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Introduction: The European Union’s Strategic Partnerships: 
conceptual approaches, debates and experiences

Laura C Ferreira-Pereira 
Centro de Investigação em Ciência Política (CICP) — University of Minho

Alena Vysotskaya Guedes Vieira 
Centro de Investigação em Ciência Política (CICP) — University of Minho

In the second decade of the twenty-first century, the European Union (EU) finds 
itself in an unprecedented polycentric world while facing a continual necessity to 
build bridges with different regional poles of political, economic and commercial 
power. At the same time, the implementation of the foreign and security policy 
related innovations enshrined in the Lisbon Treaty, devised to empower the EU’s 
international persona, has been a challenging task. This was so largely due to the 
acute financial and economic crisis that set in during 2008, afflicting most of the 
member states as well as the sustainability of the Eurozone. These intricate cir-
cumstances have been having a bearing not only on how the EU is viewed world-
wide, but also on how the EU redefines its role in contemporary world politics.

Against this background, the strategic partnerships (SPs) that the EU has been 
establishing with pivotal global and regional powers seem to constitute a crucial 
part of its increasingly eclectic approaches to tackling the globalized multipolar 
world. Since 2010, this specific tailor-made foreign policy tool has been gaining 
prominence as a component of the EU’s international profile. Symptomatic of 
this, the Council Conclusions of September 2010 have underlined the idea that 
SPs ‘provide a useful instrument for pursuing European objectives and interests’ 
(European Council 2010, 2). In addressing the issue of the EU’s global actorness, 
the Final Report of the Future of Europe Group, made public in September 2012, 
has highlighted the need for the organization to ‘shape relations with strategic 
partners more effectively’ while ascribing the High Representative a ‘leading role 
to play here’, with the support of member states.1 More recently, in her speech at 
the Munich Security Conference in February 2015, the EU High Representative, 
Frederica Mongherini, has emphasized the relevance of the partnership policy for 

 1 This report was approved by the foreign ministers of Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, Italy, 
Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal and Spain.

Present affiliation for Alena Vysotskaya Guedes Vieira is Faculdade de Economia, Universidade de 
Coimbra, Av. Dias da Silva, 165, 3004-51, COIMBRA.
This article, together with contributions on the cases of Brazil, Ukraine and Israel, is part of and draws 
on a research project entitled ‘The Strategic Partnerships of the European Union as an Instrument of 
Global Action: Rationale and Implications’ (PTDC/CPJ-CPO/11325/2009), funded by the Portuguese 
Foundation of Science and Technology and coordinated by Laura C Ferreira-Pereira.
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4 Laura C Ferreira-Pereira and Alena Vysotskaya Guedes Vieira

the EU operation in the world, saying that ‘it’s in our DNA to build partnerships 
on a global level’.2

Yet, the existence of SPs was originally acknowledged in the framework of the 
2003 European Security Strategy (ESS), which was especially affected by unparal-
leled developments springing from both the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks 
and the subsequent Anglo-American military intervention in Iraq. The ESS enu-
merated a limited number of countries with whom the EU intended to reinforce 
a strategic rapport, namely Canada, China, India, Japan, Russia and the United 
States (US). In 2008, the Report on the Implementation of the European Security 
Strategy also brought into the strategic partners’ fold South Africa and Brazil. At 
the same time, the EU sealed a SP with Mexico. In 2010, South Korea was identi-
fied as a strategic partner, thereby completing the list of the current ten partners.3

In the light of the EES, the creation of the SPs can be said to constitute a rec-
ognition that in order to assert itself as a global actor in a multipolar world the 
EU had to foster a dynamic network involving both ‘international organizations 
and key international actors’ (European Council 2003, 13). Dialogue with these 
constituents was considered decisive for coming to terms with a multitude of 
critical global issues and was expected to contribute to the overarching goal of 
strengthening ‘effective multilateralism’ as the fundamental principle of global 
governance.

To be sure, the security dimension was also implicit in the establishment of 
SPs, since this was linked with the EU’s quest for a ‘more secure Europe in a bet-
ter world’. Thus, the EU’s partnership policy emerges as an additional conceptual 
response to an unprecedentedly complex and unpredictable international security 
environment. Incidentally, the introduction of security issues onto the European 
agenda governing SPs is a new development and therefore an analytically signifi-
cant topic calling for academic enquiry. This is so because whilst traditional bilateral 
relations with third states have been mainly founded on economic and commercial 
aspects, the SPs-based rapport has been both structured around and reinforced by a 
convergence of positions on how to tackle evolving common threats.

Despite their growing importance in the EU’s foreign profile, the SPs have 
never hitherto been conceptualized in a clear-cut way, neither at the legal nor at 
the political level. The meaning of ‘partnership’—and ‘strategic partnership’ for 
that matter—has never been clarified in the high-volume Common Foreign and 
Security Policy (CFSP) declarations or in the European Treaties. At the same time, 
the rationale underlying the establishment of a given SP has never been straight-
forward and has varied from country to country. As a result, the SPs have been 
evolving in differing ways and to differing degrees. It comes as no surprise, thus, 
that the first meeting of the post-Lisbon European Council ‘could not even agree 
on the definition of a strategic partner’ (Blockmans and Laasit 2012, 147).

On the one hand, the formal criteria for considering a given third state a stra-
tegic partner remain a blind spot, but, on the other hand, some key documents 

 2 See <http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-eeas/2015/150208_01_en.htm>, accessed 5 August 2015
 3 These are Brazil, Canada, China, India, Japan, Mexico, South Africa, South Korea, Russia and 

the US. Part of the monitoring of the developments in the SPs is carried out via the presentation of 
regular reports focusing on each of these bilateral relations. The first country reports were presented 
in December 2010, dealing with the US, Russia and China, while three further reports addressing the 
cases of Brazil, India and South Africa were laid down in September 2011.
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The European Union’s strategic partnerships 5

issued by both the European institutions and high officials enable some charac-
teristic features to be discerned. For instance, the ESS asserts 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.4 Besides the ex-
istence of a normative common ground, some argue, the identification of common 
goals might be even more constructive in the partnership-building process than 
the mere acknowledgement of shared interests and values (Renard 2011). What is 
more, the establishment of a given SP results from the perception that it encapsu-
lates a positive-sum game formula, since it has ‘to be based on a balance of mutual 
advantages and commitments’ (Van Rompuy 2010, 3).

The state of the debate and conceptual approaches

Given the absence of a formal definition of a SP, as well as the EU’s proclivity to 
establish SPs on an ad hoc basis, there has been a general tendency in the academic 
literature to try to ascertain the meaning of a SP and to explore the rationale un-
derpinning this developing European foreign policy instrument. Academic works 
adopt different methodological approaches to grapple with the definition, classi-
fication and explanation of SPs (Grevi 2013; Grevi and Khandekar 2011; Renard 
2011; Sautenet 2012), and place emphasis on how these SPs have been set up and 
evolved over time.

The search for the significance of a SP has led some authors like Renard and 
Hooimaaijers (2011) to assess the impact of the EU’s partnerships in the United 
Nations (UN) system in order to explore whether a partnership between the EU 
and a third country influences bilateral cooperation within the UN. A number of 
other contributions discuss the rationale of SPs in relation to the EU’s leadership 
and its aspiration to shape globalization (Renard 2011; Husar and Maihold 2010, 
19), as well as to increase its voice and visibility in the international arena (Grevi 
and Khandekar 2011, 6; compare Grevi and Vasconcelos 2008).

Moreover, current scholarly works on the SPs are largely characterized by its 
scattered nature. Most of the existing contributions deal with the relations be-
tween the EU and individual partners, such as India (Bava 2010; Sachdeva 2009), 
Brazil (Ceia 2008; Whitman and Rodt 2012), Russia (Haukkaula 2010; De Wilde 
and Pellon 2006) and China (Holslag 2011; Taneja 2010). The majority of these 
studies highlight the institutional aspects that typify the partnership and its ef-
fects on both bilateral and regional dynamics, and show a concern about specific 
policy areas, notably environment, energy and security.

Even though the comparative study of SPs remains underdeveloped, in recent 
years some good examples of this intellectual endeavour have seen the light of 
day (Renard 2011; Sautenet 2012). Such contributions have established useful con-
nections with the literature dealing with the SPs adopted before 2010, thereby un-
derlining a dimension of continuity prevailing between the pre- and post-Lisbon 
EU’s partnership policy. They also illuminate different components of the Europe-
an partnerships, notably soft law and political dialogue (Renard 2011).

Both the overall picture on the scholarly works devoted to the European SPs, 
as outlined above, and a more detailed analysis of the current academic literature 

 4  See European Council 2003.
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6 Laura C Ferreira-Pereira and Alena Vysotskaya Guedes Vieira

allow one to identify a general concern with the ambiguity underlying the concept 
of SP. Hence, the notion of SP has attracted significant critiques, although some 
studies have endorsed a more positive view. So, when mapping out the main con-
tributions revolving around the political, diplomatic, institutional, strategic and 
security-related issues underlying the European SPs, two distinct perspectives can 
be singled out: one that boils down to seeing the glass half full and another that 
can be equated with a glass-half-empty outlook.

The glass-half-full perspective

Criticism regarding ambiguity and the lack of a formal definition of SP does not 
overshadow the positive view that is patent in some academic contributions. Per-
haps the most illustrative examples of the glass-half-full approach can be found 
in contributions devoted to the subjects of both the EU’s ‘strategic diplomacy’ and 
its relations with the emerging powers (Husar and Maihold 2010; Maihold 2010; 
Allen and Smith 2012; Smith 2013). The authors acknowledge that, although the 
EU may lack strategic diplomacy per se, it has developed a number of instruments 
that allow the potential implementation of such grand strategy. In this vein, SPs 
are considered important tools that can be put in the service of the EU’s interests 
around the world in a strategic manner.

In identifying the EU’s strategic partners as ‘potential partners for global gov-
ernance and peacekeeping’ (Husar and Maihold 2010, 11), the main idea of this 
literature stream is that SPs can contribute to the promotion of a global order. 
Therefore, these contributions underline the merits of a continued dialogue with 
emerging actors like India, Brazil, Mexico, South Korea and South Africa, whose 
support for the promotion of ‘effective multilateralism’ the EU has been attempt-
ing to garner since 2003. The glass-half-full approach further acknowledges the 
EU’s leadership quality in the framework of cooperative dynamics that involve 
strategic partners in such softer fields as trade, environmental policy and energy. 
Here the existence of common interests and objectives plays a significant role to 
the extent that this convergence provides the nucleus around which a given SP is 
structured and holds together over time (Husar and Maihold 2010; Maihold 2010; 
Allen and Smith 2012; Smith 2013). Hence the SP’s idiosyncratic profiles, which 
are reflected in diverse formats such as partnership and cooperation agreements, 
political dialogues, sectoral agreements and policy fora. The emphasis placed 
upon the EU’s global actorness in softer sectoral areas, to the detriment of the 
security and defence spheres, is based on the assumption that the organization 
needs to capitalize on its traditional strengths, notably as a strategic trade actor 
and ‘market power Europe’ (Damro 2012; Meunier and Nikolaidis 2006).

Finally, the positive outlook on the EU’s SPs can be linked to the analytical 
understanding of the EU as a ‘model power’. In this perspective, the EU tends to 
consider a strategic partner a given third state that either demonstrates a dispo-
sition to perform an imitative behaviour with an economic, diplomatic and trade 
reward in view; or exhibits an explicit compliance with the European provisions 
as a result of a voluntary action towards emulating the successful EU ‘model’ (Fer-
reira-Pereira 2012). Viewed through the lenses of the ‘model power Europe’ ap-
proach, the recurrent formal acknowledgement of the existence of a SP and  efforts 
undertaken at the highest political level to secure its continued implementation 
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The European Union’s strategic partnerships 7

correspond to incentives for strategic partners to keep up their endeavours to fol-
low the ‘right track’, in line with the EU’s standards and best practices.

Related to this, the willingness to be awarded such a selective carrot may also 
move third states to exhibit a disposition to embark upon the same ‘right track’, 
with or without Brussels’ direct political and financial support. Along these lines, 
an institutionalized SP creates positive conditions for the continued irradiation of 
the modelling dynamics of the EU to the extent that through the former the or-
ganization systematically sustains a third state’s exposure to its modus operandi 
(Ferreira-Pereira 2012). At the same time, largely owing to its own self-reinforcing 
positive experience of the power of effectively modelling others’ behaviour, the 
EU takes particularly into account ‘those states which in addition to their function 
as elements of regional order, could also become models for the future framing in 
world politics’ (Husar and Maihold 2010, 12). All this challenges the arguments 
pointing to the idea that SPs represent nothing more than compensation for the 
failure of the multilateral approaches and a smokescreen for the EU’s chronic ina-
bility to act as a genuine strategic actor.

There is no doubt that the consequences of the 2008 economic, financial and 
budgetary turmoil have undermined the EU’s reputation as a successful economic 
and social power worldwide. But there is, in fact, a strong argument to be made 
that this organization continues to be perceived as having a lot to offer, not only to 
its strategic partners, but also to third states that wish to be acknowledged as such 
by Brussels. This can be seen in the domains of technology and industrial cooper-
ation (encompassing specific areas like energy efficiency and renewable resourc-
es), which remain attractive to potential European partners. Moscow’s original 
acceptance of the EU–Russia ‘Partnership for Modernization’ 5—conceived to pro-
mote, inter alia, the alignment of technical regulations and standards, and energy 
efficiency, as well as to support the creation of scientific and research networks—is 
a case in point. Another illustrative example is the outburst of political and social 
unrest in Ukraine in the sequence of the debacle of the signing of the Association 
Agreement with the EU which was caused by Russian pressure.

The glass-half-empty perspective

Scholarly literature that conveys a great deal of criticism of the EU’s SPs is clearly 
prominent when compared with that reflecting a more positive stance. The for-
mer, which has flourished since the Lisbon Treaty, emphasizes that the SPs consti-
tute a policy instrument that is hardly making a positive impact upon the role and 
influence of the EU as a global political and security player (Balfour 2010; Grevi 
2010; Renard 2010). Ultimately, as a foreign policy tool, SPs are devoid of any tan-
gible consequence or implications.

The notions of ‘partner’ and ‘strategy’ as well as the SPs’ raison d’être have 
been recurrently questioned and debated. According to Bendiek and Kramer, the 
EU has never provided a clarification of what it considers to be ‘strategic’. More-
over, the persistent concerns exhibited by EU documents as regards ‘peace and 
stability based on core democratic values’ and ‘international cooperation to tackle 

 5 See Joint Statement on the Partnership for Modernization, EU–Russia Summit, Rostov-on-
Don, 31 May to 1 June 2010, 10546/10, <http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/
pressdata/en/er/114747.pdf>.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

b-
on

: B
ib

lio
te

ca
 d

o 
co

nh
ec

im
en

to
 o

nl
in

e 
U

M
in

ho
] 

at
 0

7:
55

 1
1 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
18

 

https://<http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/er/114747.pdf>.
https://<http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/er/114747.pdf>.


8 Laura C Ferreira-Pereira and Alena Vysotskaya Guedes Vieira

global challenges’ point to a process focused on broad long-term objectives rath-
er than clear-cut strategic priorities (Bendiek and Kramer 2010, 23). As such, the 
putative ‘strategy’ underlying the designation ‘strategic partnership’ seems to be 
pursued only at a rhetorical level—something that is symptomatic of the EU’s lack 
of strategic interests and its weakness as a global security actor in its own right 
(Renard 2012).

Consensual views have emerged on two interrelated aspects. First, there is the 
idea that the elusive character of SPs eventually engenders different perceptions 
among the partners as to the breadth and depth of the partnership itself. Second, 
such elusiveness prevents the EU exploring to the fullest potential what this pol-
icy tool might hold in store (Biscop and Rénard 2009; Renard 2011; Fioramonti 
2007; Fioramonti et al. 2007).

Thus, the glass-half-empty perspective advocates the necessity for the EU to 
define its interests as a global security actor in its own right, something that is 
considered a precondition for SPs. Such an indispensable endeavour should take 
the upper hand to the detriment of the necessity of agreeing upon a list of sectoral 
issues as a precondition for establishing a formal strategic rapport. Incidentally, 
there are a number of ‘major international strategic interests’ one could reasonably 
expect to see both the EU and its partners developing ‘within a cooperative frame-
work’ (Renard 2012, 306).

That being said, it could be argued that, despite all the variations prevailing 
amidst the EU’s strategic partners, they exhibit a common concern with challeng-
ing security issues as well with the coordination of political stances within inter-
national fora. The security dimension of the SPs’ agendas, however, needs to be 
reinforced and the EU’s interests need to be defined more clearly—ideally in the 
ambit of a grand strategy from which a sub-strategy governing SPs could be large-
ly derived (Renard 2012, 312). SPs should, therefore, mirror variegated security 
considerations, namely with such issues as non-proliferation, terrorism, religious 
extremism, drug-trafficking, crisis management, CBRN (chemical, biological, ra-
diological and nuclear) risks and geostrategic issues. A meeting that has a format 
similar to the High Level Security Dialogues, like the EU–Central Asia High Level 
Security Dialogue,6 should also be assigned a central place in the agenda.

The contributions of the special issue: major themes and contents

In this special issue we attempt to advance understanding of the contemporary 
EU’s partnership policy by providing original conceptual approaches and empir-
ical cases, as well as by offering new perspectives for future areas of research. In 
so doing, we seek both to bring out core features relating to the current under-
standing of SPs and to pinpoint aspects of this phenomenon where debate and 
study are lacking. Whilst casting light on different dimensions and manifestations 

 6 See Council Conclusions on Central Asia, Council Meeting Luxembourg, 25 June 2012,  
<http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/131149.pdf>. 
The first meeting of the High Level Security Dialogue took place on 13 June 2013 in Brussels, between 
the EU and the countries of Central Asia: Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan. Meetings in this particular format build upon the EU–Central Asia Security Forum, 
held in 2008 and in 2009, and the annual EU–Central Asia Ministerial Meetings. The High Level 
Security Dialogue is developed within the framework of the EU–Central Asia Strategy for a New 
Partnership adopted by the European Council in 2007.
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The European Union’s strategic partnerships 9

of the EU’s partnership policy, this special issue makes a contribution not only to 
the developing literature on European SPs, but also to the more long-established 
literature stream focusing on the EU’s actorness and influence in world politics 
(Bretherton and Vogler 2006; Hill and Smith 2005; Orbie 2008; Fioramonti and 
Lucarelli 2010; Telo and Ponjaert 2013).

There is one overarching theme in this special issue, the EU’s partnership pol-
icy, here understood as comprising major aspects linked to the conceptualization, 
institutionalization and development of relations with pivotal states that have 
been ascribed a ‘strategic partner’ status. But there is no central argument that 
necessarily features in all articles beyond the central goal to address, for each in-
dividual partner, the extent to which and the ways in which the SP is sustained 
and validated over time so as to enable the EU to secure its own core values, 
goals and interests. This collective intellectual pursuit is indeed much taken with 
the process-tracing of dynamics of individual SPs, which outlines considerations 
ranging from economic diplomacy (for example, China, India and Russia) to hard 
security issues (for example, Israel and India). We believe that such a methodolo-
gy generates new insights into the EU’s practices and experiences of partnership, 
for at least two reasons: the mapping of the evolution of most of the SPs is found-
ed on an empirical base largely gleaned from primary documents and interviews 
with the foreign-policy-makers of the countries under consideration, and the EU’s 
relations with its partners are generally examined from the perspective of the mis-
match of norms and values prevailing in a specific relationship at a specific point 
in time.7

The special issue also contains a measure of innovation at the theoretical level. 
This is reflected in Blanco’s two-level Wittgenstein-inspired ‘language-in-use’ ap-
proach, Vieira’s exploration of the social identity theory in her comparative analy-
sis of the EU’s relations with Russia and Ukraine, and Martins’s study of the EU’s 
relationship with Israel based on a sociological institutionalist perspective. Smith 
and Renard rely on middle-range theoretical approaches in order to provide a ba-
sis for the examination of specific intra-SP mechanisms and also to reflect on the 
SPs considered as part of the EU foreign policy repertoire and their compatibility 
with the long-cherished goal of promoting ‘effective multilateralism’.

The analyses conveyed in this special issue bring together different streams of 
literature, something that contributes to further illuminating the evolving debate 
on the contemporary EU’s partnership policy. A relevant general point that stems 
from the articles of Renard, Ferreira-Pereira and Murray relates to the fact that the 
emergence of the EU’s SPs has, somewhat surprisingly, not captured much atten-
tion from either scholars interested in EU’s ‘multilateralism’-oriented policies or 
by those who have been engaged in research on ‘interregionalism’ (Grugel 2004; 
Söderbaum et al. 2005; Telo 2007), Incidentally, Renard argues that the rise of SPs, 
while embodying a tendency towards bilateralism, signals a certain departure or 
‘rebalancing’ from the previously dominant interregionalism and multilateralism 
approaches. From this view follows the belief that SPs may not always coexist 
with multilateralism as guiding principles of EU foreign policy.

While acknowledging the merits of a growing specialized literature (Grevi 
2013; Renard 2012; Renard and Biscop 2012; Allen and Smith 2012), this special 

 7 Examples of this particular approach can be found in Averre (2005), Emerson (2006), Fawn 
(2003) and Cottey and Gottwald (2010).
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10 Laura C Ferreira-Pereira and Alena Vysotskaya Guedes Vieira

issue examines three distinct subthemes underpinning the study of this subject 
matter, namely the conceptual debate around the EU’s SPs, the challenges posed 
by the emerging powers with which the EU has already established formal SPs, 
and the denser cooperation forged by the EU with relevant states that represent 
cases of ‘non-partnerships’.

The conceptual debate is particularly vibrant, and explorations in this special 
issue may be seen as a tangible proof of that. On the one hand, the analysis en-
gages into the debates about the existing definitions of SPs proposed by Grevi 
(2010), Holslag (2011), Wilkins (2008, 2012), Reiterer (2013), Renard (2012) and 
Grevi (2012). On the other hand, new conceptual arguments are advanced as well. 
Schmidt-Felzmann’s distinction between the ‘partnership of choice’ and ‘partner-
ship of necessity’ contributes to a more fine-tuned conceptualization of SPs. A 
thorough discussion of the existing definitions leads Blanco to challenge the plau-
sibility of establishing a single definition of this expression in international poli-
tics and to uphold a more positive outlook upon the widely criticized ambiguity 
underlying the EU’s SPs that should be viewed as a ‘normal’ state of affairs. This 
aspect ties in with the significant question of the dynamic and fluid character of 
the SPs which is further examined by Smith and Renard, the latter emphasizing 
‘flexibility’ as a ‘new driving principle in foreign policy making’.

This special issue is primarily devoted to the EU’s SPs currently in operation 
with the BRIC countries (Brazil, China, India and Russia). This focus has arisen 
mainly from the circumstances that these states confront the EU with particular  
challenges springing from their position as emerging powers (Ferreira-Pereira 
2015, in this special issue). These challenges are, in their essence, different from 
those arising from more established SPs, such as those existing with Canada and 
Japan, and even more so with the US. Hence, these latter SPs have remained out-
side the remit of this special issue.

In contrast to the available works on the EU and the BRICS group (Allen and 
Smith 2012; Renard and Biscop 2012), this special issue’s contributions not only 
incorporate the SP-related dimension in their analyses, but do so by taking into 
account the EU’s own evolution as an international actor. Particular attention is 
given to specific sources of validation of the evolving SPs. In identifying and ex-
plaining the differences across the SPs with the BRIC countries in terms of their 
background, agendas, levels of implementation and validation, this special issue 
claims to be the first comprehensive account of the contemporary EU’s partner-
ship policy in the academic literature.

One of the common themes running through the contributions that focus on the 
EU’s relations with BRIC countries is the decrease in the organization’s salience in 
the eyes of its strategic partners. Either as a result of the EU’s ‘underperformance’ 
in the sphere of foreign and security policy, or as a consequence of the Eurozone 
crisis, or both, the EU is far less a key reference point in global terms than it was 
previously. This finding is especially important if taken in connection with another 
strong argument pointing to the idea that the EU cannot be seen as simply extend-
ing its (strategic) partnership network, since it is competing with other bilateral 
and multilateral attractive offers made by major international actors (see Kavalski 
2015 and Smith 2016, in this special issue). Thus, the EU has to consider both the 
‘shadow of China’ and the ‘umbrella of the US’ (Murray 2015, in this special issue).

The examination of the partnership agendas in the cases of Brazil, Russia, In-
dia and China confirms the consolidation of the EU’s SP policy. In terms of its 
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supporting infrastructure, this foreign policy tool has been formally enriched by 
the innovations introduced in the domain of the CFSP by the Lisbon Treaty, which 
has allowed for the development of both the EU’s soft law and political dialogue 
mechanisms. In particular, Smith points at ‘progress and consolidation’ in specif-
ic fields of the EU–China relationship and, more generally, he stresses a ‘limited 
but growing coordination and linkage’ between core mechanisms of the EU’s SPs, 
which is supported by ‘bottom-up’ processes of day-to-day interaction and ‘top-
down’ strategic direction alike. In the same vein, Schmidt-Felzmann’s and Vieira’s 
contributions demonstrate the resilience of EU–Russia rapport, which for a long 
time survived a profound reformulation of the rules of their interaction since the 
early 1990s, until its spectacular failure to function as a platform for the resolution 
of the Ukraine crisis. All four contributions are unanimous in the identification of 
a cleavage between the EU’s rhetoric and actions, which is further illustrated by 
Kavalski’s metaphor of a loveless arranged marriage between an old spouse and 
his young wife in reference to EU–India relations. At the same time, they high-
light, more or less explicitly, the instrumental nature of the SPs. Smith’s analysis 
of the EU–China relationship casts light on how the SPs’ framing has ‘responded 
to key shifts in the broader EU’s international position’, notably in the area of 
trade policy. Blanco, in his turn, reminds us that it is through the framework of 
SPs that the EU aims to purport its values and, especially, to consolidate effective 
multilateralism.

In seeking to cover approaches and issues that remain neglected in the litera-
ture, this special issue gives particular attention to three states that, despite being 
considered strategically important, have not yet been honoured with ‘strategic 
partner’ status. These are Australia, Ukraine and Israel. Whilst Australia is con-
sidered a strategically important and like-minded country in the eyes of the EU, 
both Ukraine and Israel have already been proposed as potential candidates for 
SPs (Rettman 2010). By coming to grips with the EU’s relations with non-formal 
strategic partners, this section further elucidates the conceptual debate that has 
developed around the notion of SP. Contributions outline the main issues relating 
to the EU’s evolving ‘management’ of the bilateral rapport while teasing out how 
the EU has been dealing with both concerns and expectations nurtured by these 
countries. Moreover, it evidences the endeavours undertaken by the non-strategic 
partners in order to foster denser cooperation with the EU. For example, Aus-
tralia’s dialogue with the EU has led to a partnership based upon a high degree 
of commonality of interests and values, with unique instruments of cooperation, 
such as a delegated aid agreement and crisis management agreement. Israel and 
Ukraine, each in their own way, have profiled themselves as frontrunners of the 
European Neighbourhood Policy. Consequently, advanced forms of cooperation 
and alignment (Wilkins 2012), which have transcended the political dialogue and 
cooperation expedients typical of a formal SP, have been implemented. Such spe-
cial cooperative formats can be equated to new EU identity categories, notably the 
‘EU’s potential “we”’, as emphasized by Vieira’s analysis of the EU’s relationship 
with Russia and Ukraine (Vieira 2015, in this special issue).

What of the future? Regardless of the differences prevailing between the cases 
of Australia, Ukraine8 and Israel, the articles by Murray, Vieira and Martins reveal 

 8 For a detailed account of the EU’s partnership policy towards Ukraine, see Ferreira-Pereira and 
Vieira (2015)
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12 Laura C Ferreira-Pereira and Alena Vysotskaya Guedes Vieira

one intriguing commonality: that the SP status is not considered by any of these 
three states to be a cherished ambition they long to achieve in their future rapport 
with the EU. This conclusion confirms that the academic study of the contempo-
rary EU’s partnership policy needs also to embrace, besides the formal strategic 
partners, the ad hoc and informal partnership dynamics whose putative existence 
ultimately challenge the weight of the SPs as a foreign policy instrument of the EU 
in operation in the twenty-first century. The findings connected to the non-stra-
tegic partners here discussed also call for deeper reflection not only upon those 
countries like Argentina that have signalled a desire to become a formal strategic 
partner (albeit with no success to date), but also upon the limits of the potential 
dividends springing from the establishment of a formal SP with the EU.

Exploring unchartered territory: possible avenues for further research

As some observers have aptly remarked, understanding of the relationship be-
tween the EU and its wider global environment remains imperfect (Jacoby 
and Meunier 2010). While forming part of the current European foreign policy 
 portfolio, SPs emerge as a key issue for grasping the operation of the EU in the 
contemporary world. This is so because of the SPs’ potential to wield significant 
persuasive and regulatory power on the world stage, thereby helping the EU both 
to transform its relations with major powers and to domesticate international pol-
itics. Hence, further academic enquiry on the extent to which and the ways in 
which the EU carves, develops and manages SPs is needed.

Another avenue for research that deserves to be explored links to the role of 
SPs in the broader efforts the EU has been undertaking under the purview of the 
CFSP. It is relevant to explore the ‘outward-oriented’ (Walt 1987) role of the SPs in 
the assertion of the EU as a power in its own right in foreign and security terms. 
Seminal scholarly works have stressed the EU’s capability–expectations gap (Hill 
1998; 1993) and its condition as a ‘small power’ (Toje 2010). In the post-2008 land-
scape marked by the global economic and financial crisis, which has especially af-
flicted the Eurozone and has also had bearing on the CFSP/CSDP (Common Secu-
rity and Defence Policy), some have pointed out the ‘delivery deficit’ in the EU’s 
international relations (Smith 2013). Yet, appraisal of the specific role played by 
SPs, along with other foreign-policy-related innovations enshrined in the  Lisbon 
Treaty, in the EU’s capacity to act as a tangible provider of stability and security in 
the world can still generate cogent scientific outputs.

All this can be easily related to the more established agendas of EU studies 
focused on the CFSP’s coherence and consistency, the international actorness and 
external perceptions of the EU (Bindi 2012; Fioramonti and Lucarelli 2010; Toje 
2010), European standards ‘diffusion’ and the EU’s ‘external governance’ (Boerzel 
and Risse 2012; Lavenex and Schimmelfenning 2010). And if we do so, the out-
come is an appreciable number of new research questions such as the following. 
Do SPs represent the use of selective incentives to promote the emulation of stand-
ards in the various substantive areas where the EU operates? Are they a channel 
for the diffusion of EU norms, policies and institutions? How do national per-
spectives and, eventually, the ‘uploading’ endeavours undertaken by key member 
states impact on partnership dynamics? Although this special issue touches upon 
the role played by some member states in the emergence and evolution of SPs, a 
special focus on the roles of big players like France, Germany and the UK may 
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The European Union’s strategic partnerships 13

engender an important avenue for further research. Moreover, studies oriented 
towards bringing SP studies into a dialogue with the aforementioned research 
agendas may well catalyse new debates on structure and agency in international 
relations in more general terms.

Equally important, the exploration of the EU’s partnership policy would ben-
efit from a comparative endeavour to bring out the experiences accumulated by 
other organizations engaged in the development of their own partnership policies, 
like the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). Is there something that differentiates and sin-
gularizes the EU’s partnership policy from that pursued by NATO or even OSCE? 
Ultimately, this comparative perspective would spawn further clarification at the 
level of the conceptual debate that is vital in view of the proliferation of the use of 
the term ‘strategic partnership’ (Lo 2008; Gaens et al. 2008; Haukkala 2010; Mueka-
lia 2004; Blanco 2016, in this special issue), thereby helping to capture this phe-
nomenon of contemporary international politics, which remains understudied.

Considering the wide range of specific areas covered by the different SPs, there 
is a vast variety of topics relating to sectoral cooperation, which has received no 
academic attention to date. Among those of these topics which call for compara-
tive investigation in are, for example, counter-terrorism efforts and concerns relat-
ing to health and food security.

The study of the EU’s SPs is still in its early days, but, as the debates, concep-
tual approaches and experiences brought out by this special issue evince, there 
is a whole new territory to be charted in scholarly research that combines solid 
methodological and theoretical perspectives and also explores interconnections 
between SPs-related findings and the more established debates in the fields of 
 European foreign policy studies and international relations. In fact, the identifica-
tion of thematic blind spots as those put forward in earlier lines leaves no doubt 
about the existing potential for creating a distinctive and innovative agenda. And 
we believe that the intellectual venture that this special issue encapsulates may 
well give a timely impulse in that direction.
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