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Toward a Common Set of Signals from the
G20 about Russia’s War in Ukraine

The G20 countries’ positions on the war in Ukraine contrast starkly, yet the conflict
raises issues of global concern — economic shocks and nuclear risks — that the leaders

cannot pass over in silence.

hen the Group of Twenty (G20)

leaders gather in Bali, Indonesia,

on 15 November, one head of state
who belongs to the Group will be notable by
his absence. Russian President Vladimir Putin
has decided not to attend the event. This news
will be a relief for Western participants, who
hardly want to share photo opportunities with
Putin while he pursues his war in Ukraine. The
Kremlin’s foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, will be
in Bali, but he may not be relishing the prospect.
Lavrov walked out of a G20 foreign ministers’
meeting in July after his Western counterparts
accused Russia of sparking the global food price
crisis by invading its grain-producing neighbour.

Putin’s absence will not relieve the lead-

ers who go to Bali of the challenge of how
to address the war. The G20 is primarily an
economic coordination mechanism, which was
thrust into the limelight during the global finan-
cial crisis in 2008. Unlike the G7, which brings
together like-minded Western countries with
shared political interests, the G20 encompasses
geopolitical rivals — the U.S. and China fore-
most among them — that are not apt to adopt
strong common positions on international
affairs. Yet Russia’s assault on Ukraine raises
issues of global concern, including the wide-
spread food and energy price shocks and the

risks of nuclear weapons use, that the world’s
most powerful politicians cannot pass over in
silence.

The G20 meeting is, therefore, an oppor-
tunity for leaders to signal common positions
about the war. Their primary focus should be
on concrete commitments by the G20 countries
to help poorer ones navigate economic turmoil.
But the powers present in Bali could also use
the occasion to underscore that they all expect
Russia to refrain from nuclear use, in word as
well as deed. Ideally, they would be as clear as
possible that if Moscow does cross the nuclear
threshold, it will face consequences not only
from the West, but globally. A joint statement
condemning Russia’s prosecution of the war or
setting out potential peace terms will likely be
impossible, given G20 members’ widely diver-
gent positions on the war. But if G20 members
can find common ground on economic issues
and the nuclear taboo, the Bali summit will be a
worthwhile diplomatic endeavour.

Diverse Ukraine Policies

The G20 members’ positions on the war differ
starkly. The U.S. and most of its allies in the
Group have imposed sanctions on Moscow and
voted to condemn the invasion in the UN Gen-
eral Assembly. Most of the other members have
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at least condemned Russia’s aggression and
illegal efforts to annex Ukrainian territory at the
UN, but not resorted to sanctions (see map).
Yet three weighty non-Western G20 members

— China, India and South Africa — have not only
declined to place sanctions on Russia but also
abstained in UN votes on the war.

Various non-Western members of the G20
have at times tried to establish a diplomatic role
in the war, although the results have mainly
been negligible. South Africa attempted to take
alead at the UN in March by tabling a General
Assembly resolution on humanitarian assis-
tance to Ukraine. Western and Ukrainian dip-
lomats rejected the draft out of hand because
it made no reference to Moscow’s responsibil-
ity for the war (in contrast to an alternative
UN text worked up by France and Mexico),
although South African officials insisted to Cri-
sis Group that theirs was a good-faith initiative
to bolster multilateral cooperation.

Indonesian President Joko Widodo vis-
ited both Kyiv and Moscow over the summer,
promising to facilitate communication between
the warring capitals. Many observers suspected
that his main concern was to make sure that

the war would not stop the G20 summit from
going ahead. Indonesia has raised the possibil-
ity of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelen-
skyy attending the summit, although Kyiv has
indicated he will most likely only intervene via
video link.

Other G20 members have also dipped their
toes in Ukraine diplomacy. Mexico surprised
and confused UN officials at September’s high-
level UN General Assembly week by tabling a
proposal for the Pope, the UN secretary-general
and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to
lead a ceasefire effort. This idea has not taken
off to date. There has also been a sporadic flow
of speculation among Western commenta-
tors that India — which has increased trade
with Russia since the February assault — could
eventually prove a useful facilitator of Russian-
Ukrainian diplomacy, and Modi urged Presi-
dent Putin to take a “path to peace” at Sep-
tember’s Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
summit.

In contrast to these fledgling and tenta-
tive peace efforts, Tiirkiye’s President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan has emerged as one of the main
diplomatic actors in the crisis. Tiirkiye hosted
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early, fruitless Russian-Ukrainian peace talks,
but had success when it worked with the UN
over the summer to broker the Black Sea grain
deal. This deal permitted Ukraine to export its
harvest by sea without Russian military inter-
ference. Tiirkiye and another G20 member,
Saudi Arabia, also facilitated a sizeable prisoner
swap — involving some 215 Ukrainians and 55
Russians — in September. Behind closed doors,
G20 participants will surely probe Erdogan as
to whether his frequent interlocutor Putin is
ready to compromise. But there is no sign in
advance of the Bali summit that Ankara sees a
breakthrough coming.

But, however much attention Erdogan
garners in Bali, leaders may focus even more
closely on what China’s President Xi Jinping

early ceasefire (which Brazil and Argentina also
advocated for at the UN in September) with
Western powers’ worries that Moscow could use
a pause in hostilities to consolidate control over
parts of Ukraine even as it rearms and reposi-
tions for the next phase of conflict.

Rather than focus on the specifics of how to
end the war, G20 leaders may be better advised
to identify broad areas of agreement about how
to contain the war and its fallout. The most
obvious would be for those G20 leaders who are
in Bali to endorse the Xi-Scholz condemnation
of nuclear threats and nuclear use. Alterna-
tively, or additionally, they could reiterate the
basic principle that a “nuclear war cannot be
won and must never be fought”, which the five
nuclear weapons states (the UK, China, France,

“For the U.S. and Ukraine’s other
allies, Beijing’s view of the war has been
a constant source of anxiety.”

has to say. For the U.S. and Ukraine’s other
allies, Beijing’s view of the war has been a
constant source of anxiety since February. In
recent months, Western observers believe they
have seen increasing signs of frustration in
China with the course of the conflict. Beijing
has indicated its concern that Moscow’s nuclear
sabre-rattling, bad enough in itself, might be
more than dangerous talk. This concern was
heightened by the Kremlin’s vague, erroneous
intimations that Ukraine, not Russia, wants to
raise the nuclear stakes with a “dirty bomb”. Xi
articulated these issues most clearly in a joint
statement with German Chancellor Olaf Scholz
opposing the “threat or use of nuclear weapons”
in Ukraine.

Points of Agreement

While G20 members have, therefore, no short-
age of opinions about Russia’s war in Ukraine,
it is difficult to see how they could reconcile
their divergent views in Bali. It is hard, for
example, to square Mexico’s advocacy for an

Russia and the U.S.) affirmed in a statement to
the UN in January. Such a declaration might

be complicated by the G20’s incompatible
positions on non-proliferation issues (Brazil,
for example, has lobbied for the Treaty on the
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, whereas India
is not even a member of the Non-Proliferation
Treaty). Given Russia’s recurrent allusions to
nuclear use in Ukraine, however, the leaders
should at least be able to agree they are opposed
to nuclear threats and nuclear war.

The goal of such a declaration, however
minimal or vague, would be to signal to Mos-
cow that it will face global diplomatic and other
penalties, rather than just consequences from
the West, if its nuclear rhetoric turns to action
in any way. Russia has shown some interest in
how its moves in Ukraine — such as its agree-
ment to the Black Sea grain deal — are seen in
the non-Western world. G20 leaders are not
likely to spell out in concrete terms what steps
they would take if Russia does cross the nuclear
threshold — indeed, it might be better they do
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not try to be too explicit, as doing so might only
highlight their differences. But some sort of
common signalling, especially one that by defi-
nition has both U.S. and Chinese buy-in, could
help strengthen the nuclear taboo.

Turning to the war’s impact, G20 members
can offer common support to efforts to reduce
the global economic damage the conflict is
doing. They could start by making a statement
in support of the Black Sea grain deal (which
is up for renewal by Russia and Ukraine on 19
November) and calling for this deal, which now
has to be reaffirmed every 120 days, to continue
indefinitely until hostilities cease. Such a state-
ment would be a fillip not only for President
Erdogan, but also for UN officials working on
implementing the agreement, which Russia
threatened to quit in October after a Ukrainian
attack on its navy.

More broadly, G20 leaders can use the Bali
summit to help prop up the teetering global
economy, much as their predecessors did in
2008-2009. Potential priorities include push-
ing multilateral development banks to boost
lending to poor countries to handle economic
challenges that could foment political insta-
bility. In 2021, G20 members committed to

support liquidity in the global economy by
making available to poor countries $100 billion
in International Monetary Fund Special Draw-
ing Rights (a reserve asset that Crisis Group
discussed in detail in a briefing prior to the
2022 G7 meeting). They have been slow to fol-
low through with this pledge, and they need to
pick up the pace as the international economic
picture gets bleaker.

Given its origins and membership, the G20
has greater credibility as an economic crisis
management mechanism than as a security
forum. Its actions on the global economy will
carry more weight than its members’ politi-
cal statements about Ukraine. Yet the last year
has made it clear that global economic affairs
cannot be insulated from security shocks, and
big powers must tend to both. At the same time,
Russia’s nuclear menacing amid the conflict it
is waging in Ukraine is simply too big an issue
to ignore. The Bali summit is an opportunity for
the leading Western and non-Western powers
to at least articulate their shared interest in not
letting the war escalate out of all control.



