Factsheet: The G20

When more than 35,000 people marched in the rain in London on 28 March 2009 with a slogan Put People First, they were passing on a key message to the leaders of the worlds’ biggest economies to improve their responses to the global crisis, demanding action on poverty, climate change and jobs. The leaders of the twenty biggest economies of the world gathered a week later at the G20 Summit in London, hosted by UK Prime Minister Gordon Brown. They made a number of announcements about their intention to coordinate stimulus packages, improve financial regulation and strengthen the IMF. But, they neither decided on revolutionary changes to the global economic system nor on an adequate global response to the problems in the developing world. The leaders agreed to meet again in Pittsburgh, USA, on 24-25 September 2009 – the third such summit since the outbreak of the crisis 12 months earlier. They claimed they had taken the necessary action “It worked”, they said. They also decided that the G20 would replace the G8 as the main forum for discussion of global economic issues. Civil society organisations strongly contest any claim that the G20 has solved the major problems facing the people of the world, especially the most vulnerable. Nonetheless, the G20 is becoming an important forum for the wealthiest as well as the major emerging economies. A good understanding of the politics of the G20 is therefore useful to help unions improve their response to the crisis.

Which are the Members of the G20?

In addition to the European Union, the following 19 countries are permanent members of the G20. 

	1. 
Argentina

2. 
Australia

3. 
Brasil

4. 
Canada

5. 
China

6. 
France

7. 
Germany

8. 
India

9. 
Indonesia

10. 
Italy
	11. 
Japan

12. 
Mexico

13. 
Russia

14. 
Saudi Arabia

15. 
South Africa

16. 
South Korea

17. 
Turkey

18. 
the United Kingdom

19. 
the United States of America




The G20 is chaired by one country, based on a yearly rotation. The current chair (for 2009) is the United Kingdom, and South Korea will take over in 2010. Representatives of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the World Trade Organisation (WTO), the Financial Stability Board (FSB), the United Nations (UN), the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) and from the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) also participate in the meetings as observers. The London summit decided to add the International Labour Organisation (ILO) to the invitee organisations as well.
What is the History of the G20?

Before the onset of the current financial and economic crisis, it was more commonplace to hear about meetings of the G8 rather than the G20. Created as the G6 in 1975 (including France, West Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States at the time), then expanding to the G7 in 1978 (with the addition of Canada) and the G8 in 1988 (when Russia joined the Group), this annual meeting brings together the heads of states of the eight most powerful countries of the world. Since 1977, the European Union has also regularly attended meetings of this Group. The G8 was initially created to react to the oil crisis of 1973, in order to deliberate on joint solutions to future crises. However, while the G8 felt that it was able to deal with topics such as security and development aid, global economic problems needed a broader forum as well, including emerging market economies. Thus the G20, as an annual meeting of Finance Ministers and Central Bankers, was established after the financial crisis of 1999, following the Information Technology (IT) bubble. 
The G20 brings together countries representing about two-thirds of the world’s population, and 85 percent of the global gross national product. This however doesn’t mean that the concerns of all developing or least-developed countries (LDCs) are on the G20 agenda, as these countries often do not have major economies or large populations. In November 2008, the heads of states of the G20 countries met in Washington and drafted an action plan to combat the global crisis. Since this meeting, the G20 has become a major forum for discussion on the crisis, with a summit meeting in London in April 2009, and another meeting planned for Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania (US) in September 2009, bringing together not only not only financial experts, but the political leaders themselves for the third time in the space of 12 months (cf. Group of 20, 2007, 2008; Group of 8, 2009). Moreover, most of the G20 participants were invited to this year’s G8 summit in L’Aquila, Italy in July 2009.

What is done and not done by the G20?

In Washington in November 2008, heads of state agreed on five major action lines on which progress is to be measured (cf. Group of 20, 2009). These are as follows:

· Strengthening Transparency and Accountability;
· Enhancing Sound Regulation;
· Promoting Integrity in Financial Markets;
· Reinforcing International Cooperation; and 
· Reforming International Financial Institutions. 

The G20 established four working groups on these issues, in order to help develop more concrete plans, which working groups reported to the G20 summit in London in April 2009 and are to continue their work towards the Pittsburgh Summit in September 2009. 
Notwithstanding the above, the G20 plans are perhaps best described by focusing on what they do not address. For instance, there are no plans for a radical change of the capitalist system or of the Bretton Woods institutions. Moreover, the agenda is focused on the banking sector, rather than on economic and labour market policy.  This forms a major part of the critique of the G20 communiqués by Global Union Federations (cf. ITUC et al, 2008, 2009a). Global Unions presented major statements to G20 in both Washington in November 2008 and London in April 2009 (ibid.) and will do so again in Pittsburgh. 

Although education and Education for All (EFA) were missing from initial drafts of the G20 declaration at the London summit in April this year, the G20 leaders summit did reaffirm commitments to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), recognised ‘the human dimension of the crisis and ‘included one reference to the importance of education and training’ (EI, 2009). The recent G8 Declaration (Group of 8, 2009) goes further in addressing education. It contains a paragraph on advancing towards EFA, stating that ‘investing in education and skills development is crucial for a sustainable recovery from the current economic crisis and for long term development’ (ibid). Thus, there was some hope that education may be given its full importance as a key to the creation of solutions to the crisis. These statements can provide a good basis for advocacy by education unions with their governments as well as for union media statements and public mobilisation. 

What happened at the Pittsburgh G20 Summit?

Global Union Federations had high hopes for the Summit hosted by President Obama in September 2010. The ‘Global Unions Pittsburgh Declaration’ called upon world leaders to put jobs as the first priority. Investing in education and training should be an important aspect of such a priority (ITUC et al, 2009b). This effort was partly successful following meetings between unions and delegations attending the summit. Near the end of the communiqué released by the G20, a section refers to measures on ‘quality jobs at the heart of the recovery’ (Group of 20, 2009).  Perhaps for this reason, the declaration doesn’t refer directly to education, but addresses it through the lens of labour market policy.  It is therefore likely that vocational education and training will become more prominent in responses to the crisis. Concretely, it was decided to invite the ILO, together with organisations to convene its constituents and relevant NGOs to develop a training strategy for the consideration of the G20 (ibid, p 18). EI and member organisations can play an important role in this regard, if they are vigilant about their involvement in the elaboration of this strategy.

The communiqué also refers to ‘strengthening support for the most vulnerable’. In this section, the Millennium Development Goals are confirmed. However, again no reference is made to the Education For All agenda. This can be considered a step backwards from the declaration released by the leaders of the G8, who were joined by 20 other leaders, in Aquila, Italy in July 2009. 

What can be Expected from the G20 in the Future?

The G20 is not likely to expand its mandate, but will rather focus on the implementation of its agreed lines of action on financial and economic issues. At the same time, leaders must still demonstrate that governments are moving forward in their collective response to the crisis. The countries of the G8 continue to play a pre-eminent role, bolstered by their inclusion of most of their G20 partners at the recent G8 Summit in L’Aquila, while benefiting from a broader mandate, dealing with both political as well as economic issues. The stronger language on education in the Declaration of the last G8 Summit (Group of 8, 2009) led to the hope that education would feature more prominently in the global agenda for recovery. That hope now seems thwarted by the G20 meeting in Pittsburgh. While the ILO is invited to develop a training strategy in response to a call from the G20, Education For All still doesn’t feature on the agenda. Governments in the G20 countries should be pushed to take more responsible decisions at their next meeting to be held in conjunction with the G8 in Canada in June 2010.
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