the ROK have used their partnership
to feed a distinct political narrative, and reinforce an international iden-
tity they each have conceived of as being a “constructive member of the
international community”.

Agreements: Significance and Limitations

Significance of the Strategic Partnerships

As this chapter demonstrates, a convergence of views and interests
between the EU and its two strategic partners in Asia has resulted since
the early 2010s in the signature of much-anticipated EU-Japan and
EU-ROK comprehensive agreements.

The EU-Japan agreements are more recent, yet have a greater scope.
To be sure, the industry and political actors on both sides are very
hopeful. The SPA is perceived as an important aspect of the bilateral part-
nership, especially on the EU side (the same as in the EU-ROK case)
(Hellendorff 2018). By and large, however, it is the managerial image of
the partnership that has gained most momentum: the EU’s relationship
with Japan evolved from an overall understanding of each other’s perspec-
tives and divergence in specific sectors to a close alignment of policy
interests and shared concerns. A partnership on connectivity—the first
of its kind—was signed on the occasion of Prime Minister Abe’s visit to

9Authors’ conversations with European and South Korean diplomats under the
Chatham House rules, Brussels, February, September and October 2019; Seoul,
November 2019.

10Conversations of the authors with European diplomats under the Chatham House
rules, Brussels, October 2019.
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Brussels in October 2019, heralding more cooperation on infrastructure
development (and other sectors). A potential FPA between Japan and the
EU, along the lines of the EU’s agreement with South Korea, would likely
provide a further boost to the existing EU-Japan security collaboration,
enabling Japanese Self-Defence Forces to participate in CSDP’s civilian
(and possibly military) missions and operations. At the moment, however,
neither Tokyo nor Brussels seems to see an urgency in formalising such
an arrangement.

It is likely that the political agreement between Japan and the EU will
be more important at the global level, especially in relation to upholding
the rules-based international order and non-traditional security coopera-
tion, than at the regional level in the Asia-Pacific where, as mentioned
earlier, the EU is not perceived by Japan as a major security player
(Atanassova-Cornelis 2019). The driver of the bilateral Japan-EU FTA has
been at the global level, too. Indeed, this agreement institutes a trading
bloc of global significance and represents a more important symbol of
liberal policy in a global environment where protectionist trends, most
notably manifested in Trump’s trade policies, have been on the rise.

Of the three EU-ROK agreements, the FTA is by far the most
meaningful, in that it represents the first “new generation” agreement
negotiated by the EU and the first of this kind signed with an Asian
partner. Similarly, the FPA is another first for the Union, and the only one
with an Asian country to allow participation in CSDP’s missions (Richey
2017).

The EU-Korea FTA has been considered “an economic success story
for both sides” (EEAS 2018). It included wide-ranging provisions on
tariffs and non-tariff barriers, and effectively boosted trade: between
2010 and 2018, EU exports of goods to Korea increased by 43% to
e49.2 billion while Korean exports of goods to the EU rose from e39.5
billion to e51 billion (Civic and Ifo 2018). Supply chains have also
become much more integrated. Lots of tariffs (quasi all) and non-tariff
barriers have been abolished. For their part, the political and framework
agreements are perceived as an important signal of deepening EU-Korea
cooperation, and one to update, given the recent developments in Asia
and the world (not least trade war threats coming from Washington).
Sectoral cooperation is pretty much on track, with little impatience to
drastically change the framework, or to do much more than is already the
case.
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In the security area, however, the bilateral EU-ROK relationship has
moved from a close alignment, on issues such as the DPRK’s nuclear
programmes, to a growing divergence, notably related to the Union’s
determination (similarly to that of the US and Japan) to keep the UNSC
sanctions in place. This stands in contrast to the EU-Japan relationship,
where strategic convergence on the DPRK and shared concerns about the
rules-based (maritime) order have facilitated cooperation, despite the lack
of a formal security agreement. In Seoul, Europe’s policy is more and
more seen as diverging from the Moon administration’s focus on engage-
ment of the DPRK. Moon’s approach brings Korea closer to China,
as Beijing has continued to emphasise policies of engagement towards
Pyongyang and has supported the gradual lifting of the UNSC sanctions.
Again, this shows the importance of the logic of identity as a shaping
force in these processes.

An important last point is that cooperation with Japan and South Korea
in multilateral forums has been very productive in the last few years, and
the agreements that underpin both strategic partnerships have played a
role in facilitating this convergence. For instance, in the framework of the
Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) or the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF),
EU, South Korean and Japanese diplomats typically find their interests
aligned and sometimes even meet informally—alongside others—as “like-
minded” partners.11 Here, too, this shows that a specific image has taken
more room than the others in defining the form of the EU’s two Strategic
Partnerships in Asia: the managerial image.

Limitations of the Strategic Partnerships

Having established external, internal and identity factors as key deter-
minants of the EU’s Strategic partnerships in Asia, and their relative
importance, it is now possible to look at the potential evolution of the
EU’s strategic partnerships with Japan and South Korea. In all, the like-
lihood of them moving beyond the economic and declaratory politics to
include security cooperation that would be perceived as “strategic” by
Japan and the ROK is likely to face important constraints in the years to
come.

11Authors’ experience with ASEM and ARF meetings, 2017–2019.
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Both Tokyo and Seoul will remain preoccupied with Asian-Pacific
geopolitical issues: for Japan, these are the rise of China and the DPRK’s
military threat, while for the ROK—the divided Korean peninsula and
related concerns about peninsular instability. Japan and South Korea will,
therefore, each continue to prioritise their respective alliances with the
US, which will evidently limit the diplomatic and military resources that
Tokyo and Seoul will be willing, as well as able, to devote to their
respective partnerships with Brussels.

Equally important will be the EU-associated limitations. These
constraints include deficiencies in hard power projection capabilities
and the Union’s limited involvement in Asia’s core areas of geopolit-
ical tension, notably, the Korean Peninsula, and the maritime territorial
disputes in the East and South China Seas—theatres of geostrategic
importance for Japan and South Korea. Indeed, the Asia-Pacific is not
a main geographical area of Brussels’ foreign policy. Understandably,
this means that Europe is not willing and/or able to divert military
and diplomatic resources away from areas “closer to home” (such as the
Mediterranean, North Africa or the Middle East). Additionally, there are
institutional constraints related to the Union’s inability to speak “with one
voice”. These constraints are reinforced by Europe’s prudent approach
towards such sensitive, for China, issues as cross-Strait relations between
China and Taiwan, the South China Sea disputes, or Beijing’s repressive
measures adopted in Xinjiang and Hong Kong—where democracy-related
protests of unprecedented scale and duration erupted in 2019 in reaction
to the introduction by the city government of a bill allowing extradition
to the mainland.

The EU’s position on the maritime territorial disputes in Asia is one
of “principled neutrality” with an emphasis on encouraging dispute reso-
lution in accordance with international law (Council of the EU 2012:
19). The EU’s reluctance to be more outspoken on these issues reflects
the “China factor” in its Asia policies. It is Brussels’ relationship with
Beijing, as argued by Richey (2017: 6), that is “the big obstacle” to
the Union’s more substantial contribution to Asian security and regional
order. Indeed, many Asian observers tend to agree that fears of negative
implications for European business interests in China are the actual driver
of the EU’s perceived “timidity” (Berkofsky 2014) on Asian geopolitical
issues. This reinforces the long-standing argument that, for the EU in
Asia, its economic interests trump geopolitical ones (Atanassova-Cornelis
2019).
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The EU’s response to the 2016 international arbitration ruling on
the “Philippines versus China arbitration case” is illustrative of the
above-mentioned limitations. After three days of internal disagreements
among EU members states, Brussels succeeded in issuing only a carefully
worded statement on the South China Sea. There was no mentioning
of China and the Union merely “acknowledged” the court’s decision.
This outcome was largely due to the unwillingness of countries such as
Hungary and Greece, which rely on trade and investments from China,
as well as Croatia and Slovenia, which have their own maritime dispute,
to criticise Beijing and bring about possible retaliatory measures by the
PRC.

While the EU has since reviewed its China strategy, and has become
more strategic in its outlook towards both China and the Asia-Pacific
region (Hellendorff 2019), its perceived “timidity” has raised questions
in Tokyo (and in various Asian capitals) about the EU’s ability and will-
ingness to support the integrity of the rules-based international order,
but, more critically, of the Union’s value as a “strategic partner”. From
Tokyo’s perspective, therefore, the likelihood of the EU-Japan partner-
ship’s “strategic” impact in the Asia-Pacific in the foreseeable future, a
region characterised by power politics, is rather low (Atanassova-Cornelis
2019). This, alongside Japan’s existing limitations on military force
projection, can help in explaining why, despite extensive bilateral security
cooperation, the EU-Japan strategic partnership does not (yet) include an
FPA. The SPA with the EU is unlikely to become a foreign policy priority
for Japan. This does not, however, minimise the importance to Japan of
the economic and soft security dimension of their bilateral cooperation,
especially at the global level. The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic provides
one such opportunity for strengthened EU-Japan cooperation.

For Korea, the picture is more mixed. On the one hand, a strong
convergence of views has led to early successes. From 2011 onwards, the
implementation of existing agreements has been a priority in the rela-
tionship, trumping any meaningful addition to the strategic partnership.
Several factors have kept Korea focused on its immediate neighbour-
hood and alliance with the US, thus limiting the resources that Seoul has
been able to allocate to developing partnerships with distant players such
as the EU. These factors include a complicated and deteriorating rela-
tionship with Tokyo (including historical grievances), territorial disputes
(with Japan, China and the DPRK) and, of course, changing inter-Korean
relations. Since 2018, the Moon administration has displayed signs of
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frustration over the EU’s strong views on sanctions implementation
against North Korea. Additionally, the South Korean political landscape
has experienced a meaningful swing with the election of Moon Jae-in,
resulting in a somewhat different outlook on economic reforms, diplo-
macy and alliances. The EU appeared, in this context, as less of a priority,
and more of a partner to seek diplomatic support from, as President
Moon has continued with his perilous balancing act between Pyongyang
and Washington. Such a perception gap can at least partly explain why the
EU signed a connectivity partnership with Japan before Korea, despite the
latter’s similarly great interest in infrastructure development.

With a European support perceived to be less straightforward than
expected, and a foreign policy agenda focused on inter-Korean relations,
the South Korean government related to its strategic partnership with the
EU more as a diplomatic acquis than as an operational platform. Whether
a drastic change in outlook vis-à-vis North Korea, or political changes in
either Brussels or Seoul can bring both partners closer to each other,
remains to be seen.

Conclusions

Japan and Korea exhibit similarities in terms of geopolitical and geoeco-
nomic interests and concerns, which have largely driven their respective
overtures to the EU. Both are core US allies, highly dependent on Wash-
ington for security protection. Both have been increasingly concerned
about America’s possible disengagement from Asia, hence, seeking to
diversify their foreign and security policies. Japan and Korea also share
similar anxieties related to their economic overdependence on China, as
the PRC is their largest trading partner. They have been eager to maintain
a rules-based international order and have been dissatisfied with America’s
turn away from economic multilateralism under Trump. So a strength-
ened political and economic partnership with the EU has been seen in
both countries as a means to address these challenges.

At the same time, as demonstrated in this chapter, the rationale for
the actual institutionalisation of the strategic partnership has differed.
While Japan and the EU started to refer to each other as “strategic
partners” in the early 2000s, on the back of growing bilateral politico-
security cooperation, they only formalised their partnership in 2018. This
arguably reflected an evolutionary process, although conjuncture played
a key role. With South Korea, on the other hand, the partnership seemed
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to be more a matter of negotiation and a strategic choice. The institu-
tionalisation of the EU-ROK strategic partnership moved faster (than
was the case of the EU-Japan partnership) and was completed by the
mid-2010s, even though the mutual EU-Korea perception as “strategic
partners” was apparently less forthright. Not surprisingly, the dynamics of
EU-Japan and EU-ROK relations have experienced different trajectories
since the conclusion of the strategic partnership. Indeed, Brussels’ cooper-
ation with Seoul has remained largely focused on implementation issues.
Cooperation with Tokyo, on the other hand, has been re-energised. A
manifestation of this was the decision by the EU and Japan to initiate a
partnership, dedicated to the relatively new and transversal issue of “con-
nectivity”, merely seven months after the entry into force of their EPA.
All in all, despite the above-mentioned differences, the EU-Japan and
EU-ROK strategic partnerships each highlight the relevance of the insti-
tutional dimension in the EU’s partnership policy, as one of the four key
dimensions discussed in Chapter 1 of this volume.

As the EU scrambles to have a strategic role in Asia (and North-
east Asia is key to this), lessons from this comparative case study will
surely be useful to both academics and policy-makers. Indeed, for the
EU, Japan and the ROK are “like-minded” partners, and so collabo-
ration with them is perceived by Brussels as key to both consolidating
the EU’s own acquis (post-Lisbon Treaty) and upholding a rules-based
international order where it is most challenged: in the Asia-Pacific.

However, the EU-Japan and EU-ROK agreements are unlikely to lead
to substantial changes in the strategic equation that both Japan and Korea
find themselves in. These agreements are arguably more useful (in political
terms) to Brussels. The importance of these partnerships to both Tokyo
and Seoul is mainly economic and is likely to remain so in the foreseeable
future.

All in all, the formal extension of economically significant and diplo-
matically convenient partnerships to the political and strategic realm is still
facing considerable obstacles. These are associated with the EU’s limited
strategic footprint in Asia, as well as with Japan’s and the ROK’s respec-
tive strategic concerns, and hence their resistance to endorse the Union’s
claim to a “strategic” role in the region.
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CHAPTER 14

Conclusions: The Rise and Fall of an Idea

Thomas Renard

So much has been written on the EU’s foreign policy, and yet so little on
the so-called strategic partnerships. EU strategic partnerships have been
largely ignored in the academic literature, with a few notable exceptions
cited in this volume, and rarely studied in depth. This lack of interest
partly reflects a critical take on what most scholars and observers perceived
as a mere new “label”, largely artificial and unconvincing as a new foreign
policy concept, notably in the light of the lack of clear definition or
purpose for these partnerships. At the same time, the near-absence of
analysis of a concept that was presented as central to the EU’s foreign
policy in the late 2000s, certainly in EU documents and rhetoric, consti-
tutes a clear gap in our understanding of the EU’s foreign policy (and of
its making).

In the light of this relative neglect from academia, this volume is a
welcome contribution. It combines a reflection on the concept of strategic
partnership, its definition, its purpose and institutional functioning, with
an extensive analysis of all ten individual partnerships in a historical and
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comparative perspective. In fact, more than just an assessment of the EU’s
strategic partnerships, this volume is a broader review of the evolution of
the EU’s foreign policy over the past two or three decades, and more
specifically of the EU’s relationship with the main powers of this world.

In this final chapter, it seems opportune to first go back to the notion
of “strategic partnership” as a foreign policy concept of a certain era. To
do so, it is interesting to look at the EU strategic partnerships in the
broader perspective of the proliferation of strategic partnerships world-
wide, in the 1990s and 2000s. During almost two decades, strategic
partnerships were concluded at an increasing pace, including by the EU.
The proliferation of strategic partnerships heralded a new era, marked
by the emergence of new powers and the challenge to the established
liberal order. However, by the mid-2010s, strategic partnerships seemed
to have largely disappeared from the headlines. The causes of this progres-
sive disinterest are multiple, but they are most likely linked at least partly
to the global economic slowdown, increasing geopolitical competition,
the underperformance of emerging powers, or rising nationalism. The
concept of strategic partnership seems to have lived its course, and it
has now largely disappeared from the foreign policy narrative of most
countries.

The Globalisation of Partnership Diplomacy

The concept of “strategic partnership” in modern international relations
seems to have emerged at the end of the Cold War. According to Kay
(2000), the notion of strategic partnership was first advanced by the
Soviets in their bilateral discussions with the Americans, with a view to
managing post-Cold War security on the European continent. By the end
of the 1990s, a number of strategic partnerships had been concluded.
For instance, China and Russia announced their resolve to develop a
“strategic partnership of equality, mutual confidence and mutual coor-
dination for the twenty-first century” in a joint statement following the
visit of Boris Yeltsin to China’s President Jiang Zemin, a statement that
was then circulated to all UN members.1 Other early instances of such
partnerships include the 1993 China-Brazil strategic partnership, or the
1998 US-Turkey strategic partnership.

1 Joint Declaration by the People’s Republic of China and the Russian Federation, Beijing,
25 April 1996. Available online: https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/51/127.

https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/51/127
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With the beginning of the twenty-first century, strategic partnerships
became even more popular among established and emerging powers alike.
The first decade of the years 2000 witnessed the conclusion of many new
strategic partnerships, including major ones such as between China and
Pakistan (2005) or between the US and India (2004). As a result, the
number of these partnerships grew dramatically, from a few in the 1990s
to more than a hundred in the 2000s. Whereas China had established
just two strategic partnerships by the end of the twentieth century, it had
concluded 20 by 2005, and the number had reached 49 by the end of
2014 (Zhongping and Huang 2014).

Nowadays, there are probably more than 200 of these arrangements
worldwide (see Map 14.1), although no study or database has ever
attempted—or been able—to provide an exact account. China has estab-
lished more than 50 strategic partnerships; India, Brazil and Russia have
each signed more than 20 strategic partnerships, whereas the United
States (US) has concluded 31 of them, in addition to its many alliances.

Partnership diplomacy emerged thus in the post-Cold War context, at
a time of political openings, economic opportunities and shifting align-
ments. China, Russia and the US were at the origins of this new concept.
To a large extent, this had to do with their power status. As the “lonely
superpower”, the US was courted by a number of former Soviet states
willing to redefine their relationship with Washington and, by extension,
with the West. This was notably the case of Ukraine and Romania, with
which the US established strategic partnerships in 1996 and 1998, respec-
tively. China and Russia were also willing to redefine their relations with
the West. Russia wanted to start relations on a new basis, following the
demise of the Soviet Union, whereas China was looking to normalise
its relations with the world after the Tiananmen incident. Both China
and Russia were also showing great power aspirations and a willingness
to participate in the shaping of a new world order, as illustrated by the
1997 Russian-Chinese Joint Declaration on a Multipolar World and the
Establishment of a New International Order.2

The proliferation of partnerships in the 2000s may be the result, at
least in part, of a form of emulation of the instrument, one partnership

2Russian-Chinese Joint Declaration on a Multipolar World and the Establishment of a
New International Order, Moscow, 23 April 1997. Available online: http://www.fas.org/
news/russia/1997/a52--153en.htm.

http://www.fas.org/news/russia/1997/a52{-}{-}153en.htm
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leading to another one. Yet, this does not mean that these partner-
ships were entirely meaningless, or that major powers did not envision
a greater role for them. For instance, former US Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton referred to a “multi-partner world” based on “partner-
ships aimed at solving problems” in 2009, whereas Chinese President Xi
Jinping expressed his ambition in 2014 to create a “global network of
partnerships” as a foundation of its foreign policy, during a major speech
(Clinton 2009; Huang 2014). However, most scholars suggest that these
partnerships have rarely been pursued or developed in a strategic manner,
that is with a clear sense of purpose (see for instance Renard 2011;
Hamilton 2014; Zhongping and Huang 2014; Costa Vaz 2014). In other
words, every strategic partnership had its own reason, logic and goal,
but there was not a coherent purpose or consistent features across all
partnerships.

Already in 2000, Sean Kay wondered “what is a strategic partnership?”
observing the growing use of this instrument by the US administration,
and warning against the dangers of confusing its allies and competitors
about its foreign policy objectives through such inflated rhetoric (Kay
2000). While there have been several interesting reflections on the defi-
nition of strategic partnerships,3 it is perhaps more fundamental to ask
“what are strategic partnerships for?”, that is what is their purpose? In this
regard, strategic partnerships can be conceived either as a form of “align-
ment”, which needs to be distinguished from other types of alignment,
such as alliances or coalitions, or as a form of “engagement”, according
to which these partnerships can participate to a foreign policy strategy of
balancing, containment or hedging.

Firstly, strategic partnerships must be distinguished from more tradi-
tional alliances or coalitions. Similarly to an alliance, a strategic partner-
ship is a form of international cooperation between two parties that go
beyond mere diplomatic contacts. However, an alliance is generally more
limited in its agenda, to military and security issues, whereas strategic

3Parameswaran (2014: 263–264) offers perhaps the most concise definition of a
strategic partnership as “a loose but structured framework of collaboration between parties
to address common challenges and to seize opportunities in several areas”. Wilkins (2008:
360–361) considers that strategic partnerships are (1) organised around a ‘system princi-
ple’, that is a general purpose, rather than a specific task; (2) based primarily on common
interests and not always underwritten by shared values; (3) essentially goal-driven rather
than threat-driven; (4) informal and with low commitment costs; (5) driven mostly by
economic and security concerns.
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partnerships are generally more wide-ranging, encompassing all kinds of
challenges such as economic or environmental ones. Furthermore, the
level of commitment expected among formal allies is higher than among
strategic partners. Conversely, with lower expectations, a strategic partner-
ship is more flexible than an alliance, and its level of cooperation can vary
over time and across policy areas. Overall, a strategic partnership can go
through political ups and downs over time, as domestic and international
contexts evolve, without necessarily questioning the founding principles
of the partnership. In short, strategic partnerships provide “maximum
diplomatic, political, and economic flexibility and minimum commitments
from involved parties” (Nadkarni 2010: 17).

While very different from alliances, strategic partnerships may be more
akin to a form of coalition, defined as “a grouping of like-minded states
that agree on the need for joint action on a specific problem at a partic-
ular time with no commitment to a durable relationship” (Pierre 2002:
2). However, the main difference between these concepts is that strategic
partnerships are generally bilateral agreements, whereas coalitions have
a broader membership, whether they take the form of “bloc-type coali-
tions” (like the BRICS, IBSA or the G7, for instance), or of “issue-based
coalitions” (like the G77 on development issues, or the US-led anti-ISIS
coalition in counter-terrorism).

Secondly, beyond the nature of the agreement, strategic partnerships
can be analysed through the prism of IR theory, as a form of balancing,
containment or hedging. For instance, according to Hughes, Japan’s
quest to strike strategic partnerships globally, from Asia to the Middle-
East, Europe and Africa, can be seen as a form of “soft containment”,
to curb Chinese influence and “encumber China’s free projection of its
power outside East Asia” (Hughes 2009: 855). Strategic partnerships
can also be described as a strategy of hedging from a number of states
confronted with geopolitical uncertainty. This is certainly the case in
Asia, where Goh (2007) called “omni-enmeshment” the tangled web of
engagement strategies in Southeast Asia, resulting from states’ hedging
behaviours between the US and China. The proliferation of strategic part-
nerships over the past two decades suggest that omni-enmeshment may
be a strategy of global relevance, beyond Asia.

Overall, strategic partnerships can be seen as instruments of flexibility
and pragmatism in times of geopolitical uncertainty. In a more fluid and
contested international order, defined by co-existing elements of “part-
nership and rivalry” (Patrick 2010: 46), partnership diplomacy can be
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seen as a way to strengthen cooperation while managing competition
between great and regional powers. As Michael Cox concluded almost
a decade ago, “we no longer live in a world composed of clearly specified
friends and well-defined enemies, but rather in one where partnership has
become a necessity” (Cox 2012: 381, emphasis added). There would be
in this regard “partnerships of choice”, i.e. with like-minded countries,
and “partnerships of necessity”, i.e. with potential competitors (Grevi
2012).

To some extent, strategic partnerships can also be seen as a structured
approach for countries to gather “followership” at the regional or global
level, which determines in turn the true global powers, i.e. those who can
actually shape the global agenda (Schirm 2010). For countries that do
not have formal alliances, like China, strategic partnerships offer a decent
alternative to signal a form of political and economic rapprochement with
other states. This is probably why China, as the challenging superpower
in need of followers, still continues to maintain a network of strategic
partnerships.

In spite of the inherent flexibility of the concept, which made it popular
and “handy” for diplomacy during over two decades (Hamilton 2014:
21), strategic partnerships have now lost traction. The use of strategic
partnerships in foreign policy doctrines and discourses has drastically
declined compared to several years ago, except perhaps for China. The
reasons for this lacklustre performance are multiple. Of course, this is
probably at least partly the result of the ambiguity of the concept. With
no clear meaning or purpose, the declaratory power of establishing a
strategic partnership eventually runs its course and may even possibly
backfire when the partnership does not live up to the expectations. It
could also be the result of competition increasingly outweighing coop-
eration at the global level, particularly in the light of the rising rivalry
between the US and China, driven by new forms of nationalism, and
the declining influence of multilateral institutions. As the stakes become
higher, open alignment with either the US or China, even in the diluted
form of a strategic partnership, becomes a headache for every country,
particularly those investing on a hedging strategy.

Europe’s Way: Partnering Without Pattern

The development of the EU’s own strategic partnerships, as explained in
this book, largely matches the evolution described above. Although the
first mention of a “strategic partnership” in EU documents goes back to
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the late 1990s, in the context of EU-Russia relations, it is really in 2003
that the EU claimed its intention to develop its relations with “strategic
partners” (then listed as the US, Russia, Japan, Canada, China and India),
in its European Security Strategy (ESS)—a key foreign policy document.
The drivers of the EU’s strategic partnerships were therefore very much
alike most other global strategic partnerships: it was about rethinking and
restructuring political relations with Russia, the US and emerging powers
in the post-Cold War and post-US “unilateral moment” era. The ESS
also reflected a major internal development, as the EU sought to assert
itself as a global actor, more active and united on foreign and defence
policy (notably as the document was drafted in the aftermath of the 2003
US invasion of Iraq, which had deeply divided European countries). The
EU’s strategic partnerships came to complement other layers of the EU’s
foreign policy agenda, forming a sort of “triptych”, composed of three
concentric circles of influence: the enlargement policy, the neighbourhood
policy, and global partnerships (Kempin and Lippert 2013).

Following the 2003 ESS, the EU progressively widened its list of
strategic partners to reach a group of ten strategic partners in 2010:
Brazil, Canada, China, India, Japan, Mexico, Russia, South Africa, South
Korea and the US. What was particularly remarkable during this phase was
the lack of attention and interest this instrument received, both inside and
outside EU policy circles. In my earlier research, I spoke with more than
a dozen EU officials in 2009–2010, and none of them was able to name
the full list of EU strategic partners, nor to explain the logic of these part-
nerships (Renard 2011). Most of these countries seemed to have become
strategic partners “by accident” (Renard 2011), and EU officials seemed
unaware of the difference, if any, between a strategic partner and a non-
strategic partner. As explained in the first chapter of this volume, it appears
that some EU member states played an important role in establishing
some of these partnerships. It could also be that the EU had been influ-
enced by the flourishing of strategic partnerships worldwide, as discussed
above, thus emulating a label more than seeking to establish a new foreign
policy instrument.

Following the widening phase came a phase of deepening of the
existing strategic partnerships. This phase started in 2010, in the after-
math of the Copenhagen climate summit fiasco, as recalled in the second
chapter of this volume. Herman Van Rompuy, the new President of the
European Council, came back from Copenhagen with the firm inten-
tion to avoid similar failures in the future, making full use of the Lisbon
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Treaty in external relations, on the one hand, and initiating a reflec-
tion on strategic partnerships, on the other hand. In the opening to the
September 2010 European Council, he famously said “we have strategic
partnerships, now we need a strategy” (Van Rompuy 2010). Following
this meeting, the EU High Representative Catherine Ashton was tasked
to assess the EU strategic partnerships in so-called progress reports, which
she did in late 2010 and early 2011. These confidential reports sought
notably to identify the EU’s main objectives vis-à-vis each partner, what
are the shared interests, and what kind of tradeoffs could be reached
(Renard 2011).

With hindsight, the few months following the Copenhagen wake-up
call were really the apex of the reflection (and use) of strategic partner-
ships by the EU. There was a momentum created by the convergence of
the three logics presented in the second chapter of this volume: the EU’s
internal logic (more foreign policy powers, following the Lisbon Treaty),
the external logic (the EU sidelined in Copenhagen, as a sign of a return
to geopolitics), and the identity logic (the EU wanted to become a more
strategic global actor). At the time, it seemed that strategic partnerships
could become much more central to the EU’s foreign policy, and certainly
that they would remain high on the agenda of the High Representa-
tive.4 However, that moment was only short-lived. Only six out of ten
progress reports were produced (Canada, Japan, South Korea and Mexico
were never covered), and the existing reports were quickly shelved to
never see the light again. No significant breakthrough was achieved under
Catherine Ashton regarding strategic partnerships, whether in terms of
internal thinking and management, or in terms of bilateral relations.

When Federica Mogherini became the EU’s new High Representa-
tive in 2014, she suggested that strategic partnerships would remain a
topic on her agenda. However, even before she took office, Russia had
already been unofficially suspended from the list of EU strategic part-
ners, following its annexation of Crimea. In the following years, relations
with other partners, notably Brazil, India, China and even the US (under
the Trump administration), proved increasingly challenging for the EU,
with little progress achieved on major issues. In fact, Mogherini came
to develop a much more pragmatic approach to strategic partnerships.
The 2016 EU Global Strategy is a good indicator of this new approach:

4Interview with a European diplomat, Brussels, 13 December 2010.
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it put “partnership” as a central element of the EU’s foreign policy
approach, but barely mentioned “strategic partners” or “strategic partner-
ships”. In line with the principle of “principled pragmatism”, the emphasis
seemed to be more on working either with “like-minded partners” (which
excludes a number of strategic partners de facto) or with partners in an ad
hoc manner, based on specific issues and objectives. In other words, issue-
based cooperation came to be favoured over fixed partnerships, as flexible
as these can be. Equally telling of the lacklustre image of the concept, is its
almost total absence from the website of the EU’s External Action Service
(EEAS), or from most EU official speeches and documents. As noted by
Schade in this volume, there is “very little evidence that the concept of
strategic partnerships receives any ongoing and regular attention what-
soever, either in the form of formulating goals and aims, providing a
framework for cooperation, or by facilitating institutional exchanges on
the strategic partnerships”. In short, while strategic partnerships have not
entirely disappeared from EU’s vocabulary, they appear to be more a
reminiscence of a past ambition than evidence of their centrality in foreign
policy making.

Assessing the EU’s Strategic Partnerships

In the introduction to this volume, the editors raised a number of ques-
tions about EU strategic partnerships. The first of these questions was: are
strategic partnerships still alive? From the reading of this book’s chapters,
the answer seems to be leaning towards “no”. It was always clear that the
EU’s strategic partnerships were uneven, fulfilling different purposes and
having different levels of ambition (Renard 2011). It was also understood
that these partnerships were “work in progress” in the early 2010s (Grevi
2012). However, ten years after Van Rompuy’s call for truly strategic
partnerships, there is little sign of any positive development.

At the global level, strategic partnerships were once considered as a
tool to promote “effective multilateralism”. However, it is unclear to
what extent the EU has managed to leverage its partnerships to defend
or promote multilateralism. More fundamentally, the whole multilateral
system that has formed the backbone of the so-called liberal order seems
to be increasingly challenged. This doesn’t mean that multilateralism is
dead, or partnering in a multilateral context impossible, but the ambition
to develop strategic partnerships that could “structure” global governance
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(Grevi 2012) has been downscaled to a more selective and pragmatic form
of multilateralism and partnership.

At the bilateral level, most partnerships have not lived up to their
promises. Russia is no longer considered a strategic partner but a
“strategic challenge” (EEAS 2016: 33), and China has been relabelled
a “systemic rival” and “strategic competitor” (European Commission and
HR/VP 2019: 1, 5). The transatlantic partnership with the US is deeply
tested under the Trump administration, albeit arguably “there has not
been and may never be a comprehensive EU-US strategic partnership”
as Smith concludes in this volume, whereas the partnership with Brazil is
“on hold” according to Ferreira-Pereira in this volume and the partner-
ship with India characterised by “mutual neglect” according to Kavalski.
This is a stark reminder that “a simple declaration of ‘strategic partner-
ship’ does not necessarily render a partnership strategic” (Hamilton 2014:
21).

At the EU’s internal level, strategic partnerships have been presented
as a tool to increase strategic thinking and improve foreign policy coor-
dination within EU institutions and among EU member states (Grevi
2012). Here again, there is little sign of progress. The EU’s communica-
tion around strategic partnerships remains unclear and confusing. It is not
clear who is still a strategic partner in 2020 or what the purpose of these
partnerships is. To some extent, this volume illustrates this confusion
as some authors focussed on the substance of the bilateral relationship
between the EU and its partner, whereas others focussed more—or exclu-
sively—on the formal aspects of these partnerships, notably the so-called
strategic partnership agreements. Finally, as highlighted in some chapters,
the EU remains divided or undecided on some key foreign policy issues
when confronted with a powerful strategic partner, particularly China.

The second key question raised in the introduction of this volume was:
do strategic partners perceive the EU as a strategic actor? Here as well,
the various authors in this volume suggest a negative answer. Atanassova-
Cornelis and Hellendorff explain, for instance, how Japan and South
Korea question the EU’s “value as a strategic partner”, whereas countries
like Brazil or India consider the relationship with the EU of a “secondary
place” at best, in the words of Ferreira-Pereira. The fact is that the EU is
not a great power (except commercially, arguably) and is not considered
as a major player in the geopolitical environment of its strategic partners.
In Asia, South Korea and Japan do not see the EU as a viable third way
to escape the US-China confrontation. In North America, Mexico and
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Canada are so deeply interlinked with the US, that it leaves little room
for wide-ranging engagement with the EU.

The introduction of this volume presented four themes that guided
the following chapters: functional, policy-related, institutional and role-
related aspects of strategic partnerships. This book suggests overall that
strategic partnerships have failed or under-delivered in all these aspects.
In spite of clear efforts to find a purpose for strategic partnerships, and to
develop an institutional architecture to consolidate them, these partner-
ships have not fundamentally reshaped any of these bilateral relationships,
nor have they become a cornerstone of the EU’s foreign policy.

To conclude, strategic partnerships were once regarded as a promising
instrument to structure and strengthen the EU’s foreign policy, but this
ambition has now faded and the concept is mostly history. It remains
to be seen whether the rising confrontation between the US and China
will trigger a reactivation of this concept, or whether the COVID19 crisis
(economically, socially, politically) will transform international relations to
the extent that something akin to strategic partnerships become needed
again. Strategic partnerships could be a way to re-create an “international
society” post-COVID-19, or to build the EU’s “strategic autonomy”
in the midst of the US-China rivalry, but key questions would remain
nonetheless: partnering with whom, and what for? For the foreseeable
future, the EU is more likely to operate on the basis of ad hoc, flex-
ible, issue-based partnerships. To say it differently, strategic partnering
has replaced strategic partnerships.
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