CPP R ISSU E BRIEF
AP RIL 2021

G20: The Economic
Steering Committee
For The World

PURVAJA MODAK

Centre for Public Policy Research
'Anitha', 1st Floor, SA Road, Elamkulam
Kochi, Kerala - 682020
www.cppr.in | cppr@cppr.in

Author
Purvaja Modak, Research Fellow, International Relations – Geoeconomics, Centre for Public
Policy Research.
Published in April 2021 by Centre for Public Policy Research, Kochi
Centre for Public Policy Research (CPPR)
First Floor, “Anitha”, Sahodaran Ayappan Road
Elamkulam, Kochi, Kerala , India-682020
www.cppr.in | E-mail: cppr@cppr.in
Distributed by Centre for Public Policy Research, Kochi
Copyright © Centre for Public Policy Research, Kochi
All rights reserved. This publication, or any part thereof shall not be reproduced in any form whatsoever
without permission in writing from the publisher.
Views expressed by the author are personal and need not reflect or represent the views of Centre for Public
Policy Research.
Cover Image Source: Hindustantimes

G20: The Economic Steering Committee For The World

G20: THE ECONOMIC STEERING
COMMITTEE FOR THE WORLD
The G20 (Group of Twenty) is the premier international forum for global economic and financial issues. It
comprises of 19 countries and the European Union (EU). Its members account for more than 80% of world
GDP1, 75% of global trade and 60% of the world’s population. This primer explains the grouping, its scope
and history, its membership, its rotating presidency and troika system, its engagement groups and issues
on the G20’s agenda. It concludes with a view on the legitimacy of the grouping and also discusses India’s
upcoming presidency of the G20.

What is the G20?
Often referred to as the ‘economic steering committee’ for the world, the G20 was initially set up as a forum
for the finance ministers and central bank governors of the member countries. It was elevated to the level
of the heads of state and government after the global financial crisis of 2008. Since then, issues of global
governance have led the discussions at the G20.
An annual summit of the heads of state and government (also called the Leader’s summit) is held at the end
of a year-long process of deliberations. Various ministerial meetings, task force meetings, working group
meetings, sherpa meetings (meetings to carry out negotiations and build consensus among leaders), and
side line meetings are convened throughout the year.

Source: Wikipedia

An official ‘Leader’s declaration’ or ‘G20 Communique’, an outcome of the discussions, deliberations and
negotiations that take place at the summit is adopted at the end of the annual summit.
Other than the office of the heads of state and government, the central bank, government departments like
the finance ministry, foreign affairs ministry, and nodal ministries like commerce ministry, health ministry,
environment ministry, etc of the G20 countries are involved in the discussions throughout the year.

1

G20 Italy 2021, ‘About the G20’, https://www.g20.org/about-the-g20.html#:~:text=The%20G20%20is%20the%20international

CPPR ISSUE BRIEF | APRIL 2021

1

G20: The Economic Steering Committee For The World

History and scope of the G20
In 1999, the G7 Finance Ministers created the G20 with the aim of including developing countries in global
discussions on issues relating to crisis management and global financial stability after the Asian Financial
crisis of 1997. The first official meeting of the G20 was held in Berlin in December 1999.
Year
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007

Country
Canada
Canada
Canada
India
Mexico
Germany
China
Australia
South Africa

City
Berlin, Germany
Montreal, Canada
Ottawa, Canada
New Delhi, India
Morelia, México
Berlin, Germany
Xianghe, Hebei, China
Melbourne, Australia
Kleinmond, Cape Town,
South Africa

Date
15–16 December
24–25 October
16–17 November
22–23 November
26–27 October
20–21 November
15–16 October
18–-19 November
17–18 November

G20 presidencies and summits of finance ministers and central bank governors (1999-2007)2
Following the 2008 financial crisis, the G20 was elevated to the level of the Heads of State and Government.
At the 2009 Pittsburgh Summit, it was recognised as the premier forum for discussions on global economic
and financial cooperation.

Source:BBC

When it was established, the G20’s focus was to rebuild economies and restore financial stability after the
1997 Asian financial crisis and the 2008 global financial crisis. Over time, its scope has expanded from pure
economic and financial issues to more pressing and largely interdisciplinary issues like climate change, anticorruption, migration, infrastructure development, health (especially relevant due to the ongoing covid-19
pandemic). Every year, new issues are added to the G20’s agenda depending on the need of the hour.

Membership
The G20 members are: Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, Japan, India,
Indonesia, Italy, Mexico, Russia, South Africa, Saudi Arabia, South Korea, Turkey, the United Kingdom, the
United States, and the European Union.
2

Collated by the author from various sources
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Source:Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung Washington, DC

Each year, guest countries are invited to take full part in the G20 process. Spain is also invited as a permanent
guest. Other permanent invitees include the Chair of ASEAN; two African countries [the chair of the African
Union and a representative of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD)] and some other
countries, invited by the G20 President country, usually from its own region to ensure broader regional
participation. Several international organizations like the IMF, World Bank, United Nations, WTO, FSB, FAO,
ILO, OECD also participate in the process of global policy making.
So far, leaders from the following countries have been invited to G20 summits: Azerbaijan, Benin, Brunei,
Cambodia, Chad, Chile, Colombia, Denmark, Egypt, Equatorial Guinea, Ethiopia, Guinea, Kazakhstan, Laos,
Malawi, Malaysia, Mauritania, Myanmar, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Nigeria, Norway, the Philippines,
Poland, Rwanda, Senegal, Singapore, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Thailand, The United Arab Emirates,
Vietnam and Zimbabwe.

G20’s rotating presidency and troika system
The G20 has a rotating presidency instead of a permanent secretariat. The G20 process for the year is
led by one of the member countries that is referred to as the president, host or chair for the year. It is the
responsibility of the president country to shape the agenda for the year, carry out the deliberations and bring
about some concrete policy outcomes, in consultation with the G20’s full membership.
Year
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

Country
UK
USA
Canada
USA
South Korea
France
Mexico
Russia
Australia
Turkey
China
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City
London
Washington
Toronto
Pittsburgh
Seoul
Cannes
Los Cabos
St Petersburg
Brisbane
Antalya
Hangzhou

Date
April 11-12, 2009
November 14-15, 2008
June 26-27, 2010
September 24-25, 2009
November 11-12
November 3-4
June 18-19
September 5-6
November 15-16
November 15-16
September 4-5
3
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2017
2018
2019
2020

Germany
Argentina
Japan
Saudi Arabia

Hamburg
Buenos Aires
Osaka
Riyadh (Virtual)

July 7-8
November 30
June 28-29
November 21-22

Past G20 president countries and their annual summits3
Year
2021
2022
2023
2024

Country
Italy
Indonesia
India
Brazil

City
Rome
Labuan Bajo
TBD
TBD

Date
30-31 October
TBD
TBD
TBD

Current and Upcoming G20 presidencies and tentative summit dates4
The G20 leadership operates on a troika model – the past president,
the current president and the incoming president. These three countries
are responsible for crafting the G20 agenda for the year and for leading
its deliberations. The troika system ensures policy continuity and a
smooth transition to the subsequent presidencies.
The Troika countries are currently Saudi Arabia (past president), Italy
(current president) and Indonesia (incoming president). India will enter
the troika system in 2022, as it will host the G20 presidency in 2023.
Source: G20

What are G20’s engagement groups?
The G20 convenes eight official engagement groups or subforums namely the B20 (Business20), T20 (Think20),
C20 (Civil20), L20 (Labour20), Y20 (Youth20), W20 (Women20), U20 (Urban20) and S20 (Science20) to
engage with stakeholders from various sections of society. This includes the business community, think tanks
and academia, civil society, labour unions, youth platforms, outfits working on urban issues, women issues
etc.

B20 (Business 20)
The B20 represents the global business community
across the G20 countries and acts as the voice of
the private sector. It is an official G20 engagement
group that engages the global business community
to voice their priorities and challenges, to align them
with their country’s goals and ensure that they are
addressed on the global stage. Participants provide
concrete, actionable policy recommendations to
the G20 leaders that are crafted over various task
force meetings and thematic roundtables convened
3
4

Source: B20 Italy2021

Collated by the author from various sources
Collated by the author from various sources

CPPR ISSUE BRIEF | APRIL 2021

4

G20: The Economic Steering Committee For The World
through the year. These form the basis for B20’s advocacy initiatives.
A leading industry chamber of the president country takes the lead in the B20 process, ably supported by
other business chambers, conglomerates and often, consulting firms, that act as knowledge partners for the
B20. The B20, set up in 2010 under the South Korean presidency, was G20’s first engagement group.
It covers all sectors, divided into task forces and working groups, chaired by a business representative from
the host country and co-chaired by representatives of global businesses and has a wide membership of over
100 senior management executives that participate in the deliberations, showcase their business interests
and contribute to the drafting of topical policy papers that feed into the synthesised B20 communique. This
communique is finalised at the annual B20 summit and is handed for the consideration of the G20 leaders at
the Leader’s summit.

T20 (Think20)
The Think20 (T20) is an official subforum of the G20, comprising think tanks and research institutions from
the G20 countries that have an expertise on global economic governance.
The Think20 provides policy research and advice to the G20 by collating
proposals from think tanks and experts on international economic issues and
is appropriately called the ‘ideas bank’ of the G20. T20 recommendations are
synthesized into policy briefs and presented to G20 working groups, ministerial
committees and the leader’s summit to help the G20 deliver concrete policy
measures. The leaders then deliberate on the issues discussed and solutions
proposed, these in turn become policy decisions that the leaders implement
back in their countries.
Source: T20 Italy2021

The Think20 process is chaired by one or a group of leading think tanks from the host country nominated by
the host country’s government. The sub-forum was first initiated by the Mexican presidency in 2012 and was
continued by subsequent G20 presidencies.
The T20 is organised into topical task forces that provide policy recommendations that form the T20
Communique, finalised at the T20 summit and submitted for the consideration of the ‘Heads of states and
government’ at the annual G20 Leaders’ summit. The task forces are chaired and co-chaired by think tank
scholars from the G20 countries.

C20 (Civil20)
The C20 is a platform for civil society organizations from the G20 countries and
from international civil society bodies to carry out a policy dialogue on issues of
global policy design. It was founded in 2008.
Source: civil20
The C20 is organized in thematic Working Groups, each led by two co-chairs, one from the host country and
one from the international civil society. The deliberations are led by the steering committee and are backed
by the International Advisory Committee. A civil society organisation from the president country leads the
process
CPPR ISSUE BRIEF | APRIL 2021
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Y20 (Youth20)
The Y20 engages young leaders and changemakers from the ages of 18 to 30 years from the G20 countries
to discuss and deliberate on issues included in the agenda of the G20. As is the case with the other
engagement groups, the Y20 Summit concludes with the drafting of the Y20 Communique that is shared for
the consideration of the leaders at the annual summit. It was founded in 2010.
The subforum provides young delegates a platform to develop their skills and networks and identify the most
pressing economic challenges and opportunities facing the youth today.

L20 (Labour20)
The L20 represents the interests of workers at the G20 level including debates on worker’s rights and social
protection initiatives. It unites labour unions from G20 countries along with global unions as well and is
convened by the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) and Trade Union Advisory Committee
(TUAC) to the OECD. The L20 convenes joint meetings of the leaders and the labour ministers of the G20
countries. The recommendations of the L20 are submitted to the leaders at the annual L20 summit. It was
founded in 2008.

W20 (Women20)
The W20 was introduced in 2015 during the Turkish presidency of the G20 to focus on gender equity and to
bring in women’s perspectives to global discussions on issues of international policy. It was also formulated
to voice issues that matter to women into the G20 discourse. It was constituted on a belief that women can
fulfil their true potential if they are included in global discussions on issues that matter to them.
The subforum includes a transnational network of women’s organisations, female entrepreneurs’ associations
and women from leading think tanks.
Scholarly meetings, roundtables and digital outreach programmes culminate in the W20 summit where
concrete recommendations to advance gender equality are formulated and fed into the G20 negotiations.

U20 (Urban20)
The U20 was launched in 2017 at the beginning of Argentina’s G20 presidency of 2018. It gathers experts and
local governments from over 25 cities from the G20 countries to bring in the perspectives and priorities of cities
into the G20 discussions. Discussions focus on issues faced by cities like climate resilience, infrastructure
development, disaster management, future of work and job creation, social inclusion and economic
development. The U20 initiative is co-convened by C40 Cities5 and brings together city governments and
local governments from member countries.
The U20 communiqué, is the main outcome of the U20 summit in which action-oriented recommendations
are handed over to the G20 leaders for consideration.

S20 (Science20)
Established in 2017, the S20 is one of the youngest engagement groups of the G20. The S20 fosters an official
dialogue with the scientific community from the G20 countries to generate science driven recommendations
that have implementable actions for the G20 leaders to consider. Topical task forces comprising of scientific
scholars are convened. Each task force focuses on one encompassing topic that is relevant to scientists,
policymakers and the society. The S20 summit is annually, usually before the respective G20 summit.
The subforum is normally led by the national science academy of the host country.
5

C40 Cities, https://www.c40.org/
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Issues led by the G20
From its inception, the G20 has dealt with global financial and economic issues, focusing on post crisis recovery.
Over time, the issues discussed at the G20 have become more crosscutting and interdisciplinary. Here are
some of the issues currently under discussion at the forum: Global Health; Fintech; Sustainable finance;
International Financial Architecture; Green Growth; Trade and investment; Global Financial regulations;
Digitalization; Anti-corruption; Climate change; Migration; Food security and Agriculture; Employment; Future
of Work and Education.
Since 2020, due to the covid-19 pandemic, discussions on global health, crisis mitigation, a response to
the pandemic and the impact of the pandemic on the other issue areas have been the focus of the G20’s
discussions.

Criticism of the G20: Is it a talk shop without concrete outcomes?
While advocates of the G20 call it the ‘economic steering committee of the world’, critics call it a ‘talk-shop’ and
disapprove of the unchecked expansion of its scope. Some believe that the G20 is still relevant today, while
others argue that it has become ineffective. They question its continuously expanding mandate, comparing
it to the United Nations and debate whether it should return to its original objective of discussing economic
and financial issues.
Supporters of the G20 call it a tremendous force for democratic transformation in global governance since
it engages with multilateral development banks, standard-setting bodies and national governments of its
member countries to design global policy.
It has expanded its original agenda that focused on international finance and economics to include social and
developmental issues that matter to developed countries and emerging market economies. This has allowed
it to discuss issues like education, skills and digitalisation, that impact the future of employment. It focuses on
the role of infrastructure in facilitating development. These political and social concerns have a connection to
global governance and financial stability as well.
Some argue that the leaders participate in a series of meetings and discussions that do not yield concrete
outcomes. Many worry that the G20 is not prepared for another financial crisis. Critics also accuse the G20 of
bringing up issues that were taken up at other forums instead of discussing those that are new and specific
to the G20.
However, the inability of the G20 to produce results could be due to reasons beyond its control. While the G20
sets the agenda for global economic governance, most of the work is undertaken by standard- setting bodies
and multilateral institutions. These institutions are structured and rigid in their decision making, often making
it difficult for them to arrive at a consensus. In contrast, the G20’s informal nature may enable a successful
round of negotiations.
While G20 subforums like B20 and T20 are effectively engaged in the G20 process, other subforums that are
crucial parts of society –the W20, L20, C20 and Y20 – must improve their engagement, use their convening
power and provide concrete inputs on issues that are critical to them.
Since the G20 has a rotating presidency, with no permanent secretariat, many argue that it leads to a gap
in continuity in the discussions. Under its presidency, a government think tank from China had submitted
a research paper6 proposing a permanent G20 secretariat to be hosted in China. This idea was initially
6
Jia Chen, ‘Think tank seeks G20 secretariat’, ‘The G20’, China Daily, September 7 2013, https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013xi
visitcenterasia/2013-09/07/content_16950939.htm
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proposed by President Nicholas Sarkozy7 of France in 2011. But it was disallowed to maintain the presidencyled and informal nature of the G20.
Some scholars feel that the G20 should be institutionalised, since its decisions are not legally binding in its
current form. This leads to disputes over the legitimacy of the G20, and criticisms of the operating model and
questions on the efficacy of its declarations. Yet, some believe that the G20 provides strong input on global
policy despite lacking any formal ability to enforce rules.

India’s upcoming presidency of the G20
India takes on the presidency of the G20 in 2023. It is the first time India is taking on a leadership role of such
a global scale. Different ministries of the Indian government have already begun preparations to host this
presidency – namely the Prime Minister’s Office, the Ministry of Finance, Ministry of External Affairs, Reserve
Bank of India.
The Indian government is holding continuous deliberations and discussions with different engagement groups
to craft an agenda that aligns India’s national goals and strengths to its global ambitions.

Source: India vs Disinformation
Some issues that India can lead include: Global health: collective action to prevent future pandemics; Digital
economy and the advent of AI; Infrastructure development; Anti-corruption and anti-money laundering;
International Financial Architecture; Reform of Multilateral Organisations; Trade and Investment; Education;
Climate resilience; Energy transitions; Agriculture.
India can further its ‘Neighbourhood first policy’ by inviting some of its neighbouring countries from the
BIMSTEC as well as countries of the ASEAN and IORA as special invitees.
This presidency will be India’s golden chance to influence the global governance agenda, craft global rules
and bring issues that matter to India to the international negotiating table. India must now rise to the occasion
and write global rules that are representative of developed and developing countries and emerging economies
all alike.
India’s G20 presidency of 2023 will be closely watched by scholars, business leaders, civil society organisations,
lobby groups and the general public, especially from India, with hope and anticipation.

7
Schofield Hugh, ‘Global role offers Sarkozy fresh ammunition’, BBC News, Paris, December 31 2010, https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-europe-12093375
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