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BRIEFING NOTE

Why should Canada support a UN Framework Convention on Sovereign
Debt instead of the G20 Common Framework?’

Key Messages

e Through the UN, especially ECOSOC, Canada can play a specialrolein
reconfiguring the global debt architecture to work for all, especially the most
vulnerable.

e Atthe G20, Canada can advocate for a stronger commitment to working out debt,
encouraging G20 countries to also support a UN Framework Convention on
Sovereign Debt.

Issue Summary

The petition of the global Jubilee movement calls for the establishment of a permanent,
transparent, binding and comprehensive debt framework within the United Nations. This
briefing note introduces the strengths of this approach over the G20 Common Framework
for Debt Treatment and why Canada should support it.

Background

Existing structures for addressing global debt do not offer pathways to recovery for heavily
indebted nations. Rather, the institutions that govern global debt are dominated by creditor
countries that compel low-income countries to prioritize paying creditors over investing in
their own development through spending on health care, education, and infrastructure.
This simply compounds the debt problems: Without investments in development,
countries are unable to grow their economies and pay off debt. Instead, they continue to
be reliant on foreign credit.

The global debt crisis has reached unprecedented levels, with more than half of low-
income countries either in or at high risk of debt distress. Mounting interest rates, a strong
U.S. dollar, and overlapping crises—such as the COVID-19 pandemic and climate-related
disasters—have made debt repayment unsustainable for many nations, diverting

" Content in this briefing note is derived especially from Eurodad’s Q&A on why we need a UN framework
convention on sovereign debt, which includes more detailed answers to a range of common questions
among policy makers: https://www.eurodad.org/un-debt-ga
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resources from essential public services and climate adaptation?. Recognizing the impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic on countries with significant debt burdens, the G20 established
the Common Framework in 2020 to provide debt restructuring and relief for low-income
countries.

At the 4th Financing for Development Conference and the G7 meetings, Canada has
consistently called for strengthening the G20 Common Framework. However, this
framework has not been effective in addressing urgent debt distress.

Key Issues with the G20 Common Framework

Seventy-three countries qualify as applicants to the G20 Common Framework. However,
since 2020, only four —Chad, Ethiopia, Ghana and Zambia—have applied, suggesting a
lack of confidence in the process. None of these countries has received timely, effective or
sustainable debt relief since applying.

The process is non-binding for private lenders, which is becoming increasingly
problematic. It also does not include multilateral debts and the prospect of debt write-off
or cancelation is reserved for exceptional cases, centering the assessments and concerns
of creditors rather than the needs of populations?.

Such aframework has clearly not proven to be fit as a meaningful solution to sovereign
debt crises that are affecting billions of people. Itis also unhelpful for creditors, as a lack
of transparency and binding agreements allows some to benefit at the expense of others.
Greater transparency would mean lenders and borrowers would all benefit from the same
set of publicly available data and parameters for lending. Ensuring countries have
transparent and fair treatment would also provide a sustainable path that gives them the
ability to both fund development and repay creditors.

2 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development. (2024). A world of debt [Report].
https://unctad.org/publication/world-of-debt

3 Paris Club. (2020). Annex - Common Framework for Debt Treatments beyond the DSSI [PDF].
https://clubdeparis.org/sites/default/files/annex_common_framework_for_debt_treatments_beyond_the_ds
si.pdf
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An Alternative Solution - United Nations Framework Convention on Sovereigh Debt

Experts, civil society and ecumenical organizations have proposed an alternative: a United
Nations Framework Convention on Sovereign Debt. Given that debtis a global economic
problem with evident impacts on social and political life, the UN, as neither a debtor nor
creditor, is the appropriate multilateral space in which countries can discuss,
democratically, how best to reform the international debt architecture.

Among other helpful mechanisms and reforms, a UN Framework Convention would also
improve transparency and accountability by establishing a global debt registry for all
creditors, allowing debtor governments, creditors and citizens to have access to the same
information, providing a greater degree of participation. Civil society has emphasized that
this process would ultimately benefit all parties in the sovereign debt crisis, and as such
the UN is the appropriate venue to host it.

Governments might wonder whether the UN has the experience and mandate to take up
this role. In fact, the UN Charter makes it clear that the UN works toward international
economic solutions, especially through ECOSOC. The UN’s mandate for addressing
international debt is, moreover, stronger than that of the G20, which has no charter or
framework. Through the UN, Canada can play a special role in reconfiguring the global debt
architecture to work for all, especially the most vulnerable.

Governments might also wonder if now is the appropriate time to advocate fora UN
process, given the number of countries involved and the uncertainty of multilateralism
today. It might appear that the G20, despite its flaws, is better positioned as a more
efficient body. Yet many countries have already signaled their support for a debt workout
mechanism at the UN,* and the G20’s 2025 Ministerial Declaration on Debt Sustainability
showed a lack of ambition for addressing the debt crisis. The road to a UN Framework
Convention may be long, but there is little to indicate such a road would be any shorter via
the G20, which has not delivered on debt. Given the UN’s democratic legitimacy, a UN
process is more likely to deliver a long-term, sustainable solution for global debt.

To truly lead on international financial reform, Canada must publicly support a UN
Framework Convention on Sovereign Debt, providing a durable, democratic space for

4 European Network on Debt and Development. (2024, November 20). Q&A: Why do we need a Framework
Convention on Sovereign Debt? Question 19. Page 11-12. debt-architecture-Q_A-nov20.pdf
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binding debt reform and timely relief that is not provided by the G20 Common Framework.
If Canada were to lend its support to this call, raised by movements, faith communities,
NGOs, experts, communities and many others around the world, it would signal that
Canada is ready to take a bold leadership role in crafting a fairer financial future in a rapidly
changing geopolitical landscape, rather than following the lead of countries aiming to
preserve a status quo that is making sustainable development impossible.

Conclusion

The mounting debt crisis threatens global fiscal and economic stability and progress on
sustainable development outcomes. Taking this step would advance long-term outcomes
for global economic stability and build on Canada’s history as a global voice for debt relief.
Most importantly, it would contribute to a better future for billions of human beings who
are presently deprived of education, healthcare and climate investments, as countries
continue to default on development to pay their debts.

Prepared for the Canadian Jubilee: Turn Debt into Hope Campaign, led by
KAIRQOS, Development and Peace — Caritas Canada, Citizens for Public Justice, the Office

of Religious Congregations for Integral Ecology, and the Canadian Council of Churches.

Contact: Dean Dettloff, Development and Peace — Caritas Canada, ddettloff@devp.org

For more information:

https://devp.org/en/campaign/turn-debt-into-hope/act-debt-2025/

https://kairoscanada.org/jubilee-2025-canada
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