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1 See, Campbell and Sullivan (2019). 
2 Different forms of mixed economies are elucidated most recently in Branko Milanovic (2019), Capitalism Alone, 
and in the January/February issues of Foreign Affairs on “The Future of Capitalism". 
3 See, writing by Dani Rodrik (2011, 2018). 
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The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is assuming 

the Presidency of the G20 at a challeng-

ing moment for the world. We are aware 

of the responsibility placed on our country, 

and we believe we can make a positive con-

tribution through the G20 to the common 

good of people and the planet.

On the economic front, global growth is 

projected to stabilize in 2020 and even ac-

celerate modestly in 2021. It remains at one 

of its lowest levels since the global finan-

cial crisis. Trade tensions, financial vulner-

abilities, market volatility, environmental 

and geopolitical strains cast a shadow of 

economic uncertainty on this modest im-

provement. In particular, growth remains 

disappointingly low in many countries, sti-

fling the prospects of millions of people. 

There has never been a period in his-

tory without strains, tensions, and conflict. 

However, what makes this moment more 

complex is the risk that, just as global 

challenges are becoming more pressing, 

requiring full trust and cooperation to ad-

dress them,the willingness and ability of 

the international community to undertake 
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necessary collective action requires more 

collective global cooperation.

Fortunately, this year we are not start-

ing from scratch. Through international 

cooperation, we have made significant 

achievements, on which we should con-

tinue to build.

• The last three decades have wit-

nessed the fastest decrease in extreme 

poverty ever seen. The UN Millennium 

Development Goal of halving the number 

of people in extreme poverty was met well 

ahead of the target date.

• The benefits of scientific and tech-

nological progress are spread ever more 

widely, resulting in improvements across 

almost all human development indica-

tors, allowing human beings to be health-

ier, more productive, better informed, and 

more connected.

• Collective awareness of the chal-

lenges to our environment and to the sus-

tainability of the planet is rising, paving 

the way for governments, industry leaders, 

and individuals to mobilize and take action.

At the same time, mankind is collec-

tively facing major challenges.

• Economic growth continues to be 

suboptimal and its benefits are not spread 

equally among countries and people. Big 

gaps persist between rich and poor, the 

educated and the less educated, and urban 

and rural areas. Women remain disadvan-

taged in the labor market. 

• Digital technology is transforming the 

world but its benefits to productivity and 

living standards are not felt by all. Moreo-

ver, digitalization raises deeper questions 

about the functioning of our economic and 

political institutions.

• Environmental degradation caused by 

the overexploitation of the planet’s natural 

resources undermines economic progress 

and affects poor communities the most. 

In particular, climate change will impact 

disproportionately the most vulnerable, 

whose livelihoods depend directly on the 

ecosystems they live in.

All these challenges risk creating a 

backlash against multilateralism and 

weakening international fora, at a time 

when the world needs collaborative solu-

tions the most.

OUR VISION FOR THE G20 IN 2020

The Group of 20’s initial focus was on ad-

dressing the global financial crisis and 

placing the world on the path to recovery. 

With time, the G20 developed a broader 

agenda, addressing socio-economic is-

sues such as monitoring the global risks, 

» The willingness 
and ability 
of the 
international 
community 
to undertake 
necessary 
collective 
action requires 
more global 
cooperation.«

fostering reforms to lift economic growth, 

promoting financial inclusion, preserving 

the environment, and tackling emerging is-

sues, such as debt in low-income countries.

There is a growing awareness that 

to achieve the overarching G20 goal of 

“strong, sustainable, balanced and inclu-

sive growth” requires raising our collec-

tive ambitions and strengthening actions. 

Not only do we need to maintain the mo-

mentum of international cooperation, but 

also to add a fresh and powerful impetus 

to it. The G20 has a unique occasion to ful-

fill this: it sets global agendas and global 

norms; it brings together political leaders, 

experts, and civil society representatives. 

It has economic and political clout at the 

global and national level. The vision of the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as it takes over 

the Presidency of the G20 in 2020 is to pro-

vide a new impetus to global cooperation 

around the unifying theme of “Realizing 

Opportunities of the 21st Century for All”. 

While G20 countries have different 

national priorities, social conditions, and 

economic circumstances; all countries 

share a strategic interest in seizing the op-

portunities and tackling the challenges of 

the 21st century to protect the global com-

mons and improve prospects for all, espe-

cially women and youth. 

This theme has a special resonance in 

the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as it stands 

at the crossroads of three continents. The 

Kingdom has one of the youngest popula-

tions among G20 countries and is under-

taking a major social and economic trans-

formation under the Saudi Vision 2030, 

which is aligned with the G20 objectives. 

This means that the G20 agenda has a 

strong echo in the daily lives of the people 

in the Kingdom.

THE SAUDI PRESIDENCY’S AGENDA 

We envision achieving the Saudi Presiden-

cy’s overarching theme of Realizing Oppor-

tunities of the 21st Century for All through 

three aims:

The first aim is “Empowering People” 

by unleashing opportunities for all. We in 

the G20 have a collective responsibility to 

our people to ensure that everyone bene-

fits from economic growth and innovation. 

The G20 will focus on policies that promote 

more equality of opportunity for all, and 

especially for women and youth. 

This includes efforts to create high 

quality jobs and adapt to the changing pat-

terns of work resulting from technological 

progress while ensuring social protection 

remains adaptable to these changes. The 

Saudi Presidency will focus on the employ-

ment challenges facing youth, especially 

youth at risk of not being in employment, 

education, or training (NEET), as well as 

those facing women of all ages. For the 

latter, the Saudi Presidency is strongly 

committed to keeping up the momentum 

built under previous G20 presidencies. 

We are planning on making further pro-

gress toward empowering women and 

girls through a cross-lens approach to the 

G20 workstreams; and promoting gen-

der equality through launching the Em-

powerment and Progression of Women’s 

Economic Representation (EMPOWER) 

initiative, along with our partners Canada, 

Japan and Italy. 

Empowering People also requires scal-

ing up efforts for sustainable development. 

Following up on the G20 commitment to the 

timely implementation of the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development reaffirmed at 

the Osaka Summit, the Saudi Presidency 

will focus on accelerating the implementa-
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tion of this agenda and facilitating employ-

ment growth. The G20 will address ensur-

ing finance for sustainable development, 

expediting the flow of goods and services, 

reducing inequalities between the very 

poor and the very rich and improving com-

munication between people. 

Last but not least, trade and invest-

ment are key drivers of growth, innovation, 

and job creation. During 2020, G20 mem-

bers will be encouraged to strengthen 

their efforts to promote cross-border trade 

and investment flows and engage in con-

structive dialogue on current international 

trade developments. In this regard, the 

necessary reforms to improve the WTO’s 

functions should also take into account the 

developmental dimension.

The second aim is “Safeguarding the 

Planet” by fostering collective efforts to 

protect our commons. Climate change 

is one of the most pressing challenges 

of the 21st century. The Saudi Presidency 

will seek to advance efforts for managing 

emissions and for improving synergies be-

tween adaptation and mitigation actions, 

including nature-based solutions, such as 

combating land degradation and habitat 

loss, and protecting marine resources. 

Access to cleaner, more sustainable 

and affordable energy is fundamental not 

only for mitigating climate change but 

also for reducing poverty and promoting 

growth. Under the Saudi Presidency, the 

G20 will discuss the concept of a circular 

carbon economy, in which emissions are 

to be not only reduced but also reused, re-

cycled, or removed altogether. The group 

will also discuss options to use a variety of 

energy solutions and technologies to pro-

mote cleaner and more sustainable energy 

systems and affordable energy access.

Water stress is one of the greatest 

challenges of the 21st century, aggravated 

by population growth, urbanization, and an 

aging water infrastructure. Saudi Arabia is 

in one of the regions of the world where 

water stress is particularly acute. A pri-

ority for the Saudi Presidency is to foster 

global cooperation on water management 

and try to tackle policy, financing, and in-

novation challenges to ensure water secu-

rity for all. 

The third aim of the Saudi Presidency is 

“Shaping New Frontiers” by adopting long-

term, bold strategies to utilize and share 

the benefits of innovation. 

Advances in digital technology are 

transforming the global economy and 

impacting people, markets, and govern-

ments. Despite the benefits of these ad-

vances, they challenge labor markets, 

business models, and economic, social 

and political institutions. Business mod-

els in the financial industry are challenged 

by rapid innovation in financial services 

and informatics, including the entry of big 

technology firms. The G20 will continue 

to address these challenges in 2020, ex-

ploring their implications for future labor 

skills and income inequalities; striving 

for a global consensus to address the tax 

challenges arising from digitalization. We 

will be working toward a regulatory frame-

work – in finance and elsewhere – that 

can facilitate a level-playing field between 

incumbents and new entrants. The group 

will also address concerns about data pro-

tection and manage potential cyber risks 

to financial and economic stability. 

With rapid urbanization, cities are 

caught between growing populations and 

aging infrastructure. New technologies 

can help accommodate the expanding 

urban population while providing mobil-

ity solutions accessible to all. The Saudi 

Presidency will lead the exploration of 

practical solutions, notably for smart ur-

ban mobility, based on better infrastruc-

ture, good practices and the sharing of 

experiences. 

OUR APPROACH

The Saudi Presidency’s approach, both in 

developing our Presidency Agenda and in 

pursuing its implementation during 2020, 

is consistent with the Kingdom’s aspiration 

to provide a fresh and powerful impetus to 

global cooperation.

The Saudi Presidency Agenda was 

deliberately developed in the most inclu-

sive and comprehensive way possible. We 

adopted an open approach, had multiple 

outreach events to consult with domestic, 

regional, and international partners, and 

built on previous G20 work.

In pursuing the three aims of the 2020 

G20 agenda, by leading the G20 interna-

tional dialogue, we will continue to strive 

for the broadest consensus. In this respect, 

Saudi Arabia will host over 120 meetings 

and conferences, including meetings be-

tween officials and relevant partners from 

civil society, businesses, and think tanks.

To further ensure an inclusive process, 

the Saudi G20 Presidency has invited some 

non-G20 countries and regional organiza-

tions, with strong representation from the 

developing world. With the participation 

of the invited countries, the G20 this year 

will represent over 90 percent of the world 

GDP and more than two-thirds of the world 

population. The major international and 

regional organizations were also invited to 

bring their knowledge and expertise to the 

discussion. 

Finally, we are paying special atten-

tion to civil society, which is more vibrant 

and influential than ever. This year, eight 

engagement groups will participate in the 

G20 process: Business 20, Youth 20, La-

bour 20, Think 20, Civil 20, Women 20, Sci-

ence 20, and Urban 20. They all have their 

own meetings and will also participate in 

many G20 meetings to provide input to the 

discussions and deliberations from their 

perspectives.

Multilateralism is not an end in itself 

but a means to an end. It is the best way to 

leverage the opportunities created by our 

achievements so far and ensure that their 

benefits are spread to all. This is the only 

way to address the global challenges we 

are facing. G20 leaders were convened in 

the aftermath of the global financial crisis 

to mitigate its impact and remedy its caus-

es, because these tasks required broad 

cooperation and strong political drive. It is 

» All countries 
share a strategic 
interest in 
seizing the 
opportunities 
and tackling 
the challenges 
of the 21st 
century.«
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The World Trade Organization (WTO) has 

brought enormous benefits to the inter-

national community. In small, open econo-

mies, such as the Netherlands, around a 

quarter of the wealth per capita depends 

on the WTO trading system; in Germany, 

the figure is around five percent or USD 

66 billion. The economic gains for China or 

the US are even bigger in absolute terms.1 

But the multilateral trading order is in a 

deep, existential crisis – to which there is 

no easy solution. The WTO must reinvent 

itself if it wants to prevent the world from 

returning to less prosperous times.

On April 15, 1994, when the GATT mem-

bers agreed on the Marrakesh Declaration 

that led to the creation of the WTO, there 

was a shared vision of the future geopoliti-

cal landscape. Following the demise of So-

viet-style communism, it was generally as-

sumed that all countries would gradually 

transition to a democratic, market-based 

system. The only remaining superpower, 

the United States, would create a liberal 

world order in its own image. 

The post-war systemic rivalry between 

East and West would become a thing of the 

past. The international economic order 

would no longer be disrupted by geopo-

The WTO needs  
a Plan B
If the WTO members do not reinvent the WTO,  
the world will return to less prosperous times.

The author:

The institution:

Gabriel Felbermayr

President,  

Kiel Institute for the  

World Economy

The Kiel Institute for the World Economy is 

an international center for research in global 

economic affairs, economic policy consul-

ting, and economic education. The Institute 

engages especially in creating solutions to 

urgent problems in global economic affairs. It 

advises decision makers in policy, business, 

and society and informs the broader public 

about important developments in international 

economic policy.

the same today: the global challenges and 

opportunities facing us require the broad-

est possible cooperation, consensus and 

commitment. The G20 is the best platform 

for realizing opportunities of the 21st cen-

tury for all. 


