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G20 to discuss post-pandemic 
world, back debt relief
REUTERS, Brussels

Leaders of the 20 biggest world 
economies (G20) will debate this 
weekend how to deal with the 
unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic 
that has caused a global recession and 
how to manage the recovery once the 
coronavirus is under control.

High on the agenda are purchases 
and global distribution of vaccines, 
drugs and tests for low income 
countries that cannot afford such 
expenses themselves. The European 
Union will urge the G20 on Saturday 
to invest $4.5 billion to help.

“The main theme will be to step 
up global cooperation to address the 
pandemic,” said a senior G20 official 
taking part in the preparations for the 
two-day summit, chaired by Saudi 
Arabia and held virtually because of 
the pandemic.

To prepare for the future, the EU 
will propose a treaty on pandemics.

“An international treaty would 
help us respond more quickly and 

in a more coordinated manner,” 
the chairman of EU leaders Charles 
Michel will tell the G20 on Sunday.

While the global economy is 
recovering from the depths of the crisis 
earlier this year, momentum is slowing 
in countries with resurging infection 
rates, the recovery is uneven and the 
pandemic is likely to leave deep scars, 
the International Monetary Fund said 
in a report for the G20 summit.

Especially vulnerable are poor 
and highly indebted countries in the 
developing world, which are “on the 
precipice of financial ruin and escalating 
poverty, hunger and untold suffering”, 
United Nations Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres said on Friday.

To address this, the G20 will endorse 
a plan to extend a debt servicing 
moratorium for developing countries 
by six months to mid-2021, with a 
possibility of a further extension, said a 
draft G20 communique seen by Reuters.

European members of the G20 are 
likely to push for more.

“More debt relief is needed,” 

Michel told reporters on Friday.
Debt relief for Africa will be a main 

theme of the Italian presidency of the 
G20 in 2021.

European nations in the G20 
will also seek fresh impetus to the 
stalled reform of the World Trade 
Organisation (WTO), hoping to 
capitalise on the upcoming change 
of U.S. administration. Outgoing 
President Donald Trump favoured 
bilateral trade deals over working 
through international bodies.

The change of U.S. leadership also 
raises hopes of a more concerted effort 
at G20 level to fight climate change.

Following the example of the 
European Union, already half of 
the G20 members, including Japan, 
China, South Korea and South Africa, 
plan to become climate- or at least 
carbon-neutral by 2050 or soon after.

Under Trump, the United States 
pulled out of the Paris Agreement 
on fighting climate change, but the 
decision is likely to be reversed by 
President-elect Joe Biden.

REUTERS, Geneva

Wealthy nations on Friday reiterated 
their opposition to a proposal to 
waive intellectual property rules for 
COVID-19 drugs, three trade sources 
said, despite pressure to make an 
exception to improve access to drugs 
for poorer countries.

Supporters of the waiver say 
existing intellectual property (IP) rules 
create barriers on access to affordable 
medicines and vaccines and they want 
restrictions to be eased, as they were 
during the AIDS epidemic.

But opposition from the European 
Union, the United States and some 
other wealthy nations at a meeting on 
Friday, means the proposal set to go 
before the World Trade Organization’s 
(WTO) General Council next month 
is likely to fail.

“If rich countries prefer profits to 
life, they will kill it by tying it down 
in technicalities.” said a delegate 
supporting the motion who attended 
the closed-door meeting.

The 164-member WTO body 
usually has to agree by consensus 
unless members agree to proceed to a 
vote, which is exceptional.

A second trade source said 
developing countries denied that 
IP rights were creating barriers, 
saying their suspension, “was not 
only unnecessary but would also 
undermine the collaborative efforts 
to fight the pandemic that are already 
under way”.

Diplomatic missions for the United 

States and the EU in Geneva did not 
immediately provide a comment.

The proposal was first raised by 
India and South Africa in October. 
Since then, China, which has five 
COVID-19 vaccine candidates in late-
stage trials, has voiced its support, as 
have dozens of other WTO members, 
mostly from developing countries.

The World Health Organization 
says it supports tackling barriers to 
access to COVID-19 medicines, as 
does Nigeria’s Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, 
selected by a panel to be the WTO’s 
next director-general.

Lobbying outside the global trade 
body has also intensified.

This week, more than 100 civil 
society organisations wrote to EU 
lawmakers urging them to back the 
waiver.

French medical charity MSF’s 
senior legal and policy officer 
Yuanquiong Hu said recent positive 
data from COVID-19 vaccine trials by 
U.S. pharmaceutical firms added to 
the urgency of the waiver proposal.

“There is a hierarchical model and 
the poorer countries are being asked 
to take the leftovers,” she said.
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A delegate arrives before a meeting at the World Trade Organization in 

Geneva, Switzerland.
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