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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic is, at the surface, a health crisis, but it has rapidly escalated 
into a series of socioeconomic challenges in a world interconnected by cities. Fearing 
the collapse of public health systems due to the lack of preventative and curative 
strategies, the World Health Organization, supported by national governments, has 
urged people to adopt social distancing measures. However, international organiza-
tions and national governments have considered cities as implementation sites for 
solutions instead of partners for shared assessments and for defining inclusive rescue 
and recovery plans. Moreover, the disruption of supply chains and global trade due 
to COVID-19 has been well assessed, but not its impact on lower-income communi-
ties with poor levels of basic services. These have become clusters of contagion and 
illustrate social and physical infrastructure’s centrality in COVID-19’s contagion and 
mitigation patterns. Responses to the crisis and the road to poverty reduction and 
productivity run directly through infrastructure investments, but the window of op-
portunity to achieve the UN 2030 Agenda is narrowing in the context of degraded 
global macroeconomic indicators. For the G20 to be effective, it must deliver a recov-
ery plan that changes the pre-COVID-19 crisis status quo, as over 60% of global GDP 
comes from fewer than 1,000 cities and metropolitan areas of +500,000 inhabitants. 
Further, the bulk of urbanization occurs in the Global South, where cities account 
for 70% of all infrastructure investment needs, and informality levels are high (OECD 
2015; UNDESA 2018; UN-Habitat 2016). This policy brief outlines how a “G20 Urban 
Platform” could prioritize infrastructure investments that build more capable cities 
in more capable states, a much-needed turn in multilateralism to support peace and 
equitable growth. This can put the global development and environmental agendas 
back on track.



3TASK FORCE 11. COVID-19: MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES TO COMPLEX PROBLEMS

تبــدو جائحــة كوفيــد-١٩، فــي ظاهرهــا، أزمــة صحيــة، ولكنهــا تصاعــدت بشــكلٍ متســارع إلــى سلســلة مــن 
ــم  ــار النظ ــن انهي ــوف م ــبب الخ ــا. وبس ــا بينه ــة فيم ــه مترابط ــم مُدنُ ــي عال ــة ف ــات الاجتماعية-الاقتصادي التحدي
العالميــة،  الصحــة  منظمــة  فــإن  وعلاجيــة؛  وقائيــة  اســتراتيجيات  إلــى  الافتقــار  بســبب  العموميــة  الصحيــة 
ومعهــا الحكومــات الوطنيــة، تحــثّ النــاس علــى اتبــاع تدابيــر التباعــد الاجتماعــي. ورغــم ذلــك، نظــرت المنظمــات 
الدوليــة والحكومــات الوطنيــة إلــى المُــدن بعلــى أنهــا مواقــع تطبيــق للحلــول بــدلً مــن كونهــا شــركاء فــي مــا 
ــد  ــك، فق ــى ذل ــاوة عل ــي. وع ــاذ والتعاف ــاملة للإنق ــط ش ــع خط ــق بوض ــا يتعل ــتركة وم ــات المش ــق بالتقييم يتعل
ــدًا، لكــن لــم يتــم تقييــم أثرهــا  ــا جي تــم تقييــم عقبــة سلاســل التوريــد والتجــارة العالميــة بســبب كوفيــد-١٩ تقييمً
ــذه  ــت ه ــد أصبح ــية. وق ــات الأساس ــن الخدم ــة م ــتويات الضعيف ــل ذات المس ــة الدخ ــات منخفض ــي المجتمع ف
انتشــار  أنمــاط  التحتيــة فــي  للبنيــة  الاجتماعيــة والماديــة  المركزيــة  للعــدوى، وتوضــح  مجموعــات عنقوديــة 
كوفيــد-١٩ وتخفيفــه. وتســير الاســتجابات للأزمــة والطريــق نحــو تخفيــض الفقــر، وزيــادة الإنتاجيــة بشــكلٍ مباشــر 
عبــر اســتثمارات البنيــة الأساســية، إلا أن نافــذة الفــرص لتحقيــق جــدول أعمــال الأمــم المتحــدة 2030 تضيــق فــي 
الــة، فــا بــد  ســياق انخفــاض المؤشــرات العالميــة للاقتصــاد متناهــي الصغــر. ولــي تكــون مجموعــة العشــرين فعَّ
أن تقــدم خطــة تعــافٍ تغيّــر الوضــع الــذي كان قائمًــا قبــل أزمــة كوفيــد-١٩، حيــث يأتــي أكثــر مــن ٦٠% مــن دخــول 
ــر مــن ٥٠٠.٠٠٠ نســمة.  ــة ومنطقــة حضريــة يقطنهــا أكث الناتــج المحلــي الإجمالــي العالمــي مــن أقــل مــن ١،٠٠٠ مدين
ــر التحضــر فــي الجنــوب العالمــي، حيــث تشــكل المــدن ٧٠% مــن جميــع احتياجــات  وعــاوة علــى ذلــك، يحــدث أكث
الاســتثمار فــي البنيــة الأساســية، وترتفــع مســتويات العشــوائية )منظمــة التعــاون الاقتصــادي والتنميــة ٢٠١٥م، 
إدارة الشــؤون الاقتصاديــة والاجتماعيــة بالأمــم المتحــدة ٢٠١٨م، برنامــج الأمــم المتحــدة للمســتوطنات البشــرية 
٢٠١٦م(. ويُبيــن ملخــص السياســة هــذا كيــف يمكــن "للمنصــة الحضريــة لمجموعــة العشــرين" أن تمنــح الأولويــة 
لاســتثمارات البنيــة الأساســية التــي تبنــي مدنًــا أكثــر تأهيــاً فــي دولٍ أكثــر تأهيــاً، وهــو دور أكثــر لزومًــا فــي 
ــة العالميــة وجــداول الأعمــال  التعدديــة مــن أجــل دعــم الســام والنمــو العــادل. وهــذا مــن شــأنه إعــادة التنمي

ــح. ــة إلــى مســارها الصحي البيئي

ABSTRACT
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CHALLENGE

Reevaluating the combined and cascading impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
Over 20 million people across the globe are reported to have been affected by 
COVID-19, and more than 800,000 have died of it, as of late August, 2020, according 
to the World Health Organization (WHO). More than 3.5 billion people were confined 
in March/April 2020, as many governments believed that social distancing and lock-
downs were sensible approaches to reducing the virus spread. However, the COVID-19 
pandemic’s consequences have not been uniform. Differences among nations have 
been redoubled by differences between cities, jurisdictions, and neighborhoods, re-
inforcing preexisting inequalities (OECD 2020). These differences have also changed 
from week to week: places that were effective at virus containment one week be-
came objects of concern the next. Success stories were not long-lived. 

Even cities that relied on smart technologies, for example, drone surveillance and 
smartphone apps, have found that these instruments did not deliver on their prom-
ise of broad impacts on the spread of COVID-19 or on changing social behavior. In 
addition, the availability of advanced technology has not prevented hospitals from 
being overwhelmed by COVID-19 cases. Furthermore, there is no clear understanding 
of to what extent big data availability has been utilized for successful on-the-ground 
mitigation measures. In contrast, prior experiences in building social capital, such as 
in participatory slum upgrading programs (Villa 20 in Buenos Aires) and community 
information campaigns (Hong Kong) have resulted in more social cohesion and fewer 
cases. The scarcity of medical and hospital service has nevertheless demonstrated 
that very few jurisdictions at any level have been adequately prepared for the surge in 
demand for more social infrastructure.

The combined assessments from across the spectrum of the T20 taskforces in June, 
2020 illustrate a potentially dangerous combination of:

•	�a degraded multilateral order, as seen in questioned global trade rules and agree-
ments;

•	�the acceleration of the digitalization and virtualization of professional and social 
life; 

•	�the greater level of exposure to risks of numerous population segments, in particu-
lar youth entering labor markets; and 

•	�prevailing phenomena such as high levels of informality in the urban economy and 
infrastructure provision in both large, emerging countries and lower-income coun-
try megacities, which have rapidly grown in the first half of 2020.
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Past crises throughout the 20th century offer valuable lessons that help us under-
stand how these mounting challenges are driving the world to a tipping point, a situa-
tion worsened by pre-crisis problems such as rising inequality levels (Guillaumont and 
Treyer 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic threatens the delivery of the UN 2030 Agenda 
and could reinforce global imbalances (Bhattacharya, Gallagher, et al. 2019). This calls 
for G20 action, especially as the process is accelerated by reduced growth and in-
creasing inequalities within and among cities, with deprived households and neigh-
borhoods hit the hardest. The current crisis dramatically illustrates the conclusions 
of the 2019 Global Sustainable Development Report (GSDR) (UN 2019), which under-
lines the trade-offs between the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The report 
provides substantial evidence for the ongoing systemic changes triggered by urban 
societies in the natural world, through the interlinked threats of rising inequalities, cli-
mate change, biodiversity losses, and growing amounts of waste, in the background 
of accelerated global flows of capital, information, goods, and people (GSDR 2019).

Including cities in the COVID-19 equation
Since the COVID-19 outbreak, many urban networks and philanthropic and interna-
tional organizations have compiled best-case studies and analyzed short- and me-
dium-term city responses. They have started to synthesize “lessons learned” on how 
cities emerged from lockdown, with a focus on density; mobility; and digitalization of 
life, work, and the economy. These monitoring efforts have raised global awareness 
of what has been tried in cities as diverse as Milan, Kolkata, Dakar, Lima, and Istanbul; 
however, they have not yet led to improved local responses

More than 200 million people are expected to lose their jobs due to the pandemic 
and its consequences (World Bank 2020). This requires extraordinary outlays of pub-
lic expenditures, including the provision of food and water for millions of people de-
pendent on informal economic activities. The 2018 ILO report that noted that 60% of 
global employment and 90% of Global South employment was informal proved to be 
prescient in alerting that the nature of employment has fundamentally changed. IMF 
(2020) and World Bank (2020) estimates of the drop in global GDP for 2020 indicate 
the worst recession since the Great Depression of 1929.1

CHALLENGE

1. �See also the aggregated information by the T20 Saudi Arabia Web Conference of June 17, 2020. https://
www.youtube.com/channel/UCbCpFnqFEV3SwiAT84FTUjg 
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CHALLENGE

Many cities, including wealthy cities, suffer from cascading challenges of higher ex-
penditures, delayed investments, and plummeting revenues, with consequences for 
large industry segments such as the building and construction sector or tourism and 
culture. At the same time, national governments are planning the biggest economic 
stimulus packages to overcome economic depression and boost growth and produc-
tivity (Boston Consulting Group 2020). Yet, the risk remains of unwanted mobility of 
private capital that seeks other locations where rates of return may be higher; this 
results in an acceleration of capital flight, particularly from developing countries and 
emerging markets.2

In addition, most of the technical and capacity-building support brought to emerg-
ing and developing countries by multilateral development banks (MDBs) and other 
bilateral programs has been severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic and global 
travel bans (ADBI 2020). While the G20 countries have provided fiscal support rep-
resenting nearly 10% of the total 2019 G20 GDP, representing more than $6 trillion 
(Segal and Gerstel 2020),3 it may be that “more is not enough.” Rather, a combination 
of strategic policies and institutional innovations to reactivate economic growth and 
strengthen the social contract may be as critical as a vaccine. 

COVID-19 is the first pandemic of the global urban era, and future pandemics will 
most likely also be predominantly urban. Unless cities become part of the global insti-
tutional and macroeconomic crisis response, fragmentation of decision-making and 
radicalization of large segments of society will become the new normal (Galarza-San-
chez et al. 2018; Katz and Nowak 2018). Unemployment, growing levels of intra-urban 
inequality of both income and wealth, and divergent public health and educational 
outcomes all suggest that “recovery” should not be considered as a short-term out-
come. Rather, these structural problems require medium- and long-term strategies, 
policies, and actions to ensure that the public sector is not just reactive to the current 
cumulative crises but proactive in finding solutions that include civil society and the 
private sector.

2. �In fewer than two months (March and April 2020), emerging countries experienced more than $55 billion 
worth of capital outflow, affecting infrastructure investment projects in particular, according to the IMF.

3. �As of the end of April 2020, the G20 countries have provided $6.3 trillion in fiscal support, representing 
9.3% of 2019 G20 GDP. Of the total, $3.2 trillion will support direct government spending (4.8% of 2019 
G20 GDP), up from $2.1 trillion (3.1% of GDP). Credit enhancements contribute $2.3 trillion and tax relief 
another $0.8 trillion. 
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The efficiency of the trillions invested in stimulus packages and monetary policies will 
depend on how much these financial flows will include those most in need, how they 
yield positive social multipliers and externalities, and how effective the coordination 
will be between global, regional, national, and local levels, which includes infrastruc-
ture investments.

Analysis of the stimulus packages of the 2008-2011 global financial crisis suggests 
that none of these three conditions were met back then. There are significant as-
sumptions that large stimulus packages were poorly targeted, came late, and that, 
while they saved the banking system, they failed to bring the economy back to a path 
of shared growth, such as in the US (Tooze 2018). In the context of 2020, further fiscal 
contraction at the national and local levels would significantly threaten global pros-
perity and security, even though it is now incorporated into most national responses. 
Even in Europe, the recovery fund negotiated in July is estimated to amount to, at 
best, 1% of EU GDP, and will be followed by national budget cuts averaging 4% of 
GDP. The US, along with the UK because of Brexit, add additional global deflationary 
pressure across the board. 

Meanwhile, massive public spending can be a game-changing moment to set infra-
structure investments on more inclusive and climate-friendly tracks, for example by 
overcoming traditional reluctance of private investors to engage in subnational green 
development plans. Addressing the health crisis could create a window of opportuni-
ty to address pressing social and environmental challenges more effectively, provided 
the G20 would agree on resetting infrastructure investment priorities to change the 
status quo.

CHALLENGE
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PROPOSAL

Redirecting infrastructure priorities toward human capital
Three conditions account for today’s crisis:

•	�the acceleration of global economic integration, supported by urbanization and 
integrated infrastructure systems, yet with too little pandemic preparedness, en-
vironmental awareness, and capacity for social inclusiveness and without efficient 
global governance mechanisms of urbanization,

•	the acceleration of large-scale environmental and social transformations, and

•	�the questionable socioeconomic impacts of national and G20 responses to the 
2008 financial crisis.

In the past decade, the G20 has grown stronger within the global arena as the preem-
inent platform for generating coordinated macroeconomic and national-level finan-
cial response. The COVID-19 crisis has demonstrated that this task has changed. Suc-
cess in 2020 will not only depend on aggregate numbers and national performance 
but also whether assistance has galvanized new inclusive activities. As urban areas 
generate at least 75% of global GDP, any recovery plan must therefore work at the 
urban level and support investments in and by cities.

The situation calls for a dramatic improvement of the G20 response to the pandemic. 
Although we acknowledge the G20 Debt Service Suspension Initiative, the civil soci-
ety has made many calls for the debt moratorium to be the first step in a more com-
prehensive and coordinated multilateral recovery plan, setting standards for trans-
formational change.4 Furthermore, the G20 Finance Track and the feedback from 
analysts have not taken into account the role of cities in contributing to the short- and 
longer-term responses.

Cities’ economies are a seismograph of what is needed for transformation and a driv-
er for innovations and solutions. While we need to learn to live with unprecedented 
levels of interdependency, the infrastructure response to COVID-19 should put people 
first to deliver a renewed urbanization and infrastructure rationale promoting peace, 
equitable growth, and the implementation of the global development and environ-
mental agendas (G20 2018; G20 Working Group on Development 2019; Al Mogrin 
2020, 2019). The future of sustainable development has to be reassessed by gaining 

4. �We are referring in particular to the G20 Ministers and Central Bank Governors Meetings as part of the 
G20 Finance Track, with the 4th meeting taking place on July 18, 2020 (https://www.banque-france.fr/
sites/default/files/media/2020/07/20/final_g20_fmcbg_communique_-_ july_2020.pdf). 
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a better understanding of global interconnections and by reconsidering the global 
architecture of infrastructure delivery—a cornerstone of globalization—along the fol-
lowing three dimensions. 

Infrastructure and economic productivity
Infrastructure is a critical part of national and local economic production, but many 
studies recurrently highlight the “supply bias” in infrastructure investment programs. 
Such bias typically results in projects that are too big, overestimate the demand for 
their services, place unreasonable financial obligations on local implementing agen-
cies, and pay insufficient attention to their environmental externalities (National Re-
search Council 1993). At the same time, infrastructure in urbanizing countries needs 
to be designed for coming generations, taking into account the demographic trend 
of the next two decades and the expected continuation and acceleration of urbaniza-
tion.

The role of the current stimulus and recovery packages is therefore key to allow the 
(re)building of public investment and intervention capacity. Public institutions remain 
where the necessary comprehensive integrated planning and preparation processes 
are managed. Project-level development and financing logic are detrimental to meet 
the requirements of future sustainable urban development. Rather, a superordinate, 
integrated planning and monitoring system is needed. 

Adopting a G20 plan for heavy investment in infrastructure would not be the first 
time in modern history that massively coordinated efforts and investments address-
ing infrastructure and urban development had been successfully promoted as a so-
cioeconomic recovery response following major crises and paradigm shifts. This was 
the case in Europe, where infrastructure and cities had to be completely rebuilt and 
renovated after WWII. Additionally, in the past three decades, China has undergone a 
massive construction of new cities and infrastructure. In 2020, the G20 recovery plan 
will have to pay special attention to the demand side in addition to the supply side, 
and it should be developed and implemented collaboratively with cities to maximize 
its impacts on community development. It should also include a focus on environ-
ment and sustainable infrastructure and, of course, on social infrastructure, starting 
with health.

PROPOSAL
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PROPOSAL

Infrastructure, global warming, and biodiversity losses
Compared with Europe after 1945 or China after 1980, environmental and sustain-
ability challenges are very acute in the post-COVID-19 era, as are the risks of durable 
destabilization if the post-COVID-19 urban equation is not addressed properly. Global 
warming has become much more visible in all regions, and biodiversity losses are 
also well documented (IPBES 2019). We echo the calls to create more sustainable and 
resilient infrastructure (Buchoud et al. 2020b; Kovarik et al. 2020; Head et al. 2020). 
Post-COVID-19 infrastructure choices should contribute to a better acknowledgment 
of cities’ ability to deliver global agendas with and not against citizens. Additionally, 
they cannot ignore the preparation of the COP15 Biodiversity and COP26 on Climate 
in 2021.

Infrastructure and public health
In response to the 2008 global financial crisis, the IMF developed precise estimates of 
the multipliers of different kinds of infrastructure, but without including the millions 
of people who could benefit and survive public health crises (Cohen 2012). In 2020, 
the shortage of public health infrastructure is a fundamental factor in the response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. We would then expect the WHO to provide public health 
recommendations and also help review the multiplier effects of health infrastructure. 
In particular, where levels of public health services are very low and only accessible 
to limited portions of the population. The rapid spread of COVID-19 in Brazil is a good 
example of how very scarce and under-equipped health infrastructure contributed 
to the lack of management of the virus despite the warnings of public health profes-
sionals.

Changing the pre-COVID-19 status quo, with urban welfare at the core of global 
growth
The lockdown of cities, which are the nodes of the global economy, has resulted in 
global disruptions and the collapse of supply and demand. Initial patterns of conta-
gion occurred in higher-density areas, and the pandemic continues to unfold most 
actively in urban and metropolitan areas. Even if there are anomalies that suggest 
clusters of contagion can exist outside densely populated areas, higher densities of 
people are associated with higher contagion probabilities, which is reflected by the 
notion of social distancing to mitigate COVID-19 spread. While it is true that COVID-19 
moved to secondary cities and even rural areas, this process frequently took place 
in concentrated clusters that included factories, nursing homes, and prisons. Health, 
social, and economic solutions to the pandemic and its consequences can thus only 
be found in cities.
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PROPOSAL

To change the pre-COVID-19 status quo, the local level can no longer be ignored in 
global discussions. 

Cities are where powerful interdependencies between human welfare and physical 
infrastructure should be (re)built (Buchoud et al. 2020a, 2020b). While the G20 has 
the potential leverage to coordinate global economic policy, it has underestimated 
the critical role played by subnational entities in infrastructure provision (Buchoud 
et al. 2019). Emphasis on trade financing and financial stability after the 2008 global 
financial crisis contributed to recovery, but other important mechanisms by which 
public and private finance could be channeled to strengthen the urban platform for 
economic productivity and social welfare were largely ignored. In part, past recov-
ery strategies failed to recognize the trade-offs between short-term capital flows and 
long-term support for mainstreaming pandemic preparedness in urban develop-
ment. 

The COVID-19 pandemic makes it urgent for countries and cities to navigate the crisis 
together. 

The post-WWII era has highlighted public investment’s critical role in generating po-
tent interdependencies between human welfare and physical infrastructure. It has 
shown the relevance of international financial institutions, especially international 
development banks, that absorb international funds, enforce national packages, and 
boost investment into public sector. In Western Europe, this was particularly the case 
for cities, which relied primarily on public investment for their reconstruction. They 
resorted to a mixed structure of economies through their municipal companies for 
the development of urban infrastructures. The situation depends on the specifics of 
each legal, economic, and political system and decentralization level. For example, in 
Berlin, which was destroyed during WWII, a public financial institution financed the 
city’s infrastructure development, including loans for private companies, alongside 
the public water supply, electricity, public transport, and public housing companies. 

In the 1980s debt crisis in Latin America, the Asian financial crisis of 1997, and later the 
global financial crisis of 2008-2011, the urban middle class suffered a big impact from 
a contracting economy. Many households fell into the category of low income and 
new poor (Minujin and Nandy 2012). The situation is even more serious in 2020, as the 
COVID-19 pandemic affects cities that have largely grown more unequal in the last 
decade and play a more significant role in the global economy.
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PROPOSAL

Solutions for recoupling well-being and growth 
We believe that the shared global experience of cities in rich and poor countries of 
responding to a novel pathogen and struggling for subsequent economic and social 
recovery provides a challenging but unique opportunity for a new turn in multilateral 
cooperation. 

Nations and cities have devoted enormous efforts and resources to combat the worst 
effects of COVID-19 at great fiscal and economic costs. Many national budgets were 
facing austerity conditions before the COVID-19 crisis, but the current situation is 
worse. Governments have had no choice but to spend in response to urgent pub-
lic health needs, unemployment, and other needs, but global policymakers should 
recognize that the current crisis’ financial costs and true impact in cities have been 
underestimated. Quarantines and social distancing measures may have been largely 
successful in slowing the transmission rate, but they have also entailed significant 
financial costs and major sociopolitical challenges that are not easy to resolve in the 
short term (Lewnard and Lo 2020).

National governments do hold sovereign responsibility for national welfare: local gov-
ernments face the daily difficulties and pain of massive health problems and death as 
well as the need to assure food and basic services for millions of people. When com-
bined with the epidemiological characteristics of COVID-19, risks of prolonged global 
instability from the ground up are real. Understanding these local imperatives should 
be a reason to give cities a meaningful seat at the table in the national and multilat-
eral system as a G20 recovery action plan is being formulated. 

Fiscal devolution and democratic decentralization have long been on the agenda of 
international financial institutions (IFIs) and some bilateral and multilateral develop-
ment agencies. Still, by most empirical measures, transformative commitments to lo-
calization in the multilateral system amount at best to rhetoric. With few exceptions, 
the allocation of large-scale technical and financial support to building institutional 
capacity at the local level has not been forthcoming. 

This diagnosis therefore provides the basis for recommending a significant shift in 
global cooperation toward greater emphasis on urban health, employment, and in-
come generation. More and better targeted infrastructure investment can help al-
leviate the public health crisis and generate jobs and incomes for growing urban 
populations while simultaneously reducing urban contributions to greenhouse gas 
emissions.
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PROPOSAL

Creating a G20 Urban Platform for Recovery
The G20 member states and IFIs should focus on the enabling conditions for strength-
ening infrastructure investments (Secchi and Riela 2019) by creating a G20 Urban 
Platform for Recovery, along a fourfold rationale: 

�	�1. To articulate the argument for sustainable infrastructure investment (Ber-
ensmann et al. 2017; Bhattacharya, Nofal, et al. 2019; Global Solutions Initiative
2019) with the reinforcement of social welfare capacities locally, nationally,
and globally;

2. ��To measure the well-being of societies beyond GDP as reflected by the
“Recoupling Dashboard” project (Lima de Miranda and Snower 2020) and
echoed by the T20 “Statement on Social Development Measurement;”

	�3. �To revise the processes by which local priorities are incorporated into IFIs’
development assistance programs—in particular infrastructure investment
projects—ensuring that local sustainability criteria are part of determining
projects’ suitability;

	�4. �To speed up and multiply the allocation of financial resources for these pur-
poses, including building up of structures for mobilizing and transferring
international resources toward the local level. Urban areas need more help,
but they also need better help as well as legal and political recognition of
their role, assuring more local ownership and decision-making authority in
project design, implementation, and management.

We therefore invite the chair of the T20 to deliver on our recommendation to create 
the G20 Urban Platform as a component of the G20 Recovery Action Plan, in line with 
the T20 Saudi Arabia priorities (Almarzoqi et al. 2020; Alturki 2020).

We also invite the T20 to promote a continuity strategy to develop the G20 Urban 
Platform across 2021 and 2022. It is time the full macroeconomic force of the G20 is 
delivered locally through joint recovery infrastructure investments. If cities and com-
munities are ignored again by markets and states (Rajan 2019), the multilateral sys-
tem might collapse at the next global shock.

The Appendix presents the possible implementing instruments of a G20 Sustainable 
and Resilient Urbanization Investment Plan, as the first step of the G20 Urban Plat-
form.



14T20 SAUDI ARABIA

Acknowledgement
Special thanks for the inputs, support, and contributions of: Amal Fatani, S20 Sherpa; 
Henri de Grossouvre, head of think-tank relations at Suez; Lan-Phuong Phan, secretary 
general of the Grand Paris Alliance; and Dean Naoyuki Yoshino, co-chair, T20 TF3, 
member of the T20 advisory council and past chair of T20 Japan.

Disclaimer
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.



15TASK FORCE 11. COVID-19: MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES TO COMPLEX PROBLEMS

REFERENCES

Almarzoqi, Raja, Sachin Chaturvedi, Lori Kerr, and Carlo Secchi. 2020. “What can the 
G20 do to Foster Sustainable Infrastructure?” Panel Discussion, Infrastructure In-
vestment and Financing Global Table of the 2020 Global Solutions Summit. Filmed 
April 2020. Video, 32:28. https://www.global-solutions-initiative.org/global-table/fos-
tering-sustainable-infrastructure.

Al Mogrin, Haifa. 2019. Presentation of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Priority for G20 
2020. High-Level Political Forum, New York, July 2019.

Al Mogrin, Haifa. 2020. “Opening Keynote for the Infrastructure Investment and Fi-
nancing Global Table of the 2020 Global Solutions Summit.” Filmed April 2020. Vid-
eo, 9:06. https://www.global-solutions-initiative.org/global-table/fostering-sustain-
able-infrastructure.

Alturki, Fahad. 2020. “Opening Keynote, Summit Opening: Overarching Visions on 
Recoupling.” Global Table of the 2020 Global Solutions Summit. Filmed April 2020. 
Video, 9:49. https://www.global-solutions-initiative.org/global-table/what-can-the-
g20-do-to-establish-new-measures-for-economic-success-wellbeing-and-business-
performance.

Asian Development Bank Institute (ADBI). 2020. Building the Future of Quality In-
frastructure. http://cerclegrandparis.org/wa_files/adbi-building-future-quality-infra-
structure.pdf.

Berensmann, Kathrin, Ulrich Volz, Isabella Alloisio, Celine Bak, Amar Bhattacharya, 
Gerd Leipold, Hannah Schindler, et al. 2017. Fostering Sustainable Global Growth 
through Green Finance – What Role for the G20? https://www.g20-insights.org/
wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Climate_Green-Finance_V2.pdf.

Bhattacharya, Amar, Kevin P. Gallagher, Miquel Muñoz Cabré, Minji Jeong, and 
Xinyue Ma. 2019. Aligning G20 Infrastructure Investment with Climate Goals and the 
2030 Agenda. Foundations Platform. https://www.foundations-20.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/06/F20-report-to-the-G20-2019_Infrastrucutre-Investment.pdf.

Bhattacharya, Amar, Beatriz Nofal, Linda Krueger, Minji Jeong, and Kevin Gallagher. 
2019. Policy and Institutional Framework for Delivering on Sustainable Infrastruc-
ture. https://t20japan.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/t20-japan-tf4-10-policy-insti-
tutional-framework-delivering-sustainable-infrastructure.pdf.



16T20 SAUDI ARABIA

Boston Consulting Group. 2020. Winning the Fight, Restarting the Economy. T20 
webinar on COVID-19. April 23, 2020. https://t20saudiarabia.org.sa/en/events/Pages/
Winning-the-fight-restarting-the-economy.aspx. 

Brand, Kobie, Nicolas J. A. Buchoud, and Susan Parnell. 2020. “What can the G20 
do? Sustainable and Smart Urbanization.” Global Table of the 2020 Global Solutions 
Summit. Filmed April 2020. Video, 36:44. https://www.global-solutions-initiative.org/
global-table/sustainable-and-smart-urbanization.

Buchoud, Nicolas J. A., Ross Douglas, Pascal Gastineau, Martin Koning, David Mangin, 
Philippe Poinsot, Jean Francois Silvain, et al. 2019. The Infrastructure Nexus: From 
the Future of Infrastructures to the Infrastructures of the Future. https://t20japan.
org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/t20-japan-tf4-2-infrastructure-nexus-from-the-fu-
ture-of-infrastructures-to-the-infrastructures-of-the-future.pdf.

Buchoud, Nicolas J. A., Raja Almarzoqi, Hazem Galal, Aawatif Hayar, Nella Sri Hend-
ryietty, Jean-Bernard Kovarik, Katharina Lima de Miranda, et al. 2020a. “Making the 
Case for G20 Action on Urbanization.” Global Solutions Journal no. 5: 148–55.

Buchoud, Nicolas J. A., Edoardo Croci, Paramitta Dey, Nicolas Hautière, Arjan Hij-
dra, Irina Karapetyans, Lori Benita Kerr, et al. 2020b. Shaping the New Frontiers of 
Sustainable (Urban) Infrastructure. T20 Saudi Arabia Task Force on Infrastructure 
Investment and Financing Policy Brief. Forthcoming. 

Cicci, Alessandra, Ji Yoon Han, Irina Popova, Andrey Shelepov, Andrey Sakharov, 
and Alexander Ignato. 2019. The 2018 G20 Buenos Aires Summit Final Compliance 
Report. G20 Research Group. http://www.g20.utoronto.ca/compliance/2018bueno-
saires-final.

Cohen, Michael. 2012. “The City in the Global Crisis: Understanding Impacts and 
Strengthening the Performance of Stimulus Packages.” In The Global Crisis in Latin 
America: Impacts and Responses, edited by Michael A. Cohen, 137–55. London and 
New York: Routledge.

G20. 2018. Osaka Update on the G20 Action Plan on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/gaiko/g20/osaka19/pdf/documents/en/
annex_11.pdf.

REFERENCES



17TASK FORCE 11. COVID-19: MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES TO COMPLEX PROBLEMS

REFERENCES

G20 Working Group on Development. 2019. Side Event of the G20 Development 
Working Group on Effective Triangular Cooperation for Achieving the 2030 Agenda, 
Tokyo, January 2019 https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/economy/g20_summit/osaka19/
en/events/detail09.

Galarza-Sanchez, Nicolas, Yang Liu, Shlomo Angel, Alejandro M. Blei, Achilles Kaller-
gis, Patrick Lamson-Hall, Maria Mónica Salazar, et al. 2018. The 2010 Universe of Cities: 
A New Perspective on Global Urbanization. Working Paper WP18NG1. Cambridge: 
Lincoln Institute of Land Policy. https://www.lincolninst.edu/sites/default/files/pub-
files/galarza_sanchez_wp18ng1.pdf.

Global Solutions Initiative. 2019. The Solutions Lab. Scaling for Sustainable Infrastruc-
ture. http://www.cerclegrandparis.org/wa_files/GIZ_20GSS_20Infrastructure_20So-
lutions_20Lab.pdf.

Guillaumont, Patrick, and Sebastien Treyer. 2018. Tackling Inequalities and Vulnera-
bilities: Why and How G7 Development Policies Could Do Better. T7 Paper. https://
www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/t7_2019_discussion_paper_2_develop-
ment.pdf.

Head, Peter, Ryan Bartlett, Steven Crosskey, Anuj Malhotra, and Rowan Palmer. 2020. 
Policies and Implementation Guidelines for Data Driven, Integrated, Risk-based 
Planning of Sustainable Infrastructure. T20 Saudi Arabia Taskforce 3, 2020. Forth-
coming. 

ILO. 2018. Informality and Non-Standard Forms of Employment. Prepared for the G20 
Employment Working Group Meeting, October 2, 2018. Geneva: ILO. https://www.
ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/how-the-ilo-works/multilateral-system/g20/reports/
WCMS_646040/lang--en/index.htmWorld. 

IMF. 2020. World Economic Outlook Update, June 2020: A Crisis like no other, an 
Uncertain Recovery. Last modified June 2020. https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/
WEO/Issues/2020/06/24/WEOUpdateJune2020. 

IPBES. 2019. Summary for Policymakers of the Global Assessment Report on Biodi-
versity and Ecosystem Services of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. Bonn: IPBES. https://ipbes.net/global-assess-
ment. 



18T20 SAUDI ARABIA

REFERENCES

Katz, Bruce, and Jeremy Nowak. 2018. The New Localism: How Cities Can Thrive in 
the Age of Populism. Brookings Institution Press.

Kovarik, Jean-Bernard, Anne Aguilera, Fabio Antonialli, Jean-Claude Choen, Philippe 
Gache, Eric Hsu, Katherine Kortum, et al. 2020. Evaluating Resilient Infrastructure 
Systems. T20 Saudi Arabia Taskforce 3, 2020. Forthcoming.

Lewnard, Joseph A., and Nathan C. Lo. 2020. "Scientific and Ethical Basis for So-
cial-Distancing Interventions Against COVID-19." The Lancet Infectious Diseases 20, 
no. 6: 631–33. https://dx.doi.org/10.1016%2FS1473-3099(20)30190-0. 

Lima de Miranda, Katharina, and Dennis J. Snower. 2020. Recoupling Economic and 
Social Progress. https://www.g20-insights.org/policy_briefs/recoupling-econom-
ic-and-social-progress.

Minujin, Alberto, and Shailen Nandy. 2012. Global Child Poverty and Well-Being: Mea-
surements, Concepts, Policy and Action. Bristol: Policy Press.

National Resource Council. 1993. In Our Own Backyard: Principles for Effective Im-
provement of the Nation's Infrastructure. Washington, DC: The National Academies 
Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/2205.

OECD. 2015. The Metropolitan Century. Understanding Urbanisation and its Conse-
quences. Paris: OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264228733-en.

OECD. 2020. OECD Policy Responses to Coronavirus (COVID-19): Cities Policy Re-
sponses. Last modified July 23, 2020. http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-re-
sponses/cities-policy-responses-fd1053ff. 

Runde, Daniel F. 2019. Pursuing Quality of Infrastructure for Sustainable Growth. 
T20 Policy Brief. https://t20japan.org/policy-brief-pursuing-quality-of-infrastruc-
ture-for-sustainable-growth. 

Rajan, Raghuram. 2019. The Third Pillar: How Markets and the State Leave the Com-
munity Behind. Penguin Press.

Secchi, Carlo, and Stefano Riela. 2019. Infrastructure for Growth: How to Finance, De-
velop, and Protect It. Italian Institute for International Political Studies. https://www.
ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/infrastructure_study_3.pdf. 



19TASK FORCE 11. COVID-19: MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES TO COMPLEX PROBLEMS

REFERENCES

Segal, Stephanie, and Dylan Gerstel. 2020. Breaking Down the G20 COVID-19 Fis-
cal Response: June 2020 Update. Center for Strategic & International Studies (CSIS). 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/breaking-down-g20-covid-19-fiscal-response-june-
2020-update. 

Tooze, Adam. 2018. Crashed: How a Decade of Financial Crises Changed the World. 
Viking.

UN. 2019. The Future is Now. Science for Achieving Sustainable Development. Global 
Sustainable Development Report. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/
documents/24797GSDR_report_2019.pdf.

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA). 2018. The 
World’s Cities in 2018. Data Booklet. https://www.un.org/en/events/citiesday/assets/
pdf/the_worlds_cities_in_2018_data_booklet.pdf.

UN-Habitat. 2016. World Cities Report 2016: Urbanization and Development - Emerg-
ing Futures. https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/download-manager-files/WCR-
2016-WEB.pdf.

World Bank, 2020. Global Economic Prospects – Pandemic, Recession: The Global 
Economy in Crisis. Last modified June 2020. https://www.worldbank.org/en/publica-
tion/global-economic-prospects. 



20T20 SAUDI ARABIA

Instruments for a G20 Sustainable and Resilient Urbanization Investment Plan 
To avoid a prolonged recession or possible depression caused by the COVID-19 crisis, 
we propose developing a G20 Sustainable and Resilient Urbanization Investment 
Plan, derived from the existing MDBs’ infrastructure action plan.5 This plan would help 
coordinate the work of IFIs in support of cities’ responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

	�1. �The Quality Infrastructure Investment Principles, with a greater and expanded 
focus on sustainability (Runde 2019; Asian Development Bank Institute
2020; Buchoud et al. 2020b) and the Science, Technology, and Innovation
Principles, would form the background of the plan. This is in addition to
updated Principles on Habitat and Regional Planning (Cicci et al. 2019) and
the G20 Action Plan on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (G20
Working Group on Development 2019).6

	�2. �The Cities Development Initiative for Asia (CDIA), a trust fund by the Asian
Development Bank, could serve as a benchmark mechanism.7 The CDIA
supports partner cities in prioritizing and preparing green investment
projects by providing expertise and funding for pre-feasibility studies.
Additionally, technical assistance is provided to strengthen general capacities 
in partner cities. Therefore, the CDIA ultimately gives projects access to
further financing from public and private investors. Over 150 projects in
nearly 100 cities across Asia have been linked to investments worth $11.2
billion, and the CDIA has been exemplary regarding project preparation
facilities worldwide.

	�3. �In addition to the CDIA, the City Climate Finance Gap Fund (Gap Fund) would 
be a catalyst for transformative projects. The Gap Fund exemplifies the
latest generation of project preparation facilities targeting transformative
projects and is also well-placed to deploy a range of technical assistance
and operational support for cities’ medium- to long-term COVID-19 recovery
efforts across different sectors. It was announced in 2019 by Germany and
Luxembourg together with the Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate &
Energy (GCOM) with the launch planned for fall 2020. The World Bank and the 

APPENDIX

5. �The High-Level Panel on Infrastructure Investment and the MDBs Infrastructure Action Plan were origi-
nally introduced within the G20 in 2011.

6. �For urbanization and knowledge building, see also Acuto, Michele, Susan Parnell, Karen C. Seto, And
Monica Contestabile. 2018. Science and the Future of Cities. Report of the International Expert Panel on
Science and the Future of Cities. London and Melbourne.

7. �The CDIA was launched a decade ago to support medium-sized cities in Asia, starting as a co-manage-
ment of the Asian Development Bank and the GIZ.
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European Investment Bank (EIB) in partnership with Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) will implement the Gap Fund. The 
support targets systemic gaps in the early, most complex project preparation 
phase, in which cities often lack the capacities and financial resources to 
drive project ideas forward.8 The Gap Fund aims to include local initiatives 
in national, regional, and international project preparation facilities. Thus, 
it strengthens urban planning and attracts finance for climate projects, 
primarily in rapidly expanding cities in developing countries.

The local/global coupling has changed significantly since the Rio Earth Summit of 
1992 and the introduction of the “think globally, act locally” paradigm. Cities are part 
of global thinking, and they have to become part of global policymaking. Hence, 
the G20 Sustainable and Resilient Urbanization Investment Plan should target the 
localization of sustainable agendas. 

	�4. �The localization of the SDGs has been identified as a clear priority for the
implementation of the 2030 Agenda by city advocacy networks but also by
multilateral organizations such as the OECD. The localization of the climate-
related Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) has emerged as a
priority in the five-year review of the Paris Agreement under preparation
ahead of the UNFCCC COP26 even before the COVID-19 pandemic.
The localization of the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plans
(NBSAPs) is gaining traction as part of the negotiation of the post-2020
Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) (Brand, Buchoud, and Parnell 2020).
The localizing of the SDGs, NDCs, and NBSAPs are three complementary
multilateral trends including hundreds of projects in cities across the globe,
which should be the priority target of the G20 Sustainable and Resilient
Urbanization Investment Plan.

	�5. We propose the constitution of an ad-hoc panel across leading institutions
and networks to prepare the plan and reporting to the G20 Finance Track
and the G20 Sherpa Track. This panel could be supported by the G20
engagement groups.9

APPENDIX

8. �The City Climate Finance Gap Fund target is to mobilize at least €100 million to leverage over €4 billion
of urban infrastructure projects, with an initial input of €45 million by Germany and €8 million by Lux-
embourg.

9. �Among the seven G20 engagement groups, the T20 has the deepest knowledge background, while the
more recent U20 and S20 offer additional possibilities to work with cities and scientific institutions. The
B20 has also been actively engaged, since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic together with several 
international organizations, with a focus on business, entrepreneurship, and inclusion.
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