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A Challenge for EU Public Diplomacy in India:
Why the Union Needs a Europe House

Patryk Kugiel

A series of crises dffecting the EU since 2008, in particular Brexit, have strengthened India’s view of
the bloc as an organisation with a diminishing role in the world. The lack of knowledge and
underestimation of the EU are important barriers to deepening the strategic partnership and
accelerating cooperation with India, which are objectives of the EU strategy towards India adopted
in December 2018. To succeed, the EU would need to improve its image and intensify public and
cultural diplomacy. The establishment of a Europe House in New Delhi, as an institution promoting
cooperation and knowledge of the Union, could play an important role in this.

On 20 November 2018, the European Commission presented its first strategy on India, indicating the need
to build “a partnership for sustainable modernisation and rules-based global order.”* Once adopted by the
Council of the European Union on 10 December 2018, the strategy became official policy of the EU and its
Member States, and will remain so for the next 10 to 15 years. The document aims to strengthen EU
cooperation with India on bilateral, regional and global issues, and goes beyond the traditional focus on the
economy. It recognises that the EU has for too long prioritised its relations with China, and suggests that “a
strong partnership with India is a key for a balanced EU policy towards Asia as a whole.”?

In the times of growing challenges from authoritarian China and Russia, and with uncertainty about U.S.
foreign policy under President Donald Trump, the EU sees India as an emerging global player and a
potential like-minded partner in stabilising the liberal international order. The Commission calls India an
“emerging global power” and declares it “has an interest in India playing a greater role in a multipolar
world, which requires a multipolar Asia.”® The European approach is also driven by economic
considerations. India’s rapid economic growth (exceeding 7% of GDP a year over the last a few of years)
and the liberal economic reforms undertaken by prime minister Narendra Modi offer new untapped
potential for bilateral commerce and investments. The EU’s trade in goods with India (the world’s fifth-
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largest economy by nominal GDP) stood at €91.5 billion in 2018, but this was still only 2.3% of total EU
external trade and several times less than its trade with China (€604 billion).*

The strategy presents a set of tools and practical steps that should be taken if the EU is to deepen
engagement and form a truly strategic partnership with India. Yet, the success of this policy will depend on
overcoming a number of political, economic and technical problems, including one linked to mutual
perception and understanding.

Perception of the EU in India

One of the traditional impediments to stronger cooperation between the European Union and India has
been the information deficit, lack of knowledge and misunderstanding of the Union as a political entity.
Indian experts have observed for years a big gap between self-perceptions of the European reality and how
“outsiders” perceive it.° The EU attracts limited attention in Indian media. One study carried out for the
European Commission in 2015 found that “by way of comparison, the volume of EU coverage was more
modest than that found in the other countries” (these being strategic partners of the EU).” Indians are
more likely to learn about the biggest EU Member States rather than the EU as a whole. The Union is hardly
present in Indian political, expert or academic debates, and books on Indian foreign policy written by
domestic authors rarely dedicate any attention to the EU. This all reflects the bloc’s low priority in the
Indian worldview.

The EU is seen in India primarily as a regional economic organisation and a trade partner. Its competences
in the political, strategic and security dimensions are often ignored. The distinctive activity of the Union in
the field of human rights and promoting democracy is more a source of irritation than appreciation among
Indian partners.® As a result, India prefers to develop political and strategic cooperation with the main
Member States (mostly Germany, France and the UK) than with the EU as a whole.

This is further underpinned by limited cultural cooperation between India and the EU. While Indians can
know the culture of individual European countries well, they do not perceive the EU as a single cultural area
with a common identity and a historical legacy. Hence, though both partners are “political unions” sharing
many similarities, including the motto of “unity in diversity,” Indians look at the EU, in the first place,
through the prism of its nation-states.

The image problem is not constrained to Indian elites but pervades general public opinion. One poll from
2015 showed that “there was relatively limited recognition of the EU, with the survey respondents ranking
the EU below all of the countries used for comparison” (the United States, Russia, China, Japan and Brazil).°
However, “the EU was generally viewed positively (although less so than the U.S. and Japan), and rarely
negatively (particularly in comparison with attitudes towards China).”*® Approximately two-thirds of sample
respondents held mostly positive attitudes towards the EU. However, the study concludes that “Indians
understand EU Member States better than the EU. People are aware of the EU as a holiday destination but
not as a political entity. Simply, EU public diplomacy in India needs to be spruced up.”*?

This challenge has grown in recent years as the EU has faced a number of challenges. The image of the bloc
as a weakening organisation and a declining global player has been strengthened by a series of crises since
2008.12 These have been characterised by financial and economic issues, migration, the rise of populism
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and nationalism, divisions between Eastern and Western Europe,’® and, most importantly, Brexit. The

withdrawal of the United Kingdom will not only reduce the economic and political attractiveness of the EU
but will also limit the main information channel through which Indians have been learning about European
affairs.

However, the fact that the British have often painted the EU in rather grey colours means that Brexit also
offers an opportunity to promote a more adequate and positive view of the EU. Nevertheless, discussion in
India on ongoing challenges in Europe has in recent years overshadowed other positive developments, such
as the recovery of European economies, defence cooperation, and Europe’s growing interest in the security
of the Asia-Pacific region.’ The fact that the EU’s challenge to improve its image in India is still growing, at
a time when the bloc has recognised the growing importance of this potential partner and decided to
intensify bilateral dialogue, poses a serious risk to the implementation of EU strategy.

Promotion of the EU in India

The perception problem is recognised by the EU. For years, it has been taking action to improve its visibility
in India and understanding among Indian society. European Institutions have supported European studies
centres at several Indian universities,’® and Indians are the most numerous beneficiaries of the Erasmus
Mundus/Erasmus+ students’ and researchers’ mobility programme.!® Under the Partnership Instrument,
the EU finances cooperation and contact between experts, think-tanks and universities.'” The
establishment of the EU-funded European Business and Technology Centre (EBTC) in New Delhi in 2008 was
an important attempt to promote the EU as a source of modern technologies and to support cooperation
between European and Indian companies.

The task of promoting the EU and fostering cultural cooperation is carried out primarily by the EU
Delegation in New Delhi, in particular its small Press and Information Section (three or four people). It
cooperates with public and private partners and outsources some bigger projects to consulting companies.
The EU Delegation, among other issues, coordinates cooperation between nine EU Member State national
cultural institutes associated in the network of European Union National Institutes for Culture (EUNIC). It
also prepares European education fairs, organises public diplomacy events (such as lectures by the EU
Ambassador, European Day celebrations, European Climate Diplomacy Day, etc.) and prepares cultural
activities such as the recent meeting of European and Indian authors as part of week-long exchanges with
three winners of the EU Prize for Literature (EUPL).'® One of the most successful undertakings is the annual
European Union Film Festival (EUFF), which has been run in cooperation with the Member States for more
than 20 years.
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Yet, despite these valuable contributions to cultural cooperation between the EU and India, both resources
and a strong institutional framework for the more robust promotion of the EU in India are lacking. Most
importantly, the EU has no cultural institute in India (or any other country) to promote European culture,
values, priorities and heritage.

Nine Member States do have culture institutes (Cl) in New Delhi, and many of them (for example, Germany,
France and the United Kingdom) have offices in several cities across India.’® A recent study for the
European Parliament has confirmed that these institutions’ “main mission is to represent national interests,
and European issues and diplomatic priorities are rarely integrated into the overall strategies and work
programmes of each individual C1.”?° As a result, pan-European themes are promoted only through ad hoc
and project-based activities, scattered among many different institutions and dependent on collaboration
with individual Member States.

Moreover, the EU looks less favourable when compared to other global powers, which are building their
positive image through their own institutions. For instance, the U.S. runs the big American Centre and
Library in the very centre of New Delhi, along with five more centres in major Indian cities. Russia has a
huge Centre of Science and Culture in New Delhi, together with four smaller ones in other cities.

In Search of New Tools of Cultural Diplomacy

The European Commission recognises that the actions taken thus far have been insufficient and that
further efforts are needed. That is why the Strategy towards India acknowledged that “the EU and India
would benefit from enhanced intercultural dialogue and people-to-people exchanges, building upon
cultural diversity and multilingualism,” and set a goal of “enhancing understanding of the EU in India.”?! The
document says “more dynamic EU public diplomacy is needed, with initiatives targeting decision-makers,
influencers, opinion shapers, civil society and academic circles.” It calls for “clear EU branding in India, with
more targeted public and digital diplomacy initiatives, including by systematically reaching out jointly with
EU Member States at national and regional levels.”?? The strategy also proposes the establishment of “a
European Innovation Centre to promote European science, technology and innovation interests in India.”%

Understanding the importance of culture in relations with India is in line with the general trend in EU
thinking on external affairs. There is a growing awareness of the benefits of greater integration of cultural
cooperation to promote bilateral relations. On 8 June 2016, Federica Mogherini, the EU high representative
and vice-president, and Commissioner Tibor Navracsics put forward a proposal to develop an EU strategy of
international cultural relations, in order to put cultural cooperation at the centre of the EU's diplomatic
relations with countries around the world.?* They also proposed the establishment of European Culture
Houses in partner countries.® Their document called for enhanced cooperation with Member States’
Cultural Institutes to nurture pan-European cooperation and increase the visibility and impact of joint
actions. In February 2016, the Cultural Diplomacy Platform was launched (funded by the Partnership
Instrument and operated by a consortium of Member States’ Cultural Institutes and other partners) to
foster the EU’s international cultural relations.?® On 22 May 2018, the European Commission adopted a
proposal for a New European Agenda for Culture. Among its goals was the intention to “strengthen
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international cultural relations, by making the most of the potential of culture to foster sustainable
development and peace.”?’

The EU has also created a framework for more effective use of cultural diplomacy. On 8 April 2019, the
European Council approved conclusions on the strategic approach to cultural relations.?® These conclusions
indicate the need to better include this dimension in the scope of foreign policy instruments and closer
cooperation between Member States and EU institutions. The Council also noted preparation of a pilot
initiative launched in January by EUNIC-Global with the aim of establishing European Houses of Culture. In
June, the first 10 project ideas were selected (out of 44 applications) and will be implemented in 2020 in
cities around the world.?® However, this initiative is limited in geographical reach and level of ambition. Out
of 10 proposals, five pilot projects designed as ad hoc cultural events will be undertaken between March
and October 2020. The entire budget for the whole initiative is €833,000 over two years. None of the
proposed actions is to be implemented in India.

Europe House in India

The EU could build on its attempts to create more effective cultural policy in relations with third countries,
and strengthen efforts to reinforce cultural cooperation with India by establishing a permanent European
cultural institution in New Delhi. This can be done as a follow up to the European Houses of Culture project,
or as a new initiative. The European Commission could agree together with the Member States on the
structure and name of the new institution (though it is proposed here to call it Europe House).

The institution should work in close cooperation with Member States’ national institutes and embassies,
which could participate in financing and planning activities. It is worth drawing on past experience with the
EBTC or the European Union Film Festival. Funds to finance permanent operations could be redirected from
the EU budget as the Union reduces development assistance to India. Ongoing negotiations about the
Multiannual Financial Framework for 2021 to 2027 also offers an opportunity to secure funding for such an
instrument in the coming years.

This would be an important step towards improving the EU’s visibility in India and bridging the gap in
people-to-people contacts. Such an institution could deal with the overall promotion of the EU, and deepen
cooperation in the fields of culture, the creative industries, science and education. It could financially
support the exchange of artists, scientists, students, others in civil society, and so on. Unlike national
institutes of culture, the Europe House would focus on showing the richness and diversity of the pan-
European cultural heritage, and on developing the European dimension of cooperation. It could promote
dialogue between European and Indian civilizations, highlighting European values, technological and social
achievements. It could also help to disseminate knowledge about national culture in individual Member
States, provided the pan-European dimension is maintained.

Unlike traditional cultural centres, the EU institution should have a double task. In addition to cultural
promotion, Europe House should also serve as a source of information on the EU itself, about its history,
functioning and political and economic role in the world. This would provide knowledge for Indian citizens
about relations between the EU and India, and share information about programmes and funding
opportunities for cooperation in various areas. It could serve a role similar to that of Europe Direct
Information Points, which are part of a network across Member States designed to answer all citizens’
needs concerning the European Union.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

In order to achieve the objectives of the EU strategy towards India, it is important to address the problem
of information deficit and misunderstandings about the EU among India’s elites and society at large. While
increasing the visibility and appreciation of the EU’s international role will depend mainly on concrete
decisions and actions undertaken at the political level (such as leadership meetings and project support in
India), intensified public diplomacy efforts and the promotion of the EU as India’s partner may play an
important supporting role. Europe House could be a valuable tool to fill the existing gap in the system of
disseminating knowledge about the EU in India.

With all information on the EU and its policies in one place, located in the heart of New Delhi and easily
accessible to the local population, the centre would become an important cultural and public diplomacy
tool of the EU Delegation. As an established institution with a physical presence in India, a stable budget
and dedicated staff, it would be an opportunity to break from the ad hoc and project-based model and
prepare a long-term and more systemic approach to promote the EU and cultural cooperation with the bloc
in India. The responsibilities of Europe House should go beyond those of national Institutes of Culture and
the proposed European Houses of Culture. Europe House should also serve as an information point about
the European Union, its functioning, its international role, and its position as a partner of India.

Over time, it would be worth considering expanding its reach to other cities and regions in India. This would
allow information about the EU to reach Indians living in different parts of this vast country. If this pilot
project proved successful in India, similar centres could be opened in other strategic partner countries.
Ultimately, Europe House could become a new instrument of EU external policy, supporting the bloc’s role
as a global player.

The creation of this institution is in the interests of all Member States willing to strengthen relations with
India, highlight European civilization, and promote the EU as a strong actor in international relations. In
particular, smaller Member States with modest budgets for promotion and cultural cooperation would
benefit. It would also be valuable for Poland, which has had its own Institute of Culture in New Delhi since
2012, but would gain new funding opportunities for activities promoting Polish contributions to European
culture.



