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G20 Summit of November 2020
Great expectations despite boycott calls
SUMMARY
On 21-22 November, under Saudi Arabia's presidency, the G20 will hold its first regular summit in a
virtual format. Unavoidably the focus will be on the current crisis, more specifically on protecting
lives and livelihoods and restoring growth. Given the crucial role it played in tackling the 2008-2009
financial crisis, hopes are high regarding the G20's potential role in proposing a financial and
economic solution to deal with the ongoing downturn. Several major G20 members have invested
massive amounts of money to keep their economies afloat, in line with the decision of the
extraordinary G20 summit held in the spring, but the depth of the current crisis requires additional
action. Some critics have argued that the G20 is not up to its perceived role. The lack of US leadership
in particular has been seen as an obstacle preventing the group from living up to its full potential.
One of the crucial measures adopted by the G20 has been to freeze the official debt payments of
developing countries, with the measure recently being extended. Many voices consider that this will
not be enough to avoid state defaults however.
Saudi Arabia, the first Arab country to hold the presidency, has been eager to use the opportunity
provided by its G20 presidency to showcase its ambitious internal reform programme and its
economic potential. The Saudis' leadership of the G20 in these times of turmoil has not escaped
criticism, first of all because of the perceived inconsistency between stated objectives at G20 level
and internal reality in the country, but also because of the role the country played in the oil price
crash of 2020. Given the dire human rights situation in Saudi Arabia and in its fighting in Yemen,
calls for a boycott of the summit have been multiplying. The European Parliament has suggested
that the EU should downgrade its presence at the summit.
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Background
The G20 is the main forum for international cooperation on key economic and financial issues of
global concern. Its members are Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, India,
Indonesia, Italy, Japan, South Korea, Mexico, Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Turkey, the United
Kingdom, the United States (US) and the European Union (EU). The G20 was established in 1999 at
the level of finance ministers and central bank governors in the aftermath of the east Asian financial
crisis, which affected mainly emerging economies and showed the limitations of the G7 – the group
of advanced economies – in dealing with such a challenge.

Figure1 – G20 and G7 member states

Source: EPRS.

The group was upgraded to the level of heads of state or government of member countries in 2008
in the wake of the financial crisis. The G20 response to the financial crisis, which included financial
supervisory and prudential rules, as well as a massive stimulus, has been hailed as having been
highly effective in avoiding a global depression. Since then, the G20 agenda has expanded beyond
macro-financial issues to include issues such as refugees, terrorism, climate, health and
development.
The G20 is a broadly representative group, including both advanced and emerging economies –
smaller and larger (see Figure 2), representing approximately two thirds of the world's population
and accounting for around 80 % of global gross domestic product (GDP – calculated in purchasing
power parity) and 75 % of international trade. G20 remains an informal forum, without international
legal representation. Its presidency rotates every year between the member states. The state
holding the presidency establishes its priorities and the agendas for the various meetings. G20
activities include the annual meetings of heads of state or government (the 'summits'), and regular
meetings of finance ministers, central bank governors, sherpas (personal representatives of
countries' leaders), meetings of ministers from various sectors, as well as meetings of various
stakeholders (referred to as 'engagement groups'), such as business groups, labour unions, women's
groups, civil society organisations, etc.
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Figure 2 – G20 countries: population and GDP
(in purchasing power parity, international dollars)

Source: EPRS, with data from United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) and IMF
(October 2020 Economic Outlook Database).

Saudi Arabia's G20 presidency
Saudi Arabia took over the presidency of the G20 from Japan at the end of 2019. One of the smallest
members of the group in terms of both population and economic output (see Figure 2), Saudi Arabia
is classed as an emerging market and middle income economy by the International Monetary Fund.
The G20 presidency has been seen as an opportunity for the country to present its broad economic
and social modernisation agenda under the banner Saudi Vision 2030 and to advertise its economic
potential. For its G20 presidency, Saudi Arabia has proposed the topic Realising Opportunities of the
21st Century for All, with a three-pillar structure: Empowering People (creating conditions in which
all people, especially women and youth, can live, work and thrive), Safeguarding the Planet
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(fostering collective efforts to protect shared resources), and Shaping New Frontiers (adopting longterm and bold strategies to utilise and share the benefits of innovation). Critics have however
remarked that these overarching objectives do not sit well with the Kingdom's internal policies,
which, despite recent reforms, continue to disempower numerous citizens (including women and
minorities), and its economic focus on hydrocarbons. In response to the coronavirus crisis, Saudi
Arabia organised a series of extraordinary virtual meetings starting in March 2020, including an
extraordinary leaders' summit on 26 March, as well as extraordinary virtual sectoral meetings of
finance ministers and central bank governors, and of health, agriculture, tourism, employment,
digital economy, trade and investment and education ministers. Eight engagement groups have
been organised this year, including Science 20, which focused on scientific foresight and Women 20
under the topic 'Realising Opportunities of the 21st Century for All'. In September the Saudi Foreign
Minister announced that the November summit would focus on 'protecting lives and livelihoods,
restoring growth and recovering stronger'. The Civil 20 virtual summit, which gathered more than
30 000 attendees in October, called on the G20 leaders to 'choose cooperation over competition;
make decisions based on science, solidarity, and public interest', to commit enough resources for
sustainable development and to support low income and fragile states.

G20 response to the coronavirus crisis
The G20 has been considered by some commentators to be potentially the 'most effective global
forum' for coordinating efforts to secure recovery from the coronavirus crisis, given its success in
leading the way out of the global financial crisis in 2009. Then, G20 leaders agreed on a massive
fiscal stimulus that prevented a severe global depression, but the efficacy of this year's answer has
still to be assessed given the depth of the crisis.
In March 2020, G20 leaders meeting at an extraordinary summit, promised to do 'whatever it takes
to overcome the pandemic' and urged a coordinated international response – including from
multilateral institutions – to contain the pandemic and to address its economic impact. The scale of
the stimulus they have injected into the economy has been impressive at more than US$10 trillion,
representing 11 % of world GDP. However, China has not renewed its massive 2009 stimulus this
time, presumably owing in part to its healthy growth – which is estimated for 2020 at 2% of GDP
making it the only G20 member not in recession. The G20 Health working group has coordinated
medical efforts to fight the pandemic.
The G20 has also acted to help developing countries to overcome the crisis. In April 2020, the G20
Finance Ministers endorsed the Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI) to grant debt-service
suspension to the poorest countries to help them withstand the impact of the pandemic. This
initiative has provided debt relief of more than $20 billion for the least developed economies, but
has been limited to bilateral official debt, i.e. state-to-state aid, and has consisted of deferring
payments and cancelling interest until the end of the year initially. Private creditors and multilateral
organisations are invited to participate on similar terms. The countries benefitting have committed
to use the proceeds to increase social, health, or economic spending in response to the crisis, and
also to enhance their international debt transparency. Many developing countries are confronted
with a particularly severe fall in revenues owing to a drop in commodity prices, lower remittances,
the impact of the pandemic on tourism, the disruption of global supply chains, and a need to spend
more to respond to the crisis. This has prompted calls for debt relief to go a step further and include
extensive debt cancellations for over-indebted countries, such as in Africa.
According to critics, the G20 response to the crisis has been inadequate, and the forum has underperformed. Saudi Arabia, one of the smallest G20 members, did not have the capacity to lead in a crisis
of such magnitude. Saudi Arabia has also been criticised for contributing to the crash in oil prices and
continuing its war in Yemen despite the dire humanitarian situation and the UN Secretary-General's
call for a global cease fire. US leadership, which was crucial in 2009 in setting the G20 agenda, has been
much weaker this time. Coordination and cooperation in the G20 remain vital when it comes to
tackling the current crisis and its economic impact by means of measures such as scientific and
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medical cooperation, designing the fiscal response, ensuring global food security or providing
developing economies with debt standstills. Commentators see the G20 playing a crucial role in any
future global reform, particularly if the current crisis shakes the global economic and financial
system in an irreversible way that requires a fundamental restructuring of the way globalisation works.

Issues to watch
At the third Sherpa meeting in September, the focus was on overcoming the impact of the
coronavirus pandemic, restoring growth and creating jobs – issues that are expected 1 to figure high
on the agenda of the November summit as well. Fiscal support and other monetary measures to
overcome the crisis, but also boosting inclusivity and sustainability and protecting trade and
investment could be among the lines of action proposed by the summit. According to press reports,
energy market stability could also be discussed. Given the worrying current health situation and the
upcoming change of leadership in the United States, it is not certain however that G20
commitments will translate into practical steps any time soon.
United Nations Secretary General, António Guterres has expressed his hope that the summit will see
more coordinated action than it has been the case until now, with countries acting on their own and
sometimes taking contradictory measures. Guterres has stated that during the summit the UN will
advocate universal access to a future Covid-19 vaccine. Some commentators are also urging the G20
countries to fund global access to medical means to fight the pandemic, as the only way to assure
that global economic growth can continue at sustainable rates.
On 14 October, the Group of 20 finance ministers extended the DSSI until June 2021, but the G20
approach has been criticised for not including debtor countries in decision making and for not going
far enough and cancelling debt. As a major lender, with 63 % of the total debt of the 73 countries
eligible under the DSSI, China is involved in the programme, but is demanding the payment of arrears
on debts to Chinese private creditors first, especially on bonds. In addition, payments to Chinese
creditors are likely to raise legal issues whereby other international private creditors could demand
equal treatment. Overall, China's request has triggered concerns that the proceeds of the initiative will
be used to pay amounts due to international private creditors, rather than for supporting
development and tackling the economic consequences of the pandemic. At the summit, the G20
could adopt a debt relief framework outside of the DSSI. In an extraordinary meeting on 13 November,
G20 finance ministers and central bankers recognised that debt treatments beyond DSSI may be
required on a case-by-case basis given the deteriorating financial situation of certain countries.

Calls to boycott the summit
A public campaign has been mounted to boycott the summit and other high-level meetings in
response to Saudi Arabia's treatment of human rights defenders and political opponents. No G20
leader has however cancelled their participation in the November summit. Saudi Arabia is ranked
by various organisations (V-DEM, Freedom House, Reporters without Borders) as one of the least
free countries in the world. Some of its human rights shortcomings have caught world public
attention, not least the extrajudicial murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi Consulate in
Istanbul. Saudi Arabia recently failed in its bid to become a member of the UN Human Rights Council.
Several mayors of big cities, such as London, New York, Paris, and Los Angeles boycotted the Urban
20 (U20) mayors' summit, held in Riyadh on 30 September 2020. 45 US lawmakers have urged the
American government to boycott the summit. Over 220 civil society organisations, including
Amnesty International and Transparency International, have boycotted the civil society meetings
organised in the framework of the G20 (C20). When it comes to the Women 20 (W20) gathering, civil
society positions varied, with some organisations encouraging participants to attend but also to
express criticism of Saudi Arabia's gender policies, while some activists decried the summit
altogether as a sham. Saudi authorities have suggested that women's rights defenders could be
'pardoned', but human rights organisations doubt that this will be followed through, considering
the announcement part of a public campaign before the summit.
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European Parliament position
In a resolution of 8 October 2020, Parliament urged the Presidents of the European Council and
Commission, and the Member States, in no uncertain terms, 'to downgrade EU institutional and
diplomatic representation at the upcoming G20 leaders' summit, in order to avoid legitimising impunity
for human rights violations and ongoing illegal and arbitrary detentions in Saudi Arabia'. Parliament
also condemned the ill-treatment of Ethiopian migrants in Saudi Arabia, particularly those held in
detention centres, and called for the unconditional release of all imprisoned human rights defenders,
such as women's rights activist Loujain al-Hathloul, and 2015 Sakharov Prize laureate Raif Badawi.

European Union in the G20
The European Union is a full member of the G20 alongside three of its Member States: France, Germany and
Italy, while Spain is a permanent observer. The EU-27 has the third largest population among G20 members,
and the third largest share of world GDP calculated in purchasing power parity, after China and the United
States (see Figure 2). In nominal GDP, the EU comes second after the United States, with 18.6 % (in 2018); but
this marks a significant decline from 25.6% in 2008. The EU is jointly represented at summits by the presidents
of the European Commission and the European Council. Unlike other members, the EU does not hold the
rotating presidency and does not host summits. Italy will hold the next G20 presidency.

The EU regards the G20 as an important partner for deploying measures to combat the coronavirus.
In her speech on the State of the Union 2020, Commission president Ursula von der Leyen
announced that together with the upcoming Italian G20 presidency in 2021, she will convene a
global health summit. She also underlined that the Union will make efforts to reach an agreement
on digital taxation in the framework of the G20.
The EU is strongly committed to multilateralism and willing to support efforts to make multilateral
cooperation more effective. The July 2019 Council Conclusions on 'EU action to strengthen rulesbased multilateralism' issued a call on the EU to step up cooperation with various international
organisations and forums, including the G20.
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ENDNOTE
1

Unlike during former presidencies, only limited official information is available this year in advance of the summit on
the specific issues to be debated. See https://g20.org/en/LeadersSummit/Pages/default.aspx
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