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Abstract The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), created in 2009, is the
only intergovernmental organization dedicated to renewable energy. Drawing on several
new datasets, this article explores IRENA in the context of three other major international
energy organizations: the International Atomic Energy Agency, the International Energy
Agency and the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries. Through this analysis,
several empirical approaches to comparing international energy organizations are tried out.
Direct comparison between IRENA other international energy organizations is found to be
problematic as each organization is different and comparisons inevitably encounter apples
and oranges type issues. The study finds that IRENA’s niche in international renewable
energy governance is not yet fully carved out, but that the organization’s mandate and
institutional structure, as well as recent international developments, indicate that it may
grow rapidly in importance.

Keywords IRENA - Renewable energy - Energy governance - Global
governance - IEA - OPEC - Energy transition - Organizational ecology

1 Introduction

International cooperation on renewable energy can be traced back to the UN Conference on
New Sources of Energy, held in Rome in 1961 (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen 2010). Since then,
several mechanisms and networks dedicated to renewable energy have emerged, including
the Renewable Energy Policy Network for the twenty-first century (REN21), the

< Gunilla Reischl
Gunilla.reischl @ui.se

Indra Overland
ino@nupi.no

Norwegian Institute of International Affairs, PB 8159 Dep, 0033 Oslo, Norway
2 Swedish Institute of International Affairs, P.O. Box 27035, 10251 Stockholm, Sweden

@ Springer


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5955-4759
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2927-9346
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10784-018-9388-y&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10784-018-9388-y&amp;domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10784-018-9388-y

336 I. Overland, G. Reischl

Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Partnership (REEEP) and the Clean Energy
Ministerial (CEM) (Parthan et al. 2010; Florini and Sovacool 2009). In addition, several
major international organizations, such as the EU, the G8, and the G20, have played active
roles on renewable energy issues (Andrews-Speed and Shi 2016; Oberthiir 2016; Downie
2015; Leal-Arcas and Filis 2013; Florini and Dubash 2011; Van de Graaf and Westphal
2011; Bazilian et al. 2010; Lesage et al. 2009). For overviews of the global governance of
renewable energy, see Hirschl (2009) and Rowland (2005).

However, IRENA is the first intergovernmental organization exclusively focused on
renewable energy. Over the years, various proposals for creating an international organi-
zation for renewable energy had been tabled, but it was not until 2009 that the decision was
finally made to establish such an organization. IRENA came into physical existence in
2011, with headquarters in the United Arab Emirates. Membership is open to all UN
member states. Despite rapid growth in the number of member states, there was initial
skepticism toward IRENA. Some states did not see any need for a new international energy
organization, whereas others had reservations about the promotion of renewable energy.
For detailed accounts of the politics leading up to the founding of IRENA, see Rohrkasten
and Westphal (2013) and Van de Graaf (2013a, b).

The creation of IRENA was actively promoted by the same German actors who were
behind Germany’s Energiewende, seeking to scale up the national energy transition to the
global level. The organization’s setup is largely consistent with the original German
proposals (Rohrkasten and Westphal 2013: 3; Federal Foreign Office 2014). IRENA
consists of three main bodies: the Assembly, which its highest decision-making body with
one representative from each member state; the Council, which is subordinate to the
Assembly and includes 21 member states elected for 2-year terms on a rotating basis; the
Secretariat, which provides administrative and technical support to the Assembly and the
Council. The secretariat is located in Masdar, the low-carbon city under construction
outside Abu Dhabi—not part of the original German plan (Rohrkasten and Westphal 2013:
10). As of June 2017, IRENA had held seven Assembly sessions, with all member states
participating.

IRENA has been lauded as an unusual success at a time when few other multilateral
organizations were established and the institutional landscape for energy issues remained
fragmented (Urpelainen and Van de Graaf 2015: 161), much like the situation with
international global environmental governance (Van de Graaf 2013b: 64; Biermann et al.
2009a, b; Oberthiir 2009). IRENA’s membership has grown unusually fast, almost dou-
bling in the first 7 years. At the 2009 founding conference, 75 countries signed on to the
Founding Statute; as of September 2017, the membership included 152 states, with a
further 28 in the process of acceding (Van de Graaf 2013a: 14; IRENA 2017).

According to the literature, IRENA was deliberately designed as an “epistemic”
organization that would facilitate the availability and exchange of information but would
neither fund nor implement capital investments in renewables (Urpelainen and Van de
Graaf 2015: 168; Rohrkasten 2015; Van de Graaf 2013a; Meyer 2013: 17). IRENA has
weak regulatory power and takes a soft-governance approach centered on the positive
framing of renewable energy: It argues for renewables without arguing specifically against
fossil fuels or nuclear energy (Rohrkasten and Westphal 2013: 9; Meyer 2012).

The literature also notes expectations of considerable demand for the information
produced by IRENA (Meyer 2013: 42; Urpelainen and Van de Graaf 2015: 168). Given
this expectation and the organization’s strongly policy-oriented mandate, one possible
criterion of IRENA’s success is whether nation-states draw on IRENA in their policy-
making on energy issues. Otherwise IRENA risks becoming a merely symbolic
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representation of the desire to promote renewable energy without having much impact on
actual energy systems.

As a newcomer on the global energy arena, IRENA must carve out a role for itself in
competition with other international energy organizations (Kent 2014). When IRENA was
created, it was promoted explicitly as a counterweight to, and remedy for the failings of,
the International Energy Agency (IEA), which is seen by some as a bastion of the fossil
fuel and nuclear industries (Kottari and Roumeliotis 2013: 239; Van de Graaf 2013a: 16;
Van de Graaf and Lesage 2009). Urpelainen and Van de Graaf (2015: 161) maintain that
the creation of IRENA served as “a salutary shock to the International Energy Agency and
other international organizations, which are keen to capitalize on the growing global
interest in renewables.” Similarly, Kottari and Roumeliotis (2013: 240) note that “the IEA
responded jealously to IRENA’s creation.” However, beyond such commentary there has
been little systematic research on the standing of IRENA compared with the IEA or other
international energy organizations.

2 Our approach

Much research has focused on explaining the creation of IRENA (Rohrkasten and West-
phal 2013; Van de Graaf 2013a; b; Rohrkasten 2015; Urpelainen and Van de Graaf 2015).
Less is known about how IRENA has managed to establish itself in the context of other
international organizations such as the IEA, or about its visibility at the national level.
Therefore, the objective of this article is to make an empirical contribution by assessing
how IRENA has established itself in an environment where three other international energy
organizations play well-established roles: the IAEA, the IEA, and OPEC. These organi-
zations were selected because they share some basic characteristics with IRENA: They are
proper intergovernmental organizations, and they deal exclusively with energy. Together,
they form what Abbott et al. (2016: 257) refer to as a “population of organizations.” There
are many other organizations that address renewable or other types of energy but are not
intergovernmental, or that are intergovernmental but address energy in addition to many
other issues and thus have a less clear profile.

We approach our objective by addressing the following three research questions: (1)
What types of representatives do member states send to IRENA meetings, and what does
this reveal about how IRENA is seen as an organization? (2) What financing and human
resources does IRENA have access to? (3) How often is IRENA mentioned in national
energy policy documents? For each of these questions we include data not only on IRENA,
but also on the other international energy organizations.

To answer these three research questions, we assembled several new datasets: on the
sector affiliations of the representatives attending IRENA Assembly and Council meetings,
on states’ voluntary financial contributions to IRENA, and on the budgetary resources and
number of staff of the various international energy organizations. We also conducted a
word frequency analysis of 639 governmental policy documents from 16 countries,
examining how often the IEA and IRENA are mentioned in connection with renewable
energy. IEA and IRENA were chosen for this part of the analysis because they are more
comparable than the other organizations and are potential competitors in the renewable
energy area.

It is early to subject IRENA to such an examination, given that it is still a young
organization. However, by conducting this analysis at an early stage, we aim to create a
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baseline against which to measure IRENA’s progress, as well as to test various empirical
approaches to comparing international energy organizations, or other international orga-
nizations, in terms of their capacity and impact on policy-making at the national level. In
the future, these approaches might be further developed into a more rigorous comparative
system.

The international energy organizations discussed here share the basic characteristics
noted above, but they also differ in important ways. Whereas IRENA was founded as
recently as in 2009, the others were created several decades earlier. IRENA and the IAEA
are open to all UN member states, whereas the IEA accepts only OECD countries and
OPEC is in principle open only to major oil exporters (Colgan et al. 2012). The scope of
the organizations’ mandates also varies. While the IEA caters mainly to oil-importing
countries and covers all forms of energy (Wilson 2015; Baccini et al. 2013), the IAEA,
IRENA, and OPEC are dedicated to specific forms of energy—though IRENA’s renewable
energy mandate encompasses various forms of renewable energy. Given these differences,
it should be noted that we do not aim at creating a ranking or comparative measurement of
the success of the organizations. Instead we have included the above-mentioned organi-
zations because they are key actors in the environment in which IRENA must operate and
are thus important in an organizational ecology perspective, as explained in the next
section.

3 Organizational ecology

This study complements other studies of international energy organizations and global
energy governance that focus on, for example, comparing institutional design features of
international energy organizations, such as mandate and membership (Wilson 2015) or
studies of individual energy organizations (Colgan 2014; Van de Graaf 2012; Florini
2011). Our decision to look at IRENA among other international energy organizations
draws inspiration from the organizational ecology approach. The concept of ecology is
well established within sociology, in particular when emphasizing the importance of
broader organizational environments. Abbott (2005: 252) has described an ecology as
being made up of “a set of actors, a set of locations, and a set of links between them.”
Importantly, competition and coordination among actors are used to define issues and
solutions and to determine who has the capacity to address these issues (Abbott 2005). In
response to the proliferation of international organizations dealing with climate policy,
international relations scholars have recently adopted this approach, which “highlights the
constraints and opportunities that institutional environments create” (Abbott et al. 2016:
251). Seabrooke and Sending (2015: 2) see international organizations as “market actors
that compete with each other to identify, define and sell solutions to problems.” Unlike
bureaucracies within nation-states, which may vie for control over an issue-area presumed
to be within the authority of the sovereign state, international organizations must “establish
a claim to authority over an issue or task while at the same time seeking to establish
themselves as the actor of choice for states to invest resources in to govern it” (Seabrooke
and Sending 2015: 7).

For analytical purposes, we conceptualize IRENA as having two arenas. The first is an
external arena, where IRENA competes with other international organizations to identify,
define, and sell solutions to problems. This is in line with the concept of organizational
ecology used by Abbott et al. (2016). The second is an internal arena, where actors and
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interests play out within the organization. This draws on Seabrooke and Sending (2015:
11), who elaborate and extend the concept of organizational ecology from the inter-
organizational space to the space within organizations, positing each international orga-
nization as an “arena of action within an open system where different actors may use other
types of institutional resources as they attempt to also control issues and construct
authority” (see also Scott 1981; Seabrooke and Sending 2015: 2).

The two arenas are not separate, but interlinked. For example, increased involvement of
one profession or sector inside the organization can affect its role vis-a-vis other organi-
zations in the external arena. As Seabrooke and Sending (2015: 11-12) put it, “interna-
tional organizations [...] do not control issues via mandates but through professional
expansion and/or coordination.” This two-level organizational ecology approach makes it
possible to account for the many different actors and interests that play out in interaction
with each other within and surrounding an international organization. In the empirical
analysis presented in the following sections, we start with the internal arena of IRENA
where various member states and types of actors contribute and then examine IRENA as a
player in the external arena where it is one organization among others.

4 TRENA'’s internal arena

Central to the sociological version of the organizational ecologies approach is the
assumption that professional groups compete and coordinate in seeking to promote issues
and define how they are to be dealt with, as well as to determine who is best equipped for
dealing with them (Seabrooke and Sending 2015: 11; Abbott 2005). According to
Rohrkasten and Westphal (2013: 15), “IRENA since its creation has been dealing with one
central cleavage: being a ‘development organization’ or being a truly ‘global promoter’ of
RE [renewable energy].” IRENA’s profile is still a work in progress that could take
multiple possible directions.

To understand how IRENA is developing, we examined the kinds of representatives that
member states send to the organization’s meetings, i.e., which ministries or sectors the
representatives come from. This can indicate how the member states view the organiza-
tion—for instance, whether they focus on its energy, environmental, aid, or diplomatic
aspects. These representatives in turn contribute to shaping IRENA’s outlook and evolu-
tion. For this part of the analysis, we compiled a dataset on all of the 2709 representatives
who participated in IRENA’s (annual) Assembly and (biannual) Council meetings between
2011 and 2014.

4.1 Representation: Who attends IRENA meetings?

Urpelainen and Van de Graaf (2015: 167) use the composition of country delegations to the
IRENA Council as an indicator in their work. Our dataset on representation builds on their
analysis, but expands the data substantially in four directions: time (from one meeting
1 year to 11 meetings over 4 years), type of meetings (from only Council meetings to also
include Assembly meetings), number of delegates (from 71 to 2709), and level of detail
(from two to five professional categories).

The choice of delegates representing member states may affect the salience of IRENA
when it provides policy advice and services for national governments. For example, if
delegates tend to be drawn from NGOs, upon returning home they may have less impact on
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government policy than if government staff themselves were involved in the international
organization. Similarly, if representatives come from energy ministries, there may be
greater saliency within the domestic energy sector; by contrast, if delegations are filled
with representatives of environmental or foreign ministries, energy ministries may be less
attentive than they would be otherwise. If there are many representatives from develop-
ment agencies, that may help IRENA play an important role in development aid to the
energy sector, but the organization may have less impact on the development of renewable
energy in industrialized countries.

As Fig. 1 shows, diplomats and representatives from energy institutions predominated
in IRENA meetings. Thus, Urpelainen and Van de Graaf’s (2015: 167) finding—that
IRENA has not been “grabbed” by environmental ministries and other national-level
environmental institutions to the detriment of energy ministries—is confirmed. As we
argue above, the more representatives from governmental energy bodies participate in
IRENA meetings, the more likely is IRENA to be utilized as a resource by those energy
bodies and thus to have an impact on policy-making at the national level. However, Fig. 1
also shows approximately as many diplomatic representatives as representatives of energy
ministries, though the latter have been catching up. The strong presence of diplomats may
be because there were many governance and organizational issues to address in connection
with the first phase of the organization. It may also be because poorer states lack the
resources to send personnel other than diplomats who are already present in the region. In
any case, this aspect may have the following implications regarding the impact of IRENA
on national policy: The more diplomats, the weaker the reverse linkages to the national
level as diplomats do not normally implement energy policy in their home countries. Even
in cases where diplomats specialize in energy issues, this is normally at the international
rather than the domestic level. Although there are important connections between the
national and international levels of energy governance, especially in the areas of green-
house gas emissions and nuclear non-proliferation, diplomats do not normally manage
domestic energy policy.

Some actors have seen IRENA as a type of aid organization for the transfer of
renewable energy technology to developing countries, and not as an organization for
promoting renewable energy in all countries (Rohrkasten and Westphal 2013), but very
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Fig. 1 Number of representatives attending IRENA Assembly and Council meetings, by ministry or other
type of government institution
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few representatives of development agencies or ministries have attended IRENA Assembly
and Council meetings. Of the five categories included in Fig. 1, personnel from the
development sector are consistently the smallest group. It is possible that some in the
category “diplomats” are in fact staff involved in development aid, but this error is likely
to be small, as we have examined not only institutional affiliations but also job titles. Thus,
in response to the question raised by Rohrkasten and Westphal back in 2013, we may
conclude that IRENA is not viewed as a type of specialized development agency
(Rohrkasten and Westphal 2013: 15).

Another pattern observed is that the overall number of representatives at Assembly and
Council meetings was high in 2011 and then declined and stabilized at a lower level. This
finding probably indicates special interests in connection with the founding of IRENA.

Finally, some caveats are appropriate. Our analysis does not distinguish between
varying sizes of national delegations, as our concern is with the overall representation of
different sectors at IRENA meetings, not the representations of different countries as such.
Obviously, countries that send more representatives will be able to exert greater influence
on the content of meetings and the development of the organization, as well as having more
potential backward linkages to domestic policy—but our focus is on the sum of the
representatives that make up the organization.

It is also worth noting that not all countries have a dedicated energy ministry. In many
of the countries that lack such a ministry, energy issues are handled by a sub-unit of a
ministry of economic development or the like. In our dataset those institutions were
included in the category “Other.” Thus, it is possible that the representation of government
representatives handling domestic energy issues is even greater than we surmise.

4.2 Financial contributions

Next, we assess how committed the member states are to IRENA by looking at their
financial contributions over time. IRENA receives two types of financial contributions
from member states: assessed and voluntary. Assessed contributions are fixed according to
GDP and thus reveal little about interest, apart from the fact that these states have chosen to
become members of the organization in the first place. Voluntary contributions, however,
may be an indication of commitment to IRENA. We assume that the greater the voluntary
financial contributions from a given state, the more engaged is it in the organization. This
part of the analysis is based on another new dataset compiled for the purpose of this study:
on member states’ voluntary financial contributions between 2011 and 2014.

Figure 2 shows that, compared with the large number of countries that joined IRENA,
few countries made voluntary contributions to the organization during its first few years of
existence. Voluntary contributions were heavily dominated by Germany and the United
Arab Emirates (UAE)—the two countries where the IRENA institutions are based and
which therefore have a financial interest in boosting the organization (because funds will
flow back into their own economies), as well as a symbolic self-interest (because the
organization’s success reflects on their efforts to promote it). IRENA headquarters are
located in Masdar City in the UAE, and the IRENA Innovation and Technology Centre
(IITC) is in Bonn, Germany. According to Van de Graaf (2013b), the decision on location
and financial support involved an explicit quid pro quo.

On the one hand, that so few countries have made substantial contributions means that
IRENA so far has failed to realize its full potential. On the other hand, it also means that
IRENA has considerable scope for increasing voluntary contributions and expanding its
overall budget. Moreover, ministerial budgetary and decision-making cycles may delay
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Fig. 2 Voluntary contributions to IRENA by country, in USD. Data sources: IRENA (2013a, b, 2014)

funding flows to a relatively new organization such as IRENA. In 2013 and especially
2014, more countries started contributing. Most countries still contribute relatively small
sums, but both the sums and the number of countries contributing could grow rapidly.

As Fig. 2 shows, Norway’s contribution suddenly increased from 0 in 2013 to USD 5
million in 2014. Part of the underlying reason is that Norway is a wealthy country com-
mitted to spending 1% of its gross national income on development aid, and its contri-
butions to IRENA are classified as development aid. In addition, Norway wants to
contribute to climate change mitigation but has high domestic costs, and has therefore
tended to search for opportunities to do so internationally. This is one reason why Norway
has invested considerable funds in the REDD+ rainforest protection program, which
channels funding to countries where the money is expected to contribute more to climate
change mitigation than if it were spent in the donor country (Carr 2015).

5 IRENA'’s external arena

As an actor in the multilateral marketplace, IRENA must compete with other international
organizations and actors in defining problems and proposing solutions (Seabrooke and
Sending 2015: 2). In the field of international energy, the best-established organizations are
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the International Energy Agency (IEA),
and the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Thus these organi-
zations make up the organizational ecology that IRENA must relate to. Obviously, the
IAEA and OPEC do not focus on renewable energy. As for the IEA, it was originally
established to provide emergency mechanisms to protect against oil supply shortages. Over
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time, it has become the leading international institution for international energy market
analysis and related policy advice, while retaining its focus on oil and other fossil fuels. It
has also gradually become more active in the field of renewable energy, establishing a
Working Party on Renewable Energy Technologies in 1982 and a dedicated renewable
energy unit in 1999 (Van de Graaf 2013b). However, it still includes only OECD countries
as member states.

Urpelainen and Van de Graaf (2015: 171) take the IEA’s increasing attention to
renewable energy as evidence of IRENA’s influence, arguing that the creation of IRENA
has made the IEA more competitive in this area. However, they do not quite prove that the
IEA’s growing interest in renewables is due to the creation of IRENA. The two devel-
opments coincided in time, but that may have been due to the global surge in interest in
renewable energy rather than a direct causal linkage between the two. To get a clearer idea
of IRENA as an actor among other international energy organizations, we examine its
levels of financial and human resources, juxtaposing them with those of the other inter-
national energy organizations.

5.1 Proximity search for IEA and IRENA and renewable energy in national
policy documents

If a policy-oriented multilateral organization such as IRENA plays an important role in
policy-making at the national level, that organization should be mentioned in government
policy documents. The more that a given state pays attention to the recommendations of an
international organization, respects its views, uses its reports and data, and participates
actively in its work, the more likely is that state to refer to the organization in its policy
documents. As IRENA gains traction and begins to play a role alongside the other inter-
national energy organizations, its name should appear more frequently in national policy
documents.

However, this assumption may not always hold true—in some cases, an organization
may be mentioned because of scandals or conflicts. There also ambivalent cases. For
example, if a report refers to “OPEC production,” one could argue that this is a reference
to the oil production of the countries that are members of OPEC rather than to OPEC as an
organization; or one could argue that the only reason for referring to that decidedly dis-
parate group of oil producers is precisely that OPEC as an organization brings them
together and (attempts to) coordinate their oil production. The connection between refer-
ences to organizations in documents and their actual policy impact is therefore not definite,
and we include this metric solely for explorative empirical purposes.

We compiled a primary dataset of 639 governmental policy documents related to energy
from the period 2011-2014 from the following 16 countries: Australia, Austria, Bangla-
desh, Canada, China, Germany, Ireland, Jamaica, Japan, Kenya, New Zealand, Nigeria,
Norway, South Africa, Sweden, and the UK. The documents are white papers, green
papers, framework programs and similar documents that represent official government
policy.

We conducted proximity searches for “IEA” and “renewable” to identify cases where
the IEA was mentioned specifically in connection with renewable energy. These searches
had a proximity range of 20 words; thus, any occurrence of “IEA” and “renewable” 20 or
fewer words apart was counted a hit. The proximity search was case-sensitive, and was re-
run with “renewable” in four languages and in lower and upper case: in English, German,
Norwegian, and Swedish (“renewable,” “Renewable,” “fornybar,” “fGrnybar,”
“erneuerbar,” “Erneuerbar”).
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For IRENA, such a search would be difficult, because the word “renewable” is included
in the organization’s name itself. However, with IRENA it could be argued that all
occurrences are relevant to renewable energy, as the organization is dedicated to its
promotion.

We then calculated the ratio of occurrences of “IRENA” to proximity search hits for
“IEA” and “renewable energy.” As shown in Fig. 3, IRENA appeared more and more
often than did the IEA in connection with renewable energy in government policy docu-
ments. Although this result should not be over-interpreted, it may indicate that IRENA is
playing a steadily greater role in regard to renewable energy, reaching parity with the IEA
in 2014. Thus, although the IEA may still get much more attention regarding other energy
topics, IRENA may be taking over the renewable energy niche. On the other hand, the IEA,
which has only 29 member countries and deals with all types of energy, is still receiving as
much attention related to renewable energy as IRENA, which has 150 member countries
and deals exclusively with renewable energy. In this perspective, IRENA still has some
way to go.

To supplement this quantitative content analysis, we conducted a qualitative exami-
nation of the search results in the government documents of five countries where access to
documents was particularly good (Australia, Canada, Ireland, Norway, Sweden). The aim
was to determine the contexts in which IRENA is mentioned in national policy documents
and how governments use it as a resource.

Of course, the mere occurrence of “IRENA” in a government document does not prove
that IRENA plays a significant role in policy-making. Of the five countries whose gov-
ernment documents we examined qualitatively, only in the Australian documents was
IRENA cited as a source of information. In the documents from the other countries, the
governments simply noted that IRENA had been established, that their country had joined
it, ratified accession, or the like. For example, Ireland’s EirGrid (2010: 24) reported: “The
2009 decision to establish the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) is
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0.6 -

2011 2012 2013 2014

Fig. 3 Ratio of occurrences of “IRENA” to “IEA AND renewable energy”
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evidence of this new trend. IRENA is the first international organization commissioned to
conduct research, provide advice and promote technological developments in the renew-
able energy sector.” Similarly, the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2009: 131)
wrote in a white paper: “At the founding conference in Bonn on 26 January 2009, Norway
joined the new international organization for renewable energy [...]. The purpose of
IRENA is to promote the use of renewable energy internationally, especially in developing
countries.”

Some policy documents simply listed IRENA as one among many forms of interna-
tional energy cooperation. For example, as one Swedish document stated, “At the global
level there are cooperative arrangements such as IRENA, which was established in 2009
and which will promote renewable energy” (Government of Sweden 2009: 42). The
Canadian documents had no references to IRENA at all—hardly surprising, as Canada is
neither a member of IRENA nor in the process of joining the organization.

In fact, the lack of relevant qualitative information for analyzing the substance of
references to IRENA is a finding in itself: If IRENA had had a major policy impact, this
material would have provided for a more interesting qualitative analysis. In contrast, a
reference to the IEA is more likely to indicate genuine policy impact, because that orga-
nization has existed much longer, and there is rarely any point in mentioning it unless it has
produced something relevant. As IRENA’s membership base becomes more complete and
fewer new countries join the organization, the number of superficial IRENA occurrences
will decline—and the organization will have to strive to replace them with mentions of real
policy impact.

All the same, this comparison of references between the IEA and IRENA is biased in
favor of the IEA and the other older organizations, which have had a head start and are
sometimes referred to in the context of data and documents that they produced before
IRENA even came into existence. However, our comparison is not meant as a contest, but
as an exploration of the international context for the early evolution of IRENA. Put
differently: there is much room for IRENA to grow rapidly in the coming years, as it
accumulates documents and data, and national governments have more time to digest and
use them.

5.2 Budget and staffing

As IRENA works to establish itself in relation to other international energy organizations
and nation-states, it depends on access to resources—both financial and human. Resources
can play three types of roles. First, they are a means of achieving an impact. The more
resources an organization has, the more it can do and the greater its potential impact.
Employees can also potentially create new linkages to their home country, as well as to
other organizations and organizational units where they have worked or with which they
are connected. Rising staff numbers may thus also enhance IRENA’s policy impact.
Second, and conversely, resources are possible indicators of success, i.e., an effect as well
as a cause of impact. When states contribute resources to an organization, that indicates a
vote of confidence. Thus, the more resources an organization such as IRENA has, the more
successful it may already be. Third, and by extension, resources are potential objects of
competition between the international organizations.

First, we compare the budgets of the four international energy organizations over
5 years, expanding on Urpelainen and Van de Graaf’s (2015: 170) 1-year, two-organiza-
tion comparison. We employ this metric as another window on IRENA’s place in the
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family of international energy organizations, as well as an indicator of member state
engagement in IRENA compared with the other organizations.

Figure 4 shows that IRENA’s budget is similar to that of the IEA. This finding is
mirrored in Fig. 5, which shows numbers of employees.

IEA member states contribute many seconded staff, who are paid directly by these
member states and not through the IEA budget. Staff numbers, compared with budget
figures, may thus be a better measure of the strength and resource bases of the organiza-
tions. Figure 5 shows that IRENA is by far the smallest of the four international energy
organizations in terms of staff, but recruitment is still ongoing. The relatively low number
of staff at IRENA—under a third of that of the [IEA—probably means that IRENA has less
impact at the national policy level than it might otherwise have.

However, the differences between the mandates of the organizations make it difficult to
compare them directly in terms of funding and staffing. IRENA covers renewable energy
only and OPEC deals with oil only, while the IEA covers all types of energy. As for the
TAEA, much of its staffing and funding are related to nuclear security and non-prolifera-
tion, which may or may not be considered inherent aspects of nuclear power.

Finally, it is worth noting that there is no one-to-one relationship between the impact of
an organization such as IRENA and the quantities of funding and staff available to that
organization. Much depends on how effectively the funds are spent and the staff employed.
This can be illustrated by an example from another part of the energy sector, oil compa-
nies, where privately owned companies produce far more barrels per employee than do
most nationally owned oil companies, often despite the national oil companies having
privileged access to oilfields. That being said, the possibility of such inefficiencies does not
mean that funding and staff are without relevance to understanding an organization’s clout.

E11EA A IRENA
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25000000
20000000
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10000000
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Fig. 4 Size of budgets of IEA and IRENA, in USD
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Fig. 5 Number of employees, international energy organizations, 2015. Data sources: IAEA (2016), IEA
(2016), IRENA (2013b: 4), OPEC (2016), Urpelainen and Van de Graaf (2015: 160)

6 Conclusions

At the beginning of this article, we set out to assess how IRENA established itself during
the first years of its existence, in a context where three other energy organizations were
already playing well-established roles. Drawing on an organizational ecology approach we
identified an internal and an external arena of IRENA and posed three research questions:
(1) What types of representatives do member states send to IRENA meetings, and what
does this reveal about how IRENA is seen as an organization? (2) What financing and
human resources does IRENA have access to? (3) How often is IRENA mentioned in
national energy policy documents?

Analysis of the composition of state delegations indicated that member states seem to
have defined renewable energy, in the context of IRENA, as an energy issue. Despite the
strong linkages to climate change and development issues, the choice of delegates to
IRENA meetings indicates that IRENA is viewed primarily as an energy organization.
With more personnel from governmental energy bodies participating in IRENA meetings,
IRENA is more likely to be utilized as a resource by those energy bodies in their domestic
policy-making.

Our voluntary contributions indicator showed that, during the first years of IRENA’s
existence, significant funding came only from the primary host state (the United Arab
Emirates) and the main founding state and secondary host state (Germany). Subsequently,
other states started contributing, but their voluntary contributions remained small and came
from only a few member states. This finding could indicate that IRENA has yet to engage
its member countries properly; or, in a more positive perspective, it may be interpreted as
showing that there is great scope for increasing voluntary contributions to IRENA. In
future research, it would be advisable to add further qualitative analysis of how various
countries view IRENA, particularly those that have made voluntary contributions. Do they
seek to push IRENA in any direction—and, if so, how successfully? A related question
concerns how views of IRENA are manifested at the national level: how do various
domestic agencies treat IRENA?

Our analysis of the financial and human resources available to IRENA and the other
international energy organizations examined here showed that IRENA’s financial resources
were almost equal to those of the IEA, but that—owing to extensive secondment of staff
from member states to the [IEA—IRENA had less than a third of the human resources.
However, we also noted that such information provides a weak basis for comparison of the
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organizations, as they have such different histories and mandates. Rather, it is helpful for
understanding, in an organizational ecology perspective, the environment in which IRENA
must operate.

Our proximity search for occurrences of IEA and IRENA in connection with “renew-
able energy” in policy documents from 16 countries found that IRENA has rapidly caught
up with IEA in the renewable energy niche, achieving parity in 2014.

These empirical results can provide some pointers for anyone interested in promoting
IRENA and/or renewable energy: the organization needs more funding and more staff, and
these staff need to produce more concrete output relevant for energy policy-making at the
national level. And indeed, the prospects appear to be good. Against the backdrop of the
2015 Paris Agreement and the UN General Assembly’s adoption of the Sustainable
Development Goals, renewable energy seems set to grow in importance, and along with it,
so will IRENA.

In its membership criteria and focus on renewable energy, IRENA enjoys several
important comparative advantages over other international energy organizations in the
evolving global energy landscape. The IEA covers all energy types but is open only to
OECD member states. The IAEA is open to all countries but addresses a type of energy
that many of them do not have access to. OPEC’s membership consists solely of major
non-Western oil producers. In contrast, IRENA is open to all countries in the world and
deals with a type of energy that is accessible to all countries in some form (such as solar,
wind or hydroelectric power). Thus, both the IEA’s sluggishness in taking renewable
energy seriously and the failure to create a global energy organization may prove favorable
for global governance of renewable energy. Rather than the IEA taking on a leading role in
renewable energy but accepting only OECD countries as members, or a global energy
organization being created but having to address all forms of energy and the associated
interest groups, IRENA has the chance to move forward with a global membership base
while focusing exclusively on renewables.

Finally, that the UEA should seek to become the host country for IRENA’s headquarters
may have come as a surprise to the Germans and other backers of IRENA’s creation,
because the UEA is a major oil producer located at the heart of the world’s largest
petroleum province. However, also this could turn out to be a blessing in disguise. Ger-
many and many other West European countries were already onboard: and locating the
headquarters elsewhere has made it possible to reach out to other parts of the world.
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