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This discussion paper has been developed for the Workshop I on IRENA's working 
programme, to be held in Berlin on June 30 and July 1, 2008. The working group was 
initiated within the preparatory process for the foundation of IRENA and will convene twice 
before the Founding Conference in November 2008. The aim of this paper is to provide input 
to the debate at the first workshop on the working programme and to stimulate an open 
exchange of thoughts; it does not anticipate the results of the workshop. This paper contains 
proposals for a set of initial activities, meant as examples. Participants are invited to present 
further ideas.  
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Setting the framework for IRENA's activities 
Increasing the use of renewable energy worldwide is a matter of urgency. It will take some 
time to build up IRENA, but initial activities should begin immediately.  

This paper contains a proposal for an initial framework for IRENA’s activities, one that allows 
IRENA to begin functioning as quickly as possible. In particular, the paper deals with the 
relevant part of IRENA’s statutes and outlines an initial working programme. The papers 
presented at the Preparatory Conference (see www.irena.org) held in April – attended by 
sixty countries – and the accompanying discussions have provided a solid basis for the 
drafting of both this paper and the complete draft statutes.  

IRENA's initial working programme will evolve over time, developing gradually as the statutes 
are defined, the countries involved in the foundation process continue their discussions and 
IRENA’s operating structures are established.  

This paper consists of two parts:  

A: Those articles of the statutes directly addressing IRENA's objectives and activities 

B: Proposals for the initial working programme: 

·  Considerations relating to IRENA's initial phase 

·  Basic principles for the initial working programme  

·  A set of possible initial activities and how they relate to IRENA's envisaged areas of 
activity and structures  

Both Parts A and B are to be discussed by the working group on IRENA’s working 
programme. A separate working group, held in parallel, will discuss the full statutes. 

The organisational and financial uncertainties of the initial phase do not allow for precise 
working plans yet. However, it will be useful to achieve a consensus on the broad framework 
of IRENA and its initial activities so that operations can start as rapidly as possible. 
Discussions should focus on the following areas:  

·  IRENA's ambitions and the envisaged range of activities  

·  The kind of activities IRENA should undertake and how they should be carried out 

·  The underlying structures and competencies required 

·  The services future members can expect 
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A The Statutes: Articles on objectives, definitions , 
activities, work programme and projects 

On the basis of the discussions held at the Preparatory Conference, IRENA’s statutes have 
now been redrafted. In particular, the current proposal takes into account the comments 
made at the Preparatory Conference and lays out a consolidated framework. 

The full draft statutes are to be discussed by a separate working group. Here, we focus on 
one section of the statutes only – articles relating to IRENA’s objectives, definitions and 
activities. 

 
Article II Objective  

The Agency shall promote the fast adoption and the sustainable use of renewable energy worldwide, 
taking account of its contribution to security of supply, environment and climate protection, economic 
growth and social cohesion, regional development and inter-generational equity. 

Article III Definition  

In this Statute the term “renewable energy” means all forms of energy produced from renewable 
sources in a sustainable manner, in particular, but not limited to: 

·  wind energy, on- and off-shore; 
·  solar energy, especially photovoltaic solar energy, solar thermal power and solar thermal 

systems; 
·  geothermal energy; 
·  tidal and wave energy; 
·  biomass; 
·  hydropower; and 
·  other new forms of renewable energy, such as osmotic energy. 

Article IV Activities 

A. In order to become a centre of excellence for renewable energy technology, for the benefit of its 
members, acting as a facilitator and catalyst, providing experience for practical applications and 
policies, offering support on all issues relating to renewable energy and helping countries to benefit 
from the efficient transfer of knowledge and technology, 

the Agency is authorised, in particular, 

1. to provide relevant policy advice and assistance to its members taking into account their 
respective needs, and to stimulate international policy discussions on renewable energy 
and its framework conditions; 

2. to improve pertinent knowledge and technology transfer; 
3. to offer capacity-building including training and education to its members; 
4. to provide advice on the financing for renewable energy and to support the application of 

respective mechanisms for the investment in renewable energy; 
5. to stimulate and encourage research, in particular on socio-economic issues, and foster 

the dissemination of research results; 
6. to enhance information and communication on the potential and opportunities offered by 

renewable energy; and 
7. to participate in the development of standards. 

B. In the performance of its activities, the Agency shall 

1. act in accordance with the purposes and principles of the United Nations to promote 
peace and international co-operation, and in conformity with policies of the United 
Nations furthering sustainable development; 

2. allocate its resources in such a way as to ensure their efficient utilisation and the 
greatest possible general benefit in all areas of the world, bearing in mind the special 
needs of the developing areas of the world; 

3. closely co-operate with existing institutions and organisations in order to make best use 
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of and build on existing activities by Governments, other international organisations and 
non-governmental organisations aiming at the promotion of renewable energy; 

4. submit an annual report on its activities to its members. 

C. The Agency is based on the principle of the sovereign equality of all its members. Subject to this 
Statute and any agreements concluded in accordance therewith, the Agency shall pay due regard to 
the sovereign rights of States in performing its activities. 

Article V Work programme and projects 

A. The Agency will perform its activities on the basis of a work programme adopted by the Assembly. 

B. The Agency may, in addition to its regular work programme, carry out projects initiated and 
financed by members subject to the availability of non-financial resources of the Agency. 
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B The initial working programme 

The initial phase: How IRENA will begin its work 

Following the Founding Conference – scheduled to be held in November 2008 – IRENA will 
begin to ramp up its activities. For this to happen, several framework conditions still need to 
be defined. In particular it will be necessary to establish the regular functioning of the 
statutory mechanisms and bodies, reach agreement on the payment of regular contributions 
by member states, set regular budgets, develop work plans and so forth. This process may 
take some time. In the mean time, in order for IRENA to operate, some interim governance 
structure (currently under discussion in the parallel working group) and voluntary financial 
contributions are needed.  

The issues IRENA addresses as an organisation are of an urgent nature. It is therefore 
desirable for initial activities to start as soon as possible. The most efficient approach will be 
to start with certain key activities, gradually building up appropriate staff and competencies, 
developing approaches and priorities involving all member countries and establishing 
relationships with existing international organisations. These initial activities will indicate what 
IRENA’s ambitions are and provide useful experience and feedback for the organisation.  

The initial working programme  presented below is intended to meet this need. Precise 
plans for IRENA's activities in its first years of existence are not possible at this stage. The 
activities proposed below will need to be further developed and put into operation on a 
pragmatic basis, depending on the means available at the time and the priorities laid down 
by the competent bodies. 

 

Principles of the initial working programme 

IRENA aims high. Its goal is to become the main international resource organisation  for 
renewable energy, a body on which other organisations can rely for specialised support. In 
collaborating with them, IRENA will strive to optimise synergies and to develop a transparent 
division of labour. From the very beginning, therefore, it needs to demonstrate the added 
value  it can deliver. It must formulate precisely the role it intends to play and establish trust-
based relationships  with other organisations whose work involves renewable energy, but 
whose main focus is elsewhere.  

Creating such an organisation from scratch will require considerable internal capacity-
building . Given the speed with which different types of renewable energy are evolving and 
the urgent nature of the problems they seek to solve, there is no time to lose. It is important 
that IRENA makes its presence known in the international energy debate right from the 
outset by demonstrating the kind of services it will deliver. For this reason, the initial working 
programme should consist of a series of activities producing a visible output for IRENA’s 
members and target groups, at the same time as contributing to IRENA's own capacity-
building.  

IRENA's initial working programme must cover the areas listed in Article IV of IRENA's 
statutes in a way that clearly demonstrates the aims of the organisation. Each activity must 
therefore relate to one or more of the following areas: 



IRENA – Purpose and Benefits  
 

 

7 

1. Providing relevant policy advice and assistance  to its members taking into 
account their respective needs, and stimulating international policy discussions on 
renewable energy and its framework conditions 

2. Improving pertinent knowledge and technology transfer  

3. Offering capacity-building  including training and education to its members 

4. Providing advice on the financing  for renewable energy and supporting the 
application of respective mechanisms for the investment in renewable energy 

5. Stimulating and encouraging research  into socio-economic issues in particular 
and fostering the dissemination of research results 

6. Enhancing information and communication  on the potential and opportunities 
offered by renewable energy 

7. Participating in the development of standards  

IRENA's aim is to promote a rapid transition towards the extensive, sustainable use of 
renewable energy. Unlike organisations which do not make renewable energy their main 
focus, IRENA sets out to promote an integrated approach. It therefore looks at the different 
types of renewable energy and their role in the overall energy system, at the contribution of 
different fields and levels of policy, at the environmental, economic and socio-cultural issues, 
and at the different branches of industry, professions, social actors and institutions involved. 
Many of IRENA's initial activities therefore cover several of the above-mentioned areas of 
activity at the same time. This integrated approach also takes into account opportunities for 
more efficient energy use. Energy efficiency will play a key role in all considerations relating 
to energy systems and concrete uses of sources of renewable energy; however, it is not 
IRENA's task to promote energy efficiency independently of renewable energy (see 
discussions at the Preparatory Conference). 

IRENA's main aim can be seen as to facilitate a collective learning process in the urgent 
transition towards sources of renewable energy. Accordingly, all initial activities should 
display the following characteristics. They should: 

·  Promote networking and cooperation between IRENA's members 
·  Facilitate intercultural learning 
·  Connect the different organisations and actors involved in renewable energy 
·  Aim to build up shared resources, expertise and methods 
·  Address the main bottlenecks in the spread of renewable energy 
·  Contribute to strengthening IRENA's structures and services 

An important criterion in choosing initial activities has been the desire to initiate, right from 
the outset, close cooperation with other organisations. These organisations include IGOs 
with a broader portfolio (such as UNDP, UNEP and UNIDO), and energy-related 
organisations and networks (such as IEA, REN21 and REEEP). Ad-hoc cooperation with 
INGOs, local initiatives, professional and business associations will also be important. IRENA 
will not develop its own field presence; its task is to support organisations operating at a local 
level with its special expertise in renewable energy. 

The initial activities have been designed so that, taken together, they reflect IRENA's profile 
and demonstrate its ambition in the early years. The activities outlined here should be 



IRENA – Working programme  
 

 

8 

launched successively as funds and staff become available and in line with the priorities laid 
down during the development process.  

 

Contribution of initial activities to building up I RENA 

Most of the initial activities outlined here can later become part of IRENA's ongoing activities. 
However, clear-cut targets, deadlines and budgets should be defined for the initial phase. 
This phase must also be used for developing key approaches and methodologies.  

Key initial activities for IRENA are Activity 1 ("Advising national governments: developing an 
integrated approach to promoting renewable energy") and Activity 7 ("Establishing an 
Internet-based communication platform"). Both projects, especially Activity 7, have an 
important function for IRENA’s target groups as well as for building up IRENA's internal 
expertise and infrastructure.  

In the medium term, IRENA should establish a high-level regular conference and a main 
publication. These will represent highly visible products and effective instruments of 
communication. Both the conference and the publication should be carefully coordinated with 
other organisations and the member countries from an early stage (Activities 8 and 9). 

The initial activities outlined below are designed to help IRENA systematically build up its 
own resources and capacities. Irrespective of IRENA's future internal organisation, it must 
develop competencies in the following areas:  

·  Technology and integrated systems 

·  Policy instruments 

·  Financing issues 

·  Specific national structures and contexts 

·  Cross-cultural learning 

In each of these fields, IRENA will need: 

·  Its own skilled staff 

·  Networks of experts 

·  Databases 

·  Methodologies and tools  

·  Appropriate interfaces with its target groups 

The figure on the following page shows how the individual activities complement each other, 
covering the areas of activity defined further above and building up IRENA's competencies.  



IRENA – Purpose and Benefits  
 

 

9 



IRENA – Working programme  
 

 

10 

Initial activities: Showing IRENA's ambition and po tential 

Activity 1: Advising national governments: developi ng an integrated approach to 
promoting renewable energy 

National governments are the main target group for IRENA. Most countries lack an 
integrated view of their national potentials and options, as well as appropriate strategies for a 
structural shift towards renewable energy. The optimal use of renewable energy depends on 
the specific geographic, structural, socio-economic and cultural conditions. A key task of 
IRENA will be to provide comprehensive advice on selecting and adapting energy sources, 
technology and system configurations, organisational and regulatory frameworks, and the 
targeting of public money.  

This activity could be initiated by advising an initial group of member states on these issues, 
while developing appropriate methodologies. Including more and less advanced countries, 
developed and developing nations in this initial group will enable a useful exchange of 
experience; at the same time, it will allow IRENA to develop its own consulting methods and 
put together a collection of successful approaches and policies.  

 

Activity 2: Solar cities: Integrating renewable ene rgy into the urban environment 

Particularly in industrialised countries, the transition towards renewable energy means 
adapting existing buildings and cities. Using roofs, facades, basements, transport 
infrastructure and open spaces in urban environments for gaining and storing electricity, heat 
and cold efficiently requires sophisticated technical knowledge, as well as overcoming legal, 
organisational, cultural and bureaucratic obstacles. Retrofitting existing urban buildings, 
neighbourhoods and districts with renewable energy is a more complex challenge than 
building new solar houses, for example. Activity 2 aims at addressing these challenges from 
a number of different angles. It builds on the wide range of experience existing in cities 
around the world, aiming to make this experience comparable, accessible and transferable.  

Initiating Activity 2 with a limited number of cities will mean: (a) a focus on developing 
appropriate local policies; (b) a focus on individual projects; and (c) a focus on capacity-
building (developing training courses for public administrators, engineers and architects). A 
broader permanent activity could then build on the results of the initial activity. 

 

Activity 3: Strengthening strategic cooperation in rural regions/rural electrification 

The transition towards renewable energy requires close cooperation between a variety of 
actors and stakeholders. It must also be carefully adapted to local conditions. This is 
particularly true in rural areas of developing countries, where distances, the specific 
ecological conditions, varying availability of resources, local customs and ownership 
structures play an important role. There is no standard solution for selecting particular 
technology, configuring systems or organising ownership and management. Most existing 
approaches are designed for specific conditions and types of technology, but neglect the 
complex socio-economic and organisational questions. Moreover, their expertise in 
renewable energy is too narrow. Activity 3 therefore aims to develop integrated approaches 
involving a large number of actors and stakeholders. Close cooperation with development 
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organisations already active in the rural areas concerned will be essential; IRENA's aim is to 
support their activities and not to build up its own permanent field presence. 

Activity 3 should be initiated by working with a limited number of regions while developing a 
typology of contexts, combined with a collection of helpful innovations appropriate to specific 
conditions. A useful addition would be to develop a toolbox of technical, organisational, 
cultural and political innovations for rural electrification based on the wide range of 
experience available in different regions and countries. 

 

Activity 4: Identifying training needs and opportun ities for developing renewable 
energy  

Most countries today are experiencing either strong growth in the demand for renewable 
energy, the urgent need to substitute fossil fuels or the need to develop energy sources from 
scratch. The availability of appropriately trained human resources is a limiting factor in the 
spread of renewable energy. The employment structure of decentralised renewable energy is 
more varied than for traditional, centralised energy supplies; it also covers a wider 
geographical area. Local planning, installation and maintenance require appropriately trained 
personnel and offer new employment opportunities in local economies. The spread of 
renewable energy installations also depends on having appropriately trained and motivated 
vendors at the regional level. Training efforts should therefore encompass a wide range of 
qualifications and degrees of specialisation, involving educational institutions at all levels. 
Identifying specific training needs and opportunities requires the cooperation of a broad 
range of actors in the value chain. International exchange of experience and a coherent 
methodology can make an enormous difference here, making this an obvious area for 
IRENA's involvement. As the markets, technical structure and qualifications differ 
considerably for different sources of renewable energy (photovoltaics, wind, solar thermal, 
hydro, biomass, etc.), different sources should be treated in separate projects. The results 
will contribute to a shared pool of knowledge and methods. 

 

Activity 5: Integrating a large share of renewable energy into existing energy 
systems 

Having a high share of renewable energy requires new approaches to the design and 
management of energy systems and grids. In the past, such systems were developed for a 
centralised supply of conventional fuel and a relatively small number of large power plants. 
Renewable energy has a different structure, in terms of both where and when it is available. 
These issues represent a major challenge in the transition towards an energy supply based 
on renewable sources. They are highly relevant questions for a wide range of actors – 
utilities, regulators, lawmakers, technology providers, project developers and others besides.  

Unlike Activities 1 to 4, which involve a careful consideration of complex socio-cultural 
contexts, Activity 5 concerns technical and managerial issues. It could therefore start by 
producing a series of reference reports describing the current "state of the art" and, where 
useful, proposing standardised approaches and norms. With the support of national 
institutions and experts, and capitalising on the experiences of different countries, teams 
from IRENA could begin by working on reports on issues such as: a) adapting electric grid 
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management; b) electricity demand-side management; c) biogas and natural gas networks; 
and d) district heating/local heat grids. 

 

Activity 6: Accelerating technology transfer by sup porting the development of 
appropriate funding mechanisms 

GHG emissions must be rapidly reduced without hindering economic development. To this 
end, prominent voices in the international climate debate are calling for international funds – 
running into the hundreds of billions – to facilitate technology transfer and investment in 
developing and emerging countries. Discussions and negotiations under the guidance of 
UNFCCC aimed at establishing an effective Technological Transfer Mechanism have shown 
slow progress in the past, but have gained some momentum since the Conference of Parties 
(COP) in Bali. However, even assuming the availability of the sort of funds called for, it is 
unclear how they should be channelled in an efficient manner so that they can be used for 
the intended purpose, particularly since renewable energy projects are small in size, highly 
numerous and very decentralised. IRENA should explore whether it could play a permanent 
role in this area.  

A first step in this direction would be to organise a conference on this issue. In this way, 
IRENA would make an important contribution to the current discussion on financing and 
technology transfer in the post-Kyoto period by specifically looking for solutions in the 
renewable energy sector. 

 

Activity 7: Establishing an Internet-based communic ation platform  

To establish itself as the international reference resource and support organisation for 
renewable energy, IRENA must start providing information to its target groups early on. The 
main tool for doing this will be the Internet. IRENA should set up a website presenting the 
organisation, providing basic information on various aspects of renewable energy and 
making appropriate formats available for project results. In addition, the website should 
include gateways or clearinghouses allowing easy access to relevant information from other 
organisations. IRENA's Internet presence should aim to be the most useful "one-stop shop" 
for information relating to renewable energy. This will require a sophisticated content 
management system. Such a system can also be used for efficient internal information and 
communication. It will therefore be helpful to establish an appropriate Internet-based platform 
as a technical backbone for the organisation right from the start.  

 

Activity 8: World conference on renewable energy 

IRENA should support the process of international high level conferences initiated by the 
Bonn Renewables 2004 in cooperation with the host countries and other organisations. 

 

Activity 9: Defining a reporting system and a main publication 
Besides publications that inform about IRENA's mission, vision and expertise to a broad 
public as well as individual reports on specific topics and issues, the Agency should develop 
and establish a publication that on a regular basis compiles information and presents 
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developments relevant in the field of Renewable Energies. It should neither duplicate existing 
publications nor compete with them but present comprehensive information based on its 
mandate.  
 
The main focus of this publication has still to be defined. It should adopt a broad perspective 
on renewable energy, including its technical, economic, socio-cultural and policy-related 
aspects. For example, it could evaluate the potential of renewable energy in different 
countries and discuss obstacles to its development. To be in a position to report regularly on 
such issues, IRENA will need an appropriate system for collecting and harmonising data 
from all member countries (and possibly other countries too). Activities of existing 
organisations partly cover some of the ideas outlined above; one of IRENA's initial tasks will 
therefore be to define its own role and discuss cooperation with other organisations. 

 


