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SUMMARY

The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) is the only international
organisation that is dedicated exclusively to promoting the global adoption of
renewable energy and facilitating its sustainable use. Today, five years after its
establishment in 2011, IRENA has 149 members, including 27 EU Member States and
the European Union.

IRENA provides renewable energy data and statistics, advice on best practices and
policy, as well as financial and technological expertise. It exerts its influence mainly
through publications such as the Roadmap for a Renewable Energy Future, the
Renewables Readiness Assessment and the Global Atlas for Renewable Energy, which
are especially important for developing nations lacking the expertise and
administrative capacity to conduct their own energy-related analysis. IRENA is also
credited with fostering innovation in the field of global energy governance because in
the process of producing its publications, it brings together a wide range of
stakeholders and facilitates debate.
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What is IRENA?
The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) is an international organisation
which promotes widespread and sustainable use of renewable energy and serves as 'a
centre of excellence for renewable energy technology' and as 'a facilitator and catalyst'
for increased deployment of renewable energies.

Created in 2011, IRENA is the only international
organisation focused exclusively on renewable energy and
one of the few international organisations headquartered
in the Middle East.1 IRENA membership, which is open to all
United Nations member states and to regional
intergovernmental economic integration organisations,
rests on the principle of equality, where all members have
equal voting rights and most decisions are reached through
consensus. As of July 2016, IRENA had 149 full members and
a further 27 states had started the formal process of
becoming members.

According to its Statute, IRENA collects and analyses data
and knowledge on renewable energies; stimulates
research; provides custom-made policy advice and
assistance to its members, including advice on financing;
improves knowledge and technology transfer; offers its
members capacity-building, training and education for the deployment of renewable
energies; and conducts awareness campaigns for the public. It does not impose any
legally binding obligations, targets or standards on its members.

History
IRENA is the brainchild of the late Hermann Scheer, Social Democratic member of the
German Parliament who had been advocating the establishment of an international
agency dedicated to renewable energy since the 1980s, and had succeeded in putting it
on Germany's official diplomatic agenda. After years of lobbying for an agency within the
framework of the United Nations, in 2008 Germany, together with Spain and Denmark,
gathered a 'coalition of the willing' to set up a global agency outside that framework.
Record oil prices and dissatisfaction with the International Energy Agency (IEA) are
thought to have had a major influence on the decision to found IRENA. As an organisation
established in the framework of the OECD, the IEA was considered as lacking a truly global
focus and as favouring fossil and nuclear energy while downplaying renewable energy
sources (RES). As a result, IRENA was founded in January 2009 with 75 signatories of its
Statute, and became operational in 2011. Its headquarters were set up in Abu Dhabi
(United Arab Emirates, UAE); to mitigate Germany's disappointment2 over this choice,
Bonn was chosen to become the seat of the IRENA Innovation and Technology Centre.

IRENA's first one and a half years of existence were marked by management and financial
troubles: Interim Director-General Hélène Pelosse accused the UAE government of trying
to intimidate her and of bugging her phone and office. On the other hand, accusations of
financial mismanagement against her led many countries, including the United States and
Japan, to withhold payment of their budget contributions. Analysts say that IRENA was
set back on track only after Pelosse resigned in 2010 and was replaced by Adnan Z. Amin,
a Kenyan diplomat with substantial UN experience.

IRENA in brief

Established
2011

Headquarters
Masdar City, UAE

Director-General
Adnan Z. Amin

Membership
149 members, 27 countries in
the process of becoming
members

Budget
US$21.4 million (2016)

Staff
90

http://www.irena.org/home/index.aspx?PriMenuID=12&mnu=Pri
http://www.irena.org/menu/index.aspx?mnu=cat&PriMenuID=46&CatID=67
http://www.irena.org/documents/uploadDocuments/Statute/IRENA_FC_Statute_signed_in_Bonn_26_01_2009_incl_declaration_on_further_authentic_versions.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/arbeitspapiere/Rks_Wep_FG08WorkingPaper_2013.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2016/582015/EPRS_IDA%282016%29582015_EN.pdf
https://www.princeton.edu/~rkeohane/publications/Punctuated equilibrium in the energy regime complex.pdf
http://www.irena.org/menu/index.aspx?mnu=cat&PriMenuID=44&CatID=112
http://thijsvandegraaf.be/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Van-de-Graaf-2013-GEP.pdf
http://www.irena.org/documents/uploadDocuments/PC.5_2.pdf
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Today, IRENA has 149 members, including the European Union and all of its Member
States except Austria, which is in the process of accession. The United States, Russia and
China are also members. A further 27 countries are in the process of becoming members.
However, Brazil, one of the world's largest hydropower and biofuels producers, has
chosen to keep observer status.

Activities
IRENA helps its members deploy renewable energy by providing them with relevant data
and statistics, best practices and policy development, financial and technological
expertise, and capacity-building programmes. According to its medium-term strategy for
2013-2017, its priorities are to enhance its role as a centre of excellence for renewable
energy, as a renewable energy advisory resource for countries and as a network hub of
country, regional and global programmes.

Through its 2016-2017 work programme, IRENA sets itself three strategic priorities:
continuous emphasis on the business case of renewable energy, regional action, and
strategic partnerships with countries and other organisations. It intends to work in six
thematic areas:

 planning the global energy transition, including placing a stronger focus on
biomass and working on setting up a global geothermal alliance (GGA);

 enabling investment and growth, including maintaining a public database on
investment incentives and support for renewables by country;

 facilitating renewable energy access for sustainable livelihoods, including making
in-depth analyses for off-grid policy solutions and creating customised approaches
for countries and sub-regions to enable their uptake of decentralised and
renewables-based electrification;

 working on IRENA's regional action agenda, focusing on project development and
financing for clean energy corridors in Africa, central America and south-east Asia;

 working on renewable energy deployment on small island developing states;
 serving as a gateway to knowledge on renewable energy, with a focus on

providing accurate, objective and free information on renewable energy.

Publications
IRENA exerts its influence in large part through its publications, which are a source of
global statistics and analyses and are freely available to all users.

REmap − Roadmap for a Renewable Energy Future – is IRENA's flagship publication,
produced within the framework of the UN Sustainable Energy for All initiative. It assesses
the worldwide, regional and country-specific potential for doubling renewable energy
share between 2010 and 2030. The 2016 global edition was based on an analysis of
40 countries (including eight EU Member States), which together account for 80% of final
global energy consumption.

The Renewables Readiness Assessment is one of IRENA's main policy instruments. The
assessment provides country-specific advice, involves consultation with a wide range of
stakeholders. To date, assessments of 18 developing countries, such as Nicaragua, Peru,
Oman and Mongolia, have been produced.

The Global Atlas for Renewable Energy maps the technical and economic potential for
wind and solar energy, with a plan to include biomass, geothermal, marine and hydro

https://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjLjNjmqZjOAhVBvRoKHet9C68QFggbMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.irena.org%2FDocumentDownloads%2F2013%2FAssembly%2FA_3_25_Medium-term%2520Strategy.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHXQb6_zUHFYOcx7m-_MfvtJirZnA
http://www.irena.org/DocumentDownloads/A_6_4_Work_Programme_and_Budget_2016_2017.pdf
http://www.irena.org/remap/
http://www.se4all.org/initiatives
http://www.irena.org/DocumentDownloads/Publications/IRENA_REmap_2016_edition_report.pdf
http://www.irena.org/remap/IRENA_REmap_2016_edition_country_tables_march.pdf
http://www.irena.org/menu/index.aspx?mnu=Subcat&PriMenuID=36&CatID=141&SubcatID=335
http://irena.masdar.ac.ae/
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energy. The atlas is a free source of information which can be used by governments,
businesses and citizens to inform decisions when planning to invest in RES.

The IEA/IRENA Joint Policies and Measures database, which IRENA updates in
cooperation with the IEA, maps national renewable energy policies globally.

The Renewable Costing Alliance collects data on the cost of renewable energies and
publishes reports on the RES costs associated with power generation and transport. An
analysis of renewable energy costs in relation to buildings and industry is in preparation.

The Renewable Energy Country Profiles is an IRENA series presenting the state of play in
the field of renewables, energy policies, targets and projects in countries grouped by
regions (Africa, Asia, Middle East, EU, remote islands, Caribbean, Pacific, Latin America).

Structure and decision-making
The Assembly
The Assembly is IRENA's ultimate decision-making body, which meets at least once a year.
Each IRENA member has one representative and holds one vote in the Assembly. The
Assembly adopts the Agency's work programme and budget, and makes
recommendations to members on their request. It makes procedural decisions by a
simple majority and substantive decisions by consensus. To prevent any single member
from having a power of veto, it is considered that a consensus has been achieved if no
more than two members vote against a proposal.

The Council
The 21 members of the Council are chosen for a two-year term on a rotating basis,
ensuring a geographic balance and an appropriate balance between developed and
developing countries. The Council facilitates consultations and cooperation among
members, and prepares the draft programme, draft budget and annual report for the
Assembly to adopt. It meets twice a year and is accountable to the Assembly. The Council
adopts decisions on procedural questions by a simple majority of its members, while
decisions on substantive matters require a two-thirds majority.

Secretariat and the Director-General
The Assembly, the Council and other IRENA bodies are assisted by the Secretariat, made
up of around 90 staff, half of whom work on policy analysis. The Secretariat is headed by
a Director-General, appointed by the Assembly on the recommendation of the Council
for a term of four years, renewable once. The Secretariat's task is to facilitate
communication between the Agency and its members, prepare the draft working
programme and draft budget for the Council, and implement the Agency's work
programme and decisions.

Importance
Five years after IRENA's coming into existence, it may be still too early to judge its full
impact. In the beginning, its 'soft' mandate caused doubts as to whether it would manage
to position itself as a relevant international organisation. However, it seems to have
performed better than was initially expected and is gradually carving out a niche for itself
in the complex world of international energy governance. Some authors claimed that,
because of its inability to set legal obligations, IRENA would end up having a largely
symbolic role; others later argued that it has had some influence. A 2015 analysis by the
University of Kassel3 shows that IRENA has succeeded in asserting itself as a leading
institution in the field of renewable energy. Partly founded as a counterbalance to the

http://www.iea.org/policiesandmeasures/renewableenergy/
http://costing.irena.org/irena-renewable-costing-alliance.aspx
http://www.irena.org/menu/index.aspx?mnu=cat&PriMenuID=44&CatID=62
https://www.princeton.edu/~rkeohane/publications/Punctuated equilibrium in the energy regime complex.pdf
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IEA, it has produced statistics and analyses that are genuinely global in their coverage and
are offered free of charge (unlike the IEA which charges for access to its data and reports).
The Global Atlas for Renewable Energy provides a free tool that can serve both local and
universal planning purposes and helps assess the investment potential of a given region
or place with regard to renewable energy. Its Renewables Readiness Assessment is
especially helpful for developing countries that might lack the technical expertise and
administrative capacity to conduct such analyses themselves. The assessments register
the current situation, identify the gaps and suggest concrete action plans, together with
deadlines. When putting these together, IRENA facilitates consultations among a wide
range of national stakeholders, including national and regional institutions, the private
sector, financial institutions, civil society and research institutes. The national
stakeholders are also the ones who validate the assessments.

The Kassel study therefore credits IRENA with bringing about innovation in the field of
global energy governance by blending local and global energy expertise and by engaging
not only governments, but also the business community, non-governmental
organisations and international experts, thus helping to build public-private consensus
and to make headway towards achieving a 'stakeholder democracy'.

Another study by authors from Ghent University and Columbia University claims that
staying away from the contentious debate about the environment and climate change
and focusing instead on the technical work involved in bringing about the transition to
renewables has proved a useful strategy for IRENA, as it has helped target its relatively
low budget on its core mandate. This study also credits IRENA with nudging the IEA and
other international organisations to giving more attention to RES. The authors argue,
however, that increased general interest in renewables risks jeopardising IRENA’s niche
or causing it to restrict its focus mainly to developing countries, while the IEA takes a
more prominent role in developed countries. Whether or not this will happen, it is too
soon to tell. On the other hand, the Kassel study argues that IRENA could turn into a
forum in which developed and developing countries can cooperate. The Ghent/Columbia
study says IRENA still has benefits for developed countries, in that it offers them a way to
influence the global renewable energy debate and enables them to promote their
technologies and solutions in other countries.

Relations with the European Union
The EU Member States played a crucial role in establishing IRENA and 20 of them were
among the founding states that signed the Agency's Statute in 2009. Today, all EU
Member States are full members, with the exception of Austria, which, despite being one
of the original signatories, has not yet completed its accession process.

The EU itself joined IRENA in 2010, on the basis of a provision in the Agency's Statute
which opens membership to regional inter-governmental economic integration
organisations. Since energy is a shared competence of the EU and its Member States, the
Council adopted a decision on the EU's joining of IRENA, in which it delineated the
respective competences of the Union and its Member States in this regard. Months
earlier, the European Parliament had given its consent to the draft Council decision
through a legislative resolution.

EU Member States pay roughly one-third of IRENA's budget. France, the UK and Germany
each paid between US$1.2 million and US$1.7 million in 2016. The EU itself pays 2.5% of
IRENA's core budget, which amounted to US$536 000 in 2016.

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10784-013-9226-1
http://www.irena.org/documents/uploadDocuments/IRENA_FC_conference_report_26_01_2009.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32010D0385
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2010-215
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The EU is represented at IRENA's General Assemblies by the European Commission.
Climate and Energy Commissioner Miguel Arias Cañete represented the EU in 2015 and
2016. The representation of the EU to IRENA is facilitated by the EU Delegation in the
UAE.

In 2013, IRENA published a Renewable Energy Country Profile: European Union, which
contains renewable energy data, policy, targets and projects, as well as renewable energy
resources covering 27 EU Member States. Its G20 Toolkit for Renewable Energy
Deployment includes options for increasing the share of renewable energy in the EU
Member States that belong to the G20, by country. It also announced the preparation of
new REmaps for the EU. Such maps are already available for Cyprus, Germany and Poland.

Main references
Michèle Knodt, Nadine Piefer & Franziska Müller: Challenges of European External Energy
Governance with Emerging Powers, Ashgate, Farnham, 2015.

Sybille Roehrkasten & Kirsten Westphal: IRENA and Germany's foreign renewable energy policy,
Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, 2013.

Johannes Urpelainen & Thijs Van de Graaf: The International Renewable Energy Agency: a success
story in institutional innovation?, International Environmental Agreements, 15 (2), 2015, pp. 159–
177.

Colgan, Keohane, Van de Graaf: Punctuated equilibrium in the energy regime complex, Review of
International Organizations 7 (2), 2012, pp. 117–143.

Van de Graaf: Fragmentation in global energy governance: explaining the creation of IRENA,
Global Environmental Politics, 13 (3), 2013, pp. 14–33.

Endnotes
1 The headquarters of IRENA are in Masdar City, a zero-carbon city close to Abu Dhabi. IRENA's buildings feature a

passive design with 1 000 m2 of solar photovoltaics on the rooftop, solar water heaters, and technology permitting to
reuse leftover energy from lowering elevators and cold from the air-conditioning system.

2 To secure the success of its application for setting up IRENA's seat in Bonn, Germany abstained from nominating Sheer
for the Agency's Director-General. In the end, it got neither. Abu Dhabi was chosen as the seat, in return for the UEA's
pledge to provide IRENA with generous funding and to establish a special fund for renewable energy projects in
developing countries.

3 Franziska Müller: IRENA's renewable energy governance: institutional change, cooperation opportunities, and
governance innovations, in: Michèle Knodt, Nadine Piefer & Franziska Müller: Challenges of European External Energy
Governance with Emerging Powers, Ashgate, Farnham, 2015 p. 318.
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The content of this document is the sole responsibility of the author and any opinions expressed therein do
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http://www.irena.org/DocumentDownloads/Publications/_EU27Complete.pdf
http://www.irena.org/remap/IRENA_REmap_G20_background_paper_2016.pdf
http://www.irena.org/remap/IRENA_REmap_G20_background_paper_2016.pdf
http://www.irena.org/DocumentDownloads/Publications/IRENA_Cyprus_Roadmap_Report_2015.pdf
http://www.irena.org/DocumentDownloads/Publications/IRENA_REmap_Germany_report_2015.pdf
http://www.irena.org/DocumentDownloads/Publications/IRENA_REmap_Poland_paper_2015_EN.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/arbeitspapiere/Rks_Wep_FG08WorkingPaper_2013.pdf
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10784-013-9226-1
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10784-013-9226-1
https://www.princeton.edu/~rkeohane/publications/Punctuated equilibrium in the energy regime complex.pdf
http://thijsvandegraaf.be/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Van-de-Graaf-2013-GEP.pdf
http://www.irena.org/DocumentDownloads/factsheet/IRENA_Headquarters_Factsheet.pdf
http://thijsvandegraaf.be/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Van-de-Graaf-2013-GEP.pdf
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/
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