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After an eventful geopolitical summer, the India-
EU relationship has been pushed completely to the 
political background.

The waves created by President Trump have unbalanced 
both India and the EU. While this seems to have pushed 
the EU-India relationship into the background, it has 
the potential of opening up opportunities for working 
together more closely in several significant areas. 

It is up to the EU and India to take up this challenge and 
to carry forward their stated intention of strengthening 
their strategic relationship. 

While developing this strategic relationship, New Delhi 
and Brussels will both be forced to consider the reality 
of their respective relationships with Washington, 
Beijing and Moscow, in a context of shifting geopolitical 
dynamics.
 

US-INDIA 

In a surprising break with US-policy of the last two and 
a half decennia to establish closer relations with India, 
Washington, at the end of July went suddenly all out 
against New Delhi.

While the EU and the European members of NATO have 
had to deal with the uncertainties created by President 
Trump regarding US-EU-relations, the Transatlantic 
relationship and the Ukraine war from the start of 
his second presidency, India has only recently been 

confronted with the full force of Trumpian politics. What 
started with a tough US-position regarding India’s trade 
policies, has transformed during this summer into a full-
fledged reversal of American policy towards India.

Things looked different at the start of Trump’s second 
presidency. Just one day after the Trump II-inauguration, 
Foreign Minister Jaishankar met his American counterpart 
Rubio, in Washington. Prime Minister Modi was one of 
the first foreign Heads of Government to be received by 
the re-elected president in the White House, on February 
14th. And while Trump complained several times about 
the high tariffs imposed by India on its imports, as he had 
done during his first term, New Delhi thought or hoped 
that it would be able to handle the situation. Bilateral 
negotiations were started in March with the aim of coming 
to a new trade agreement between both countries.

While New Delhi was thus already quite ‘used’ to being 
called the ‘tariff king’ by Trump, it was suddenly accused 
rather bluntly of war-profiteering and of thereby financing 
Russia’s war against Ukraine. At the end of July, Trump 
started pointing the finger at India’s purchases of Russian 
oil, linking it to the war in Ukraine, and of Russian military 
equipment. To add insult to injury he declared the Indian 
economy to be ‘dead’.

Superficially, the logic of this new US policy towards India 
seems to be that by punishing India for buying oil from 
Russia, the latter will be put under pressure.

India has no reason to believe in the credibility of this 
American logic. As the Anchorage-summit has shown, 
President Trump does not really want to put Putin under 
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pressure. Furthermore, the US is sparing China, the most 
important client for Russian oil. 

An explanation for this change in American policy towards 
India could be that Washington wants to force India into a 
trade deal whereby New Delhi would drop some of its red 
lines. The Indian reluctance to open its agriculture- and 
dairy-markets to the US has proven to be a big point of 
disagreement for the US. As Prime Minister Modi declared 
during his independence-day speech (August 15th) India 
will never compromise on the interests of its farmers. 
The trade negotiations between the two countries seem 
to have come to a standstill – a round of negotiations 
planned for end of August did not take place after the 
American delegation cancelled its visit to New Delhi. 

The harshness of the recent American attacks, 
notwithstanding the presumed friendship between 
Trump and Modi, points however to additional irritants. 
Contrary to the manner in which the leaders of many EU- 
and NATO member countries and of those organizations 
themselves, have tried to placate President Trump, India 
has refrained from using this kind of ‘tactic’. The way the 
cease-fire, that ended the India-Pakistan military clashes 
in May came about, certainly complicated the US-India 
relationship. President Trump declared several times 
that it was his intervention that led India and Pakistan 
to agree to the cease-fire, a claim consistently denied by 
India. Washington further provoked Indian sentiments 
by inviting Pakistan’s army chief of staff Munir over for 
lunch at the White House (a first) shortly after those 
events. To top it all, the US and Pakistan concluded a 
trade deal on July 30th with a tariff for Islamabad of 19%, 
while announcing the next day that a tariff of 25% would 
be levied on Indian exports to the US. Going all the way 
in implementing his threats against New Delhi, Trump 
confirmed the imposition of an additional tariff of 25% 
on Indian goods starting on August 27th, thus coming to 
a total of 50%.

America no longer seems to see India as a bulwark against 
China, one of the foundations for its policies towards 
Delhi of the last five administrations (including Trump I). 
The American approach to the Indo-Pacific, as we have 

known it until last year, has consequently changed.  It 
will be interesting to see what effect this will have on the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue between the US, Japan 
Australia and India (QUAD), whose main aim it is (or was) 
to maintain the international rules-based system in the 
Indo-Pacific. The next QUAD-Summit is supposed to take 
place in India this fall. It should give an indication as to 
how seriously the US is still invested in this forum.

The EU, largely absent from the Indo-pacific scene, should 
strive to fill up some of the space opened up by the US-
disengagement, especially as regards its interests in the 
Indian Ocean.

CHINA-INDIA 

Meanwhile China has certainly been benefiting from the 
falling out between the US and India.

India and China had started a process of political de-
escalation in the autumn 2024, some weeks before Donald 
Trump won the US-elections. India decided to re-engage 
with China after 4 years of refusing to do so because of the 
2020 Galwan-incident (a deadly border clash in Ladakh, 
Kashmir, in which several soldiers died). That incident 
was itself the result of China’s military activities around 
and across the Line of Actual Control (LoAC, the de facto 
border between India and China) since 2013.

The Indian reasons for engaging again with China were 
related to the needs of its economy and businesses, in 
terms of Chinese products and investment, a fact admitted 
by the Indian authorities. The tensions around the LoAC 
were another factor that moved both countries to reduce 
tensions in the area. A process of de-escalation was thus 
agreed upon for certain sectors of the LoAC.

However, and as stated by former Indian ambassador to 
China, Ashok Kantha (Indian Express 22/08) ‘the evidence 
so far suggests a tactical outreach by China without 
accommodating India’s interests and sensitivities. 

For China, the Indian market is of a certain importance 
to its own businesses and it is an alternative for the West. 
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Having the QUAD in mind, Beijing would in 2024 have 
hoped to reduce New Delhi’s interest for this forum. The 
new ‘India-policy’ of the US however seems to have made 
that objective rather redundant, leaving India in a weaker 
position vis-à-vis Beijing. 

While reaching an agreement last October, ending the 
military stalemate at the LAC since 2020, was important, 
and while high level bilateral visits between Beijing and 
Delhi have followed each other up in recent month, 
culminating in Prime Modi’s presence at the SCO-summit, 
the fundamental positions of India and China about the 
bilateral relationship have not changed: India wants to 
develop a more balanced trade relationship with China 
while remaining wary of the latter’s intentions around the 
LoAC and close relationship with Pakistan. China would 
like to ‘detach’ India from the West, while continuing the 
existing trade flows across the Himalayas without regard 
for India’s security concerns.

China is much less of a direct security threat to the EU 
than it is for India. However, its anti-Western worldview 
and its undeniable support for Russia in the Ukraine war 
are positions that are not shared by India.

As a case in point, and something the EU should pay attention 
to, the official visit of Prime Minister Modi to Tokyo on the 
eve of the SCO-summit was high in symbolism. It shows 
clearly that India, while continuing its policy of strategic 
autonomy, wants to further deepen its economic and 
strategic relationship with the West. It puts the impressions 
created by the apparent bonhomie during the SCO-summit 
between Modi, Putin and Xi in the right context.

RUSSIA-INDIA 

India’s relationship with Moscow is based upon a long 
tradition of geopolitical trust that dates back to the cold 
war era and upon a strong dependence on Russian military 
equipment. Delhi sees Moscow as a counterweight for 
Beijing, even though Russia has become very dependent 
upon China. But, exactly for that reason, Moscow might 
want to cherish this bond with Delhi. Except for the 
booming oil-trade however, this relationship has not 

seen the same dynamic development that one has seen 
between India and the West. 

It is a relationship that, while presenting some challenges 
in view of Russia’s war against Ukraine, is taken as a fact 
of life by most Western capitals. The first foreign visit of 
Prime Minister Modi, after the start of his third term in 
office, was to Moscow. India’s purchase of large quantities 
of Russian oil, at a discount, was silently accepted (maybe 
even encouraged) after some time by both Washington 
and Brussels. It was recently announced that Putin will 
be visiting New Delhi in December. No better way for 
India to signal to the US that it will not change its policy 
of strategic autonomy.

EU-INDIA 

Where do these developments leave the EU-India 
relationship? With all that has been happening in July 
and August, one cannot but notice the silence that seems 
to reign between Brussels and New Delhi on the political 
level. It is all about Washington, Moscow, and Beijing.

The visit of the ‘College’, the (almost) complete/full 
Commission, to Delhi in February of this year was 
undoubtedly a high point in the relationship between the 
EU and India. Promises were made regarding the further 
development of the existing strategic relationship. It was 
announced that the FTA-negotiations would now really be 
concluded by the time of the next EU-India summit. Only 
in June, the first EU-India Strategic Dialogue took place in 
Brussels between High Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy of the EU Kaja Kallas and the Minister 
of External Affairs of India Dr. Subrahmanyam Jaishankar.  

“They reaffirmed the mutual interest in strengthening and 
deepening EU-India security and defence cooperation.” 
(EEAS-press statement, June 10th). The tread needs to 
be picked up again.

By putting great pressure on both the EU and India, 
the main beneficiaries of Washington’s actions are 
Moscow and Beijing. It is important for the EU and 
India to understand each other very well regarding their 
respective relationships with both Russia and China. The 
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security threat posed by China vis a vis India is mirrored 
by the one that Russia presents for Europe. The reality 
of China’s importance for the world economy is one that 
both India and the EU recognise. By standing together 
they will be stronger in addressing these challenges. As 
the most significant international actors left who stand 
for an open and rules-based international order, it is more 
than ever in their interest to work together.

The EU and India have thus a strong case for continuing 
to strengthen their strategic partnership, by concluding 
sooner rather than later a new Trade Agreement and by 
engaging in real security-and defence-cooperation. It is in 
their common interest to stay on course notwithstanding, 
or even, as a reaction to Washington’s increasingly 
unpredictable polices, Moscow doubling down on its war 
in Ukraine, and Beijing seeking to tilt the balance in the 
Indo-Pacific. The EU and India, more than ever, must act 
as anchors of stability.

For Europe, India is not only a key market but also a 
pivotal security partner in the Indo-Pacific. For India, the 
EU represents both an economic alternative and a political 
ally that can counterbalance the pressures coming from 
China and of the US.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.	 Accelerate the FTA negotiations — to send a strong 
signal that Brussels and New Delhi can deliver 
concrete outcomes despite external turbulence.

2.	 Institutionalize EU–India security dialogue — moving 
from declarations to joint initiatives on maritime 
security, cyber resilience, and defence cooperation.

3.	 Coordinate on China and Russia policies — not 
by aligning positions, but by building mutual 
understanding of each other’s strategic imperatives.

4.	 Invest in connectivity and supply chains — leveraging 
EU initiatives like the Global Gateway with India’s 
Indo-Pacific vision to reduce vulnerabilities to great-
power coercion.

5.	 Protect strategic autonomy together — Europe and 
India must resist being forced into binary choices by 
Washington, Moscow, or Beijing.
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