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U.S. Boycott of the G20 Summit in South Africa — Background, Risks,
and Implications

Background
South Africa’s assumption
of the G20 presidency in
2025 represented a
historic  milestone for
Africa and the Global
South. The summit, held
in  Johannesburg on
November 22-23, 2025,
provided a pivotal
platform  to  amplify
' PNt | African and Global South
ar (PO, P priorities  such  as  debt
* mﬁh EREN relief, sustainable
development, and climate resilience. Despite President Donald Trump’s boycott, triggered by
allegations against South Africa’s treatment of Afrikaners and rejection of the summit’s
progressive agenda on diversity, equity, and climate action, global leaders nonetheless adopted a
consensus-based leaders’ declaration. South Africa’s agenda aligned closely with Global South
concerns, distinctly diverging from U.S. priorities, and underscored the geopolitical divide
between the U.S. and emerging powers, especially China.
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While the boycott undercut the spirit of global unity and cooperation the summit sought to foster,
it emphasized Africa’s growing leadership role on the global stage. The summit concluded with
the adoption of a 30-page Leaders’ Declaration titled ‘G20 South Africa Summit: Leaders’
Declaration,” which emphasized multilateral collaboration to confront pressing global
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challenges. The declaration called for enhanced support for developing countries to promote
inclusive growth and sustainable development, reflecting the summit’s overarching themes of
solidarity, equality, and sustainability. South Africa’s presidency also spotlighted key issues such
as strengthening disaster resilience, ensuring debt sustainability, mobilizing finance for a just
energy transition, and advancing the sustainable development of critical minerals—all central to
Africa’s and the Global South’s development trajectories.

This presidency marked a significant shift in global economic governance, positioning African
and Global South priorities at the forefront of the G20 agenda and signaling a move towards a
more multipolar world order centered on equitable development and global solidarity.

Risks and Opportunities

Global Governance under Strain: The
absence of the world’s largest economy and a
founding G20 member casts doubt on the
summit’s legitimacy and effectiveness. The US
boycott underscored the erosion of multilateral
norms and exposed weaknesses in global
governance, diminishing the G20’s standing as
the leading forum for international economic
cooperation.

. Waning US Influence: The US boycott of the
=« G20 summit weakened Washington’s influence
both within the G20 and across Africa. By stepping back from a gathering of the world’s largest
economies, the United States undermined its ability to shape global economic governance and
ceded ground to alternative powers. This retreat not only strained ties with Pretoria but also
created openings for China and other emerging economies to expand their partnerships, secure
resources, and reposition themselves as leaders in the Global South.

Strained US-South Africa Relations: The US boycott of the G20 summit heightened tensions
with Pretoria, weakening bilateral cooperation and trust. This move not only strained ties but also
signalled deeper fractures in global governance, pushing some nations to seek alternative
partnerships.

China’s Leadership Gains: The US boycott opened space for China, the European Union and
other emerging economies to step in as reliable partners to Africa and the Global South. China
seized the moment to strengthen its leadership credentials by deepening engagement with African nations
and championing Global South priorities such as digital infrastructure investment and climate
adaptation funding

Implications for Africa’s Agency

The summit remains a landmark moment for Africa, highlighting the continent’s growing agency
in global policy debates. It offered a platform to shape the agenda by bringing African priorities--
climate justice, debt restructuring, and fair access to critical minerals— into the international
spotlight, aligning with Africa’s development goals. While the US boycott presented challenges,
it did not hinder the summit from securing important achievements. The summit enhanced
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Africa’s diplomatic visibility, positioning the continent as a critical partner and stakeholder in
global energy transition, food security and critical mineral supply chain.

The summit provided Africa with an opportunity for agenda-setting. Rather than being a passive
arena for great power competition, African nations are increasingly shaping outcomes by
diversifying partnerships, asserting priorities in trade and climate policy, and leveraging their
strategic resources. It also provided Africa and the Global South opportunities to diversify
partnerships and build coalitions with the EU, China, India, and emerging economies. This
moment highlights Africa’s capacity to influence geopolitical alignments and redefine its role
within the Global South.

Policy Recommendations

e South Africa should continually engage with the United States to repair relations and
recommit to multilateral dialogue.

e (G20 and other multilateral bodies must reinforce mechanisms that ensure inclusive and
balanced representation of Global South priorities.

e Need for stronger intra-African diplomatic and economic alliances to present a unified
front in global forums like the G20.

e African nations should strengthen regional coordination and strategic partnerships to
optimize influence in international forums.

e Africa should strategically diversify their global partnerships beyond traditional Western
powers to include emerging economies like China and India.

e Diversify leadership narratives within global institutions to reduce hegemonic tensions
and foster collaborative problem-solving.

Conclusion

The U.S. boycott of the G20 Summit in South Africa reveals enduring geopolitical rivalries
manifesting in challenges to multilateralism and Africa’s agency. While it disrupted the summit
and diplomacy, it also opened space for emerging powers to increase influence and spotlight
African leadership ambitions. The competing narratives on the future of global governance
reflect a shift towards multipolarity and a renewed commitment to dialogue, inclusion, and
equitable cooperation.
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