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ABSTRACT

The erosion of global governance has accelerated in recent years in the face of rising 
global inequality. The current global governance system lacks legitimacy, popular ac-
countability, and effectiveness, and struggles to deliver solutions to key global chal-
lenges. The COVID-19 pandemic may sharpen the already existing crisis of multilater-
alism, or it may contribute to enhanced global cooperation beyond global health. This 
study investigates the role that the Group of Twenty could play in facilitating a deeper 
international engagement of African and European actors, for instance through a se-
ries of informal dialogues, exploring options for a reform of multilateral institutions.

لقــد تســارع تجريــف الحوكمــة العالميــة خــال الســنوات الأخيــرة فــي مواجهــة تزايــد عــدم المســاواة علــى مســتوى 
العالــم. فنظــام الحوكمــة العالمــي الحالــي يفتقــر إلــى الشــرعية والمســاءلة العامــة والفاعليــة، ويكافــح مــن أجــل 
تقديــم حلــول للتحديــات العالميــة الرئيســية. قــد تزيــد جائحة كوفيــد-١٩ من حــدة أزمــة التعددية الموجــودة بالفعل، 
أو ربمــا تســاهم فــي تعزيــز التعــاون الدولــي خــارج نطــاق الصحــة العالميــة. وتُحقــق هــذه الدراســة فــي الــدور الــذي 
يمكــن أن تلعبــه مجموعــة العشــرين فــي تيســير مشــاركة دوليــة أعمــق للفاعليــن الأفارقــة والأوروبييــن، علــى 
ــارات لإصــاح المؤسســات  ــر الرســمية، واستكشــاف الخي ــال مــن خــال سلســلة مــن الحــوارات غي ســبيل المث

متعــددة الأطــراف.
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CHALLENGE

The multilateral system at risk and the African context through a multilateral 
perspective
With the emergence of more power centers in the international system and increas-
es in transnational problems, global consensus on common challenges has become 
more complicated. Individual countries and actors often consider how such efforts 
may affect their specific interests rather than collective progress. The absence of a 
global leadership to drive both a new institutional architecture and regulate public 
goods, such as climate change and health and food security, is exacerbating the con-
sequences of growing transnational interdependence. There is a deadlock in the op-
eration of global governance structures, as these become platforms for geopolitical 
contests and power politics at the expense of the challenges that these institutions 
are mandated to tackle. 

A serious effort is required to upgrade existing informal and formal multilateral fora 
to make them more suitable for this purpose. In the current polarized global political 
environment, such effort will demand that the leadership drive such an agenda from 
regions and countries other than the established powers. In doing so, multilateralism 
will also gain greater legitimacy.

A functioning and legitimate rules-based multilateral system is of particular impor-
tance for African countries because they have the most to lose if global multilateral 
institutions are weakened. On the one hand, African countries (either individually or 
within regional groupings) have the capacity to forge decisions taken in multilater-
al fora such as the United Nations General Assembly or within the international cli-
mate negotiations. On the other hand, due to limited diplomatic capacities (especial-
ly within the UN or World Trade Organization) as well as a limited representation in 
other multilateral settings such as in the Group of Twenty (G20)(Leininger et al. 2019), 
African countries find it difficult to set agendas. Moreover, the difficulty of speaking 
unanimously as a continent further reduces the ability of African countries to influ-
ence global decision-making processes (Lala 2018).
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CHALLENGE

Against this backdrop, the G20 could boost its legitimacy and thus, its role as an im-
portant vehicle for multilateralism through greater African engagement and repre-
sentation (Mabera 2019). African representation within the G20 is particularly limited, 
as only South Africa is a full member of a club that has accrued increasing sway over 
global financial affairs. In the face of the severe economic crisis brought on by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the role of the G20 could be growing again and its decisions will 
have a direct impact on Africa as well.

The African Union (AU) is an observer at the G20. However, it has been undergoing 
a reform process also aimed at increasing its engagement and efficacy on the inter-
national scene (Kagame 2017). The AU’s goal is to reduce its financial dependence on 
external donors and develop its own institutional capacities, enabling it to take on a 
more ambitious and formal global role, including within the G20. The organization 
has also consolidated its capacity to promote common positions on transnational is-
sues; the Africa Joint Continental Strategy for COVID-19 Outbreak is the latest exam-
ple, which also saw Africa act early and develop instruments to help deal with the 
pandemic (African Union 2020).
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PROPOSAL

G20 Informal dialogues: Increasing legitimacy and the role of regional organiza-
tions
COVID-19 places multilateral cooperation at a crossroads. The pandemic could sharp-
en the existing crisis of multilateralism as many countries have turned inward and 
focused on domestic short- and medium- term responses to the crisis. These recent 
developments unfold in a context where countries are already unable to individually 
cope with transnational problems and challenges, such as environmental degrada-
tion, human development, and infrastructural investments. COVID-19 has reiterated 
how national governments (particularly those facing financial and political weakness-
es at home) often suffer from limited capacities to protect their citizens’ livelihoods. 
Therefore, a post-pandemic scenario might present the opportunity to find new 
forms of global cooperation. Whether the crisis will represent a favorable occasion for 
enhanced global cooperation will depend on key actors that take a leadership role in 
forging coalitions and alliances.

In the case of COVID-19, the G20 has not played the same effective coordinating role it 
played in dealing with the 2008 financial crisis. Nevertheless, there is an opportunity 
for members of the group, who are committed to reforming the multilateral order, 
to take up the responsibility. This would entail European G20 members, South Africa 
(as the only permanent member from Africa), and the AU, which has observer status, 
spearheading a series of informal G20 dialogues to explore various options for the fu-
ture of multilateralism in a changed global order. 

These informal dialogues would be open to other G20 members, African and other 
developing countries, as well as actors who are committed to reforming and sustain-
ing multilateralism. It could include policy-makers and experts from the G20 engage-
ment groups. The G20’s wide network of engagement groups (T20, S20, C20, L20, B20, 
and W20), which often draw experts from beyond the G20 states, can mobilize knowl-
edge and perspectives from a wide range of relevant non-state actors. Critically, such 
an initiative would also increase the G20’s legitimacy by enhancing its inclusivity in 
idea generation and agenda setting. The informality would be important to ensure 
a free flow of ideas unconstrained by concerns around national positioning, which 
often marks more formal multilateral settings.
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Why should European and African actors play such a convening role within the G20? 
Both the European Union (EU) and the AU are committed to sustaining, reforming, 
and strengthening the rules-based global order. In their bilateral relations, coopera-
tion on multilateralism has become more prominent in recent years (ETTG 2020). The 
EU is a significant global economic player, with the largest trading bloc and some of 
the world’s most advanced economies. Africa, on the contrary, carries both signifi-
cant economic and demographic potential, and includes some of the world’s poorest 
nations. A new multilateral order cannot be crafted only by the most powerful na-
tions if it is to carry legitimacy. The present climate also makes it difficult to reach an 
agreement within the formal multilateral institutions. However, informal dialogues 
on specific issues, such as trade, global development, or global finance (Riano 2020), 
may contribute to the evolution of incremental consensus on some of these crucial 
global institutional reforms. 

On the African side, the AU reform agenda foresees a more strategic and stronger 
role for the continental organization in managing its relations with external partners 
and on the global stage, enabling its participation in such dialogues. The AU and the 
eight formally recognized Regional Economic Communities comprise a complex ar-
chitecture that is aimed at pooling political, financial, and market resources (Vanheu-
kelom, Byiers and Medinilla 2020). Regional arrangements enhance the effectiveness 
and negotiating power of Africa in global multilateral bodies. In addition, by avoid-
ing fragmentation and helping national governments look beyond narrow national 
agendas, the AU could play a significant role in advancing African interests in a G20 
informal dialogue on the future of multilateralism.

On the European side, the European Commission has re-launched the EU’s commit-
ment to protect and enhance a rules-based global order and has acknowledged the 
AU as another outspoken promoter of multilateralism (European Commission and 
External Action Service 2020). In 2020, the two organizations are restructuring their 
relations. This could be an appropriate moment for a reinvigorated AU-EU alliance 
working as a major driver for multilateral reform. 

PROPOSAL
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PROPOSAL

The case for an Africa–Europe caucus in the G20 to address consequences of the 
COVID-19 pandemic
The global development agenda has been a crucial part of the G20’s objective af-
ter the 2008 financial crisis to ensure "inclusive growth", especially in the develop-
ing world. The EU and its member states are significant actors in this terrain. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has illustrated the imperative of ensuring development for all, 
as transnational health challenges do not acknowledge borders and require a coor-
dinated global response. As major donors will experience severe economic recession 
as a consequence of the global COVID-19 pandemic, it is likely that they would opt for 
reducing foreign aid budgets, reversing a positive trend that lasted for more than two 
decades (Kumar 2020). This may particularly impact European resources allocated to 
low-income countries, especially in basic services, such as health and education, that 
represent only 14% of the total EU aid budget (Manuel and Manea 2019).

Hence, a new multidimensional approach to development is needed. The European 
members of the G20 and South Africa could work together with the two African ob-
servers (AU and AUDA) on developing a G20 framework that more effectively evalu-
ates its development agenda. They must aim for poverty eradication (the ultimate 
goal of EU’s cooperation as well) and inequality reduction. Such a policy shift is even 
more urgent as a consequence of COVID-19, whose effects may exacerbate the pre-ex-
isting levels of poverty and inequality by further affecting the human development 
conditions of several states in the region. In this context, collaboration within the G20 
could act as a legitimating and catalyzing coalition, possibly with other developing 
economies inside both formal and informal G20 meetings. 

With this goal in mind, African and European stakeholders participating in the G20 
could convene those actors still formally excluded—as the AU itself or the African De-
velopment Bank—from the forum. Thus, they would gather their proposals, especially 
on public health capacities, to allow for debt relief, and the exchange of best practices 
and expertise to cope with the pandemic. A first step could be for African and Euro-
pean stakeholders to push for the adoption of recommendations by President Cyril 
Ramaphosa, currently the Chairperson of the AU. These recommendations call for the 
mobilization of the international community to ensure a global guarantee on access 
to an effective vaccine, with particular attention to the needs of developing countries 
(UNAIDS 2020). Such a caucus, also involving representatives from the EU and the AU, 
could prove important in supporting regional governance structures. The AU would 
greatly gain in terms of recognition, not least within the G20. A similar enhanced dia-
logue developed during emergency could then be a fertile ground for broader future 
engagement on human development.
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PROPOSAL

Within this new setting, the two Unions should follow up on the measures adopted so 
far, to coordinate a transformational response to the pandemic (Shiferaw and Mucchi 
2020). The AU has adopted its own African Joint Strategy Against COVID-19 Outbreak, 
a set of guidelines for African governments. These guidelines concern strategies to 
cope with the health-related effects of COVID-19, coordinating their responses, and 
ensuring fair and affordable access to a future vaccine. The EU should increase its 
engagement on this matter. Increased coordination between the EU, its G20 mem-
bers, South Africa as the only African G20 member, and the AU, could then drive the 
further incorporation of African (and other developing countries) interests in the G20 
agenda. For example, debt relief measures could be extended into 2021, rather than 
the current agreement set to end in 2020. This would boost the G20’s capacities to act 
as a pivotal platform setting the global agenda. 

A new lifeline for G20 governance? 
The severity of the current transnational challenges risks undermining the ability of 
multilateral institutions to cope with them. Furthermore, while the G20 as a club of 
systemically important countries was intended to be more capable to respond to 
global issues, this is now at stake, as G20 members face considerable challenges to 
come to a consensus on some of the issues. Despite these challenges, the G20 should 
take efforts at several levels. First, it is crucial to strengthen the G20’s input legitimacy 
by expanding its reach toward a more structural engagement of non-member states 
and regional organizations. Second, it is essential to boost its role as a pivotal insti-
tutional platform, thus consolidating a hub-and-spoke structure with the G20 at its 
center. Finally, to ensure greater input legitimacy, the G20 must develop a more struc-
tured approach to engage on global public goods with a broad range of actors who 
fall outside the G20 membership (these could be both state and non-state actors). 
In this context, the G20 could become a platform for organizing informal dialogues 
bringing together experts from the engagement groups, the G20, and African poli-
cy-makers, to discuss reforms. A similar inclusive approach with a broader range of 
actors would also positively contribute to enhancing the G20’s input legitimacy. 
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PROPOSAL

African and European partners hold a key position in facilitating these developments. 
They share key global challenges such as climate change and public health. Their 
cooperation could also be turned into a driver of reform within the G20 by facilitating 
broader participation in a forum that maintains a significant influence on decisions 
concerning global public goods. A stronger role for African countries in multilateral 
fora will be crucial to support governance structures and coordinate a response to 
the pandemic that includes sustainable social and economic models. In conclusion, a 
renovated "agency" for African countries in multilateral fora (de Carvalho, Gruzd, and 
Mutangadura 2019), eventually driving the involvement of other developing countries 
from other regions, will prove to be crucial. This would avoid past mistakes, increase 
the legitimacy of such institutions, and provide a more integrated and effective re-
sponse to global crises. 
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Disclaimer
This policy brief was developed and written by the authors and has undergone a peer 
review process. The views and opinions expressed in this policy brief are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the authors’ 
organizations or the T20 Secretariat.



11TASK FORCE 5. THE FUTURE OF MULTILATERALISM AND GLOBAL GOVERNANCE

REFERENCES

African Union. 2020. “Africa Joint Continental Strategy for COVID-19 Outbreak,” 
https://africacdc.org/download/africa-joint-continental-strategy-for-covid-19-out-
break.

de Carvalho, Gustavo, Steven Gruzd, and Chido Mutangadura. 2019. “At the Table or 
on the Menu? Africa’s Agency and the Global Order,” Africa Report 18, Institute for 
Security Studies. https://issafrica.org/research/africa-report/at-the-table-or-on-the-
menu-africas-agency-and-the-global-order.

European Commission and External Action Service. 2020. “Joint Communication 
to the European Parliament and the Council: Towards a Comprehensive Strate-
gy with Africa.” https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:-
52020JC0004&from=FR.

ETTG (European Think Tanks Group). 2020. “ETTG Director’s piece: Towards a New Af-
rica-Europe Partnership After the Corona Crisis.” https://ettg.eu/2020/04/27/ettg-di-
rectors-piece-towards-a-new-africa-europe-partnership-after-the-corona-crisis/. 

Kagame, Paul H. E. 2017. “The Imperative to Strengthen our Union.” https://www.
tralac.org/images/docs/11191/report-on-the-proposed-recommendations-for-the-in-
stitutional-reform-of-the-au-kagame-29-january-2017.pdf.

Kumar, Raj. 2020. “For the Global Development Community, COVID-19 Poses Big 
Questions,” in Devex Articles. https://www.devex.com/news/96899.

Lala, Fridon. 2018. “Africa in the Changing Global Order: Does African - Agency Mat-
ter in Global Politics?” W-2018/8, UNU-CRIS, United Nations University. http://cris.
unu.edu/sites/cris.unu.edu/files/W-2018-8.pdf.

Leininger, Julia, Christine Hackenesch, Adolf Kloche-Lesch, Elizabeth Sidiropoulos, 
and Neuma Grobbelaar. 2019. “G20 and Africa—Ready for a Steady Partnership?” 
https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/g20-africa-ready-steady-partnership/.

Mabera, Faith. 2019. “Africa and the G20: A Relational View of African Agency in Glob-
al Governance.” South African Journal of International Affairs 26: 583–599. https://
www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10220461.2019.1702091.



12T20 SAUDI ARABIA

REFERENCES

Manuel, Marcus, and Stephanie Manea. 2019. “Financing human development and 
the ending of extreme poverty in Africa,” European Think Tanks Group. https://ettg.eu/
wp-content/uploads/2019/11/FINANCING-HUMAN-DEVELOPMENT-AND-THE-END-
ING-OF-EXTREME-POVERTY-IN-AFRICA-ETTG-PAPER.pdf.

Riano, Maria A. 2020. “The Role of Public Development Banks in Supporting the 
Post-COVID-19 Crisis Recovery in Emerging and Developing Countries.” https://www.
iddri.org/en/publications-and-events/blog-post/role-public-development-banks-
supporting-post-covid-19-crisis.

Shiferaw, Lidet T., and Virginia Mucchi. 2020. “Turning the Tables: African and Eu-
ropean Narratives in the Time of Corona,” ECDPM blog. https://ecdpm.org/talking-
points/turning-tables-african-european-narratives-time-corona.

UNAIDS (United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS). 2020. “Uniting Behind a People’s 
Vaccine Against COVID-19.” https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/presscentre/fea-
turestories/2020/may/20200514_covid19-vaccine-open-letter.

Vanheukelom, Jan, Bruce Byiers, and Alfonso Medinilla. 2020. “Rewiring Support to 
African Continental and Regional Organisations,” ECDPM. https://ecdpm.org/publi-
cations/rewiring-support-african-continental-regional-organisations.



AUTHORS

Luca Barana  
Istituto Affari Internazionali 

Daniele Fattibene  
Istituto Affari Internazionali

Christine Hackenesch  
German Development Institute

Elizabeth Sidiropoulos  
South African Institute of International Affairs

Bernardo Venturi  
Istituto Affari Internazionali 



14T20 SAUDI ARABIA

t20saudiarabia.org.sa

http://www.t20saudiarabia.org.sa



