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ABSTRACT

This policy brief outlines how the unique characteristics of the Group of 20 (G20),
namely its limited membership, informality, and economic orientation, can be leveraged to promote climate action. We identify four ways in which the G20 can support multilateral climate activities and specify gaps the G20 can uniquely fill to reinforce global climate governance while addressing the socioeconomic consequences
of COVID-19. We also propose that the G20 strengthen engagement with two new
groups: major G20 cities and regions and vulnerable countries, which are key stakeholders in climate governance and can enrich the discussions and decisions of the
G20.
يعــرض موجــز السياســة هــذا كيفية االســتفادة مــن الخصائــص الفريــدة لمجموعة العشــرين ،وتحديــدً ا عضويتها
المحــدودة وطابعهــا غيــر الرســمي وتوجههــا االقتصــادي ،لتعزيــز األعمــال المتعلقــة بالمنــاخ .تــم تحديــد أربعــة
طــرق يمكــن مــن خاللهــا أن تدعــم مجموعــة العشــرين أنشــطة المنــاخ متعــددة األطــراف ،وتحديد الفجــوات التي
يمكنهــا ســدها بشــكل فريــد لتعزيــز حوكمــة المنــاخ العالمــي ،مــع التصــدي للعواقــب االجتماعيــة واالقتصاديــة
جــراء جائحــة فيــروس كورونــا المســتجد .كمــا نقتــرح علــى مجموعــة العشــرين تعزيــز تعاونهــا مــع مجموعتيــن
جديدتيــن :مــدن ومناطــق مجموعــة العشــرين الرئيســية ،والــدول المعرضــة للخطــر التــي ُتعــد أصحــاب مصلحــة
رئيســية فــي حوكمــة المنــاخ ،ويمكنهــا إثــراء مناقشــات مجموعــة العشــرين وقراراتهــا.

2

T20 SAUDI ARABIA

CHALLENGE

The United Nations (UN) estimates that to stay well below 2°C of global warming,
countries’ collective ambition, as articulated in their nationally determined contributions (NDCs) under the Paris Agreement, needs to increase threefold. To stay below
1.5°C of warming, this increase should be at least fivefold (UNEP 2019). While 2020 was
expected to be a critical year for raising ambition, culminating in the UN Glasgow
Climate Change Conference (COP 26), the COVID-19 pandemic has both prompted a
one-year delay to this political moment and shifted many governments’ focus to the
short-term health response. While the economic shock is expected to lead to an 8%
fall in annual energy-related carbon dioxide emissions (IEA 2020), there are fears that
many major governments may not propose enhanced climate commitments in 2020
(CAT 2020).1
It is paramount to identify ways to rally the full ability of the global governance forums urgently to help deliver higher ambition in emissions reductions, adaptation,
and support in low income countries.
The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) remains the central
institution in the global climate change governance architecture. It produced the
much-celebrated Paris Agreement, which is based on a universal “bottom-up approach,” whereby countries submit their NDCs with little international oversight. In
a time of rising populism, isolationism, and geopolitical competition worldwide, the
UNFCCC regime appears unable to coax countries toward higher ambition on climate
action. The UNFCCC system is also encountering challenges in shifting from an “architecture building mode” to an “implementation support mode.”2 The UNFCCC is in
dire need of support from major economies to spur meaningful implementation.

1. As of June 2020, five G20 countries were not expected to submit an NDC with a strengthened target by
the end of the year.
2. This was particularly visible at the 2019 UN Climate Change Conference in Madrid, which signaled low
ambition and saw little discussion of issues key to developing countries. The broader ambition problem,
however, goes beyond the UNFCCC: the UN Secretary-General’s 2019 Climate Action Summit, for example, delivered equally modest results.
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The G20 represents most of the world’s largest economies, and consequently, also
the world’s largest emitters of greenhouse gases. The leadership potential is immense and untapped. Only seven G20 members have so far submitted long-term
low greenhouse gas emissions development strategies, which are part of the Paris Agreement’s requirements. None have yet submitted an enhanced NDC—something requested of all Paris Agreement parties in 2020. According to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), G20 countries are collectively not on track
to meet their 2015 Paris pledges and are instead increasing investment in fossil fuel
production (SEI et al. 2019).
G20 countries can play a fundamental role in delivering higher multilateral ambition
on climate action, as they collectively generate 75% of global greenhouse gas emissions (World Resources Institute n.d.).3 Reinforcing global climate governance must
include efforts to catalyze ambition among G20 states and channel the potential of
the G20 forum into supporting a more ambitious climate regime. It is also fundamental to leverage synergies between the UNFCCC and G20 to raise climate ambition.
Furthermore, it is important to engage other constituent parts and key stakeholders
of the global climate change regime in ways that maximize ambition while ensuring
that no one is left behind. Finally, in the short term, actions should be focused on
aligning the economic recovery from COVID-19 with raising climate change ambition.

3. Greenhouse gas emissions data for 2014.
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With an eye on bridging the gaps described above, this brief begins by detailing the
unique added value of the G20 in tackling the climate crisis. It then presents concrete
proposals in two areas, with a specific focus on how the COVID-19 pandemic affects
each. First, it identifies ways in which the G20 can support the UNFCCC in re-establishing itself as the central mechanism for facilitating global ambition on climate action. It specifies areas where the G20 can help bridge gaps in the UNFCCC and the
global climate change regime, particularly on issues where the UNFCCC may not be
fit for delivering on ambition. Second, the brief proposes new engagement modalities that integrate subnational actors more closely into the G20’s work on climate
change. These strengthen collaboration with other relevant intergovernmental fora,
such as the vulnerable countries’ V20. Figure 1 provides a visualization of the six proposals we put forward in these two areas.
The G20’s added value
The rationale for additional action and new modalities: To date, the G20 has addressed
climate change in multiple ways. Climate change and energy were first added to the
agenda in 2009, and the Energy Sustainability Working Group and Climate Sustainability Working Group have been operational since 2013 and 2018, respectively.4 Climate change is also discussed in other working groups and high-level tracks. The
Financial Stability Board has been examining climate disclosures and the financial
stability implications of climate change for the G20 since 2015 (G20 2020). However,
some suggest that the G20 working groups “can be best described as political dialogue forums” rather than focusing on ratcheting up ambition on climate action
(Mourier 2020).
Climate change has also featured prominently on recent G20 presidencies’ agendas. At the highest level, experts have counted “53 precise, future-oriented, politically
binding commitments on climate change” issued by G20 leaders from 2008 to 2016,
with a compliance rate of 65% by 2018 (Kirton and Warren 2018).5 However, in recent
years, G20 countries have encountered difficulties with common references to climate change in the final leaders’ summit communiqués. G20 members have found
ways to avoid falling to the “lowest common denominator” in their joint statements.
However, recent years’ differences regarding UN-centered global climate action have
demonstrated the need for new tools and approaches.

4. An Energy Transitions Working Group also met in 2019 and a Climate Stewardship Working Group
is convening in 2020. See the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs (https://www.mofa.go.jp/ic/ch/
page25e_000301.html), IEF (https://www.ief.org/events/1st-g20-energy-transitions-working-group-meeting), and G20 Saudi Presidency (https://g20.org/en/g20/Pages/events.aspx) websites.
5. The study found that compliance with commitments relating to the UNFCCC or international law was
70%, relating to green growth was 73%, and relating to climate finance was 50%.
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There are three main characteristics of the G20 that its members need to take into
account, and that they can build on, as they seek ways to strengthen global climate
change governance and action (see Figure 2):
• Limited membership and representation;
• Low institutionalization and formality; and
• Economic framing and orientation toward action.

A. Measures to support the UNFCCC
The G20 must not duplicate the roles or efforts already undertaken by the UNFCCC or
other important institutional actors in the global climate regime. However, the G20
can build on its strengths and support the UNFCCC in four ways, starting in 2020:
1. Establish opt-in climate clubs with strong members-only benefits.
	After the failure of the 2009 Copenhagen UN climate summit, scholars have proposed “minilateral climate clubs” for reasons that include higher negotiating efficiency and a reduction in free-riding by the formation of “coalitions of the willing.” It
has been suggested that by taking concerted action on climate change, the G20, as
a major emitters’ climate club, could support the fledgling legitimacy of the UNFCCC by “recognizing the main emitters’ demand for great power prerogatives while
establishing their special responsibilities for climate mitigation” (Falkner 2015).
	The most feasible climate clubs for the G20 would be those formed by a sub-group
of member countries that wish to pursue deeper cooperation in specific areas.
Such clubs would be akin to the differentiated integration seen in the European
Union with its Banking Union and the Euro (European Parliament 2016). Issue-specific climate clubs could be formed around common target-setting at the national
level (e.g., emission reductions in line with a 2°C world) or among major sectors and
industries (e.g., auto industries setting electrification targets; see measure 2 below)
or harmonization of emissions trading schemes and the eventual linking of such
schemes. The clubs would allow for countries to opt-in when they are ready and
can increase their appeal by having strong members-only benefits, such as tradeor investment-related advantages (Mourier 2020).
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2. Launch cooperative work for trade-exposed sectors.
	Under the UNFCCC, the focus has been on national, economy-wide approaches to
target setting. One policy lever that countries can use to unlock greater ambition
is to address the most trade-exposed sectors, as such sectors create the strongest
competitiveness concerns. Examples include the automotive, cement, and soybean
industries. As the forum for the largest economies in the world, the G20 is uniquely
positioned to bring together businesses from these trade-exposed sectors.
	COVID-19-related lockdowns and worldwide falling demand have brought hardship
to many of these sectors, and many will need government support to survive. However, unlike in 2009, the world can no longer afford another “brown recovery” (see,
e.g., Agrawala, Dussaux, and Monti 2020). Worryingly, by April 2020, only 4% of the
USD 7.3 trillion already earmarked for fiscal rescue measures could be categorized
as “green” (Hepburn et al. 2020). When coordinating COVID-19 recovery measures
in 2020–2021, it is paramount for the G20 to agree that any rescue packages for
carbon-intensive industries, such as airlines and automotive manufacturers, must
come with stringent climate change-related conditionalities. These conditionalities should promote aligning economic growth with lower emission trajectories
and should put in place mechanisms for just workforce transitions.
	In the longer term, three areas of cooperation are possible. First, the setting of joint
standards amongst these actors may be easier in the context of the G20 rather
than other forums such as the UNFCCC. The Convention has its own internal dynamics that could undermine collaboration between a smaller set of actors. Second, targeted cooperation on technology improvements could help reveal the potential available for further emissions reductions. Third, regulatory harmonization
amongst these actors would reduce uncertainties that businesses face and make
compliance with standards in multiple jurisdictions easier for multinational companies. While sectoral approaches have been a “taboo” topic in the UNFCCC, owing to sensitivities over responsibility and burden sharing, such approaches are a
natural fit for the G20. The G20 economies can protect trade-exposed sectors from
competitiveness concerns while launching cooperative efforts to reduce emissions.
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3. Develop a mechanism for informal signaling on NDCs.
	The G20 can serve as a vital forum for informal communication, where major economies can signal to one another their intentions regarding climate change policies and finance. The Paris Agreement relocates responsibility for climate action
to the national level through NDCs that should be submitted or updated every five
years. Currently, ambition is low owing to uncertainty about what other countries
intend to put in their plans. Trust is required to boost ambition. There is a need for
informal communications regarding what countries intend to put in their NDCs. If
the G20 can fulfill this role, there will be two main benefits. First, communication
can assuage competitiveness concerns among major economies, helping to create a “race to the top” dynamic for greater climate ambition. Second, G20 countries included in Annex I of the UNFCCC can signal their intentions for climate finance in an informal, less binding manner through G20 discussions. Several NDCs
by non-Annex I parties, some of which are also G20 members, are contingent on
finance. Early signals could help these countries submit more ambitious pledges.
Although such an exchange would promote frank conversations and open sharing
of early intentions and ideas, there would be no formal outcome.
	Such discussions would be part of the Sherpa and Environment Ministers’ meetings, allowing ministers and senior officials to engage in their NDC plans. These
conversations need not be in the formal, final leaders’ communiqué. Rather, the intent is to allow countries to share preliminary thinking. This discussion would be on
the agenda every five years—the year before countries are due to submit or update
their NDCs.
	With the postponement of COP 26, the need for creating a space for signaling ambition in 2020 has become even greater. The G20 could consider hosting a “climate
ambition-raising event” in December 2020. At the event, countries could communicate their enhanced NDCs, low greenhouse gas emissions development strategies, and other forms of support for the Paris Agreement and global ambition on
climate change. They could also offer the possibility for participation by non-G20
states and G20 non-state actors.
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4. Mainstream climate change into all G20 communiqués.
	The G20 engages ministers that govern a wide range of issues, from agriculture to
finance. Climate change is relevant to all these issues, whether it drives increased
migration, impacts crop yields, and commodity prices, or creates volatility in financial markets as oil assets become stranded. Thinking long term about governance
requires thinking about climate change.
	Making climate change a standing issue on the agendas of all ministerial discussions can prompt international and domestic thinking and action. The G20 can
send strong signals about the priority of mainstreaming climate change in domestic policymaking and the importance of fostering COVID-19 recoveries that are
green, resilient, and just. Having these discussions under the G20 can also help educate ministers who are not responsible for environmental issues on how climate
change impacts their portfolios. Global discussions on the linkages between issues
can also reveal areas where further research or other activities are necessary to further our understanding of the linkages.
B. Measures to engage with key actors
The G20’s power to convene can help bring together new stakeholders for climate action. In this regard, we make two concrete proposals: the creation of a strengthened,
permanent engagement group for major G20 cities and regions, and a forum for engagement with the Vulnerable Twenty Group of Ministers of Finance (V20).
5. Create a strengthened engagement group for major G20 cities and regions.
	Both the G20 and UNFCCC seek global solutions and coordination in the face of
threats such as populism, protectionism, and pandemics. Here, the G20 can learn
from the UNFCCC, which has consistently sought to integrate non-state actors
into the regime in multiple ways. Some of these lessons include formal, dedicated
spaces for non-state actors to pledge their climate actions, which includes some
monitoring of their results. Engagement with subnational actors, in particular, has
enabled the UNFCCC to serve as a venue for raising ambition on climate change,
at a time when the potential for ambition-raising at the intergovernmental and
national levels seems severely limited. In effect, a new forum for cities and regions
could serve to bypass recalcitrant states, allowing substate actors to signal future
activities in a country.
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	Cities house a growing share of the world’s population (United Nations 2018),6 and
the economic size of some subnational regions in the G20 outstrips that of many
countries. For example, California is a significant global economy (Winkler 2019),7
and its actions on standards for vehicle emissions triggered a global, sector-wide
shift toward more stringent standards (Perkins and Neumayer 2012). The experiences and future policies of global megacities and regions are increasingly relevant
to global governance. Since 2018, the G20 has convened mayors under the Urban
20 (U20) engagement group. An expanded G20 Subnational Leaders’ engagement
group would incorporate regions into the U20, thereby recognizing a broader group
of significant actors in global governance. This would enable them to signal their
intentions regarding issues relevant to the G20 agenda. The “Sub20” group would
build and expand on the work already initiated by the U20. A city representative
and a regional leader from the respective G20 presidency could be selected to act
as co-chairs to ensure active engagement throughout the year.
	The benefits of the engagement group are threefold. First, involving subnational leaders could help improve transparency. Cities can raise awareness if national
leaders fail to meet global goals or uphold G20 promises. Second, cities and regions
can provide practical, hands-on perspectives as key actors implementing decisions
made globally. Furthermore, local decisions about transportation, food, housing,
and other issues have global impacts, making cities potentially transformative
actors in areas of climate change governance and beyond (Romero-Lankao et al.
2018). The views of mayors and other subnational leaders can contribute to G20 discussions, grounding G20 ministers in practicalities. Examples could include sharing
experiences to build resilience to climate change or developing infrastructure that
would increase export capacity. Third, the working group or forum would also serve
as a learning opportunity for subnational leaders, building their capacity to engage
and implement global solutions. Cities and regions would be better positioned to
capitalize on global decisions and trends that might affect them in an increasingly
interdependent, interconnected world.

6. Urban population as a share of the world’s total population will grow from today’s more than half to twothirds by mid-century.
7. According to some estimates, in 2018 California was the world’s fifth largest economy.
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6. Establish a permanent dialogue forum with the V20.
	The V20 is a high-level policy dialogue of nearly 50 countries that are highly vulnerable to climate change.8 The group is part of the Climate Vulnerable Forum (CVF),
established in 2015, which seeks to strengthen economic and financial responses
to climate change. Given how climate change generally impacts those least responsible for it the most, the G20 needs to consider ways to ensure the interests
of the most vulnerable are kept in view. We make one concrete proposal, which
can be replicated by other major global institutions, groups, and fora working on
climate action.
	Direct collaboration and coordination between the G20 and the V20 would be useful for three reasons. First, despite some engagements in the past, the two groups
have yet to establish a permanent forum for dialogue.9 Such regular engagement
with the V20 would create opportunities for the V20 members to test ideas, gauge
support, and build a constituency of champions within the G20. The primary focus
of the V20 is on accessing and mobilizing financial resources. Therefore, rallying the
G20 behind the V20’s specific goals would help to create momentum behind those
countries that are well-represented in international financial institutions. Building
a partnership with the V20 would also allow the G20 to address ongoing concerns
about the legitimacy and accountability of G20 members regarding cooperation
on climate change. As mentioned above, the small group setting of the G20 allows
for a more efficient deal-making process; however, the lack of inclusion of those
most severely impacted by climate change raises legitimacy concerns. Directly
working with the V20 would help address such concerns. Similarly, the V20 members have long been the most vocal advocates of climate action in the world. They
have helped avoid “race to the bottom” situations in environmental standards.
	Specifically, in 2020, the G20-V20 dialogue could focus on ensuring that climate-vulnerable countries are not left behind, as they seek to recover from COVID-19 and
address climate change simultaneously. Countries most vulnerable to climate
change are also generally the most vulnerable to COVID-19 economic impacts. In

8. V20 website (https://www.v-20.org/about).
9. V20-G20 high-level dialogues were held in 2017 and 2018, and the two have collaborated in the context
of the InsuResilience Global Partnership for Climate and Disaster Risk Finance and Insurance Solutions.
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April 2020, the G20 agreed on a moratorium till the end of 2020 on bilateral government debt repayments for the poorest countries. A total of 76 countries will benefit from the G20 debt repayment moratorium, which incorporates conditionalities, namely a commitment to social, health, or economic crisis response spending.
When considering further financial assistance, the G20 should ideally coordinate
any related conditionalities with the V20 to ensure they promote recovery and development that are both socially just and climate-resilient.

G20 measures to reinforce global climate governance

SUPPORT the UNFCCC

1
Establish opt-in
climate clubs
with strong
members-only
benefits.
3

4
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determined
contributions (NDCs).

5
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sectors.
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change into all G20
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6
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Infographic: authors, images: Piktochart

Figure 1: Measures for the G20 to reinforce global climate governance to deliver higher ambition
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Comparison of G20 and UNFCCC characteristics

G20 STRENGTHS and WEAKNESSES
Limited membership and
representation

Low institutionalization
and formality

Economic framing and
action orientation

Potential for higher
ambition and effectiveness

Potential for adaptability
and faster decision-making,
fewer principles and
processes

Strong focus on energy
and economy, often
operates via an
action-oriented approach

Danger of ignoring the
interests of small and
vulnerable countries and
groups

Lack of a secretariat or other
mechanisms for institutional
memory, permanent budget

All-embracing agenda,
not exclusive to climate
change

Limited membership and representation
The G20 lacks the universal/democratic representation of the UNFCCC, which means its decisions are likely to ignore the interests of
all small and most poor countries, many of which are the least responsible for, and most vulnerable to, climate change. Its decisions
should therefore always seek to take into account the needs of these groups. At the same time, many feel its membership is
'sufficiently small in number to make collective leadership possible, while sufficiently influential',i including in terms of the global
economy, population and emissions. The G20's meetings also convene significantly more select and higher-level groups of people
than those of the UNFCCC (which attracts on average 20,000 people in its annual conferences, COPs), including heads of state and
ministers, focusing in most cases on a sector-specific set of issues, which increases the G20 meetings' potential for higher ambition
and effectiveness.

Low institutionalization and formality
The UNFCCC operates under the UN and is bound by dense framework of formal and informal operating modalities, most prominently
de facto consensus-based decision making. The UNFCCC also operates under a set of principles and provisions relating to countries'
roles and responsibilities around which many of the regime's long-standing tensions evolve. In short, the UNFCCC, given its role as the
leading institution of the global climate regime, generally tends to prioritize universality and legitimacy over speed. The G20, in turn,
is nimble on both counts: it has recently shown adaptability in decision making in situations where an overwhelming majority of its
members support a goal.ii Also, thorny North-South debates have been a less defining feature of G20 debates. Freedom from
contentious UNFCCC principles regarding burden sharing could enable more free discussions and action. Furthermore, its network
set-up makes the G20 'strong enough in terms of professional expertise in order to choose its goal[s] freelyiii and hence able to adapt
its agenda much faster than the UNFCCC despite not having a permanent secretariat. As a result, the G20 can also be described as
more action oriented than the UNFCCC.

Economic framing, action orientation
Also, the fact that the G20 has a strong focus on economic issues, unlike the UNFCCC which is set up as an environmental agreement,
has facilitated deliberations on issues the UNFCCC has been unable to tackle despite its exclusive focus on climate change: while the
2015 Paris Agreement is void of substantive references to energy–the source of two-thirds of human-made GHG emissions–the G20
has addressed numerous related issues such as fossil fuel subsidy reform, energy transitions, sustainable energy, and financial
stability implications of climate change, among others, often via an action-oriented approach.iv
Sources:
i&iii) Shower 2018, 6.
ii) In the G20 leaders’ declarations in 2018 (paras 20-21) and 2009 (paras 35-36), instead of requiring full
consensus, G20 found a rather pragmatic solution to this by issuing separate positions from the US and other
countries (latter referred to as "Signatories to the Paris Agreement’) on the sour of climate change.
iv) See e.g. Kirton 2020; Mead 2019; IEF, '1st G20 Energy Transitions Working Group Meeting’, 2019
https//www.ief.org/evens/1st-g20-energy-transitions-working-group-meeting.

Figure 2: G20 weaknesses and strengths vis-à-vis supporting the global climate governance
regime
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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.
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