~ A Service of
’. b Leibniz-Informationszentrum

.j B I l I Wirtschaft
) o o o Leibniz Information Centre
Make Your PUbllCCltlonS VZSlble. h for Economics ' '

Mueller, Tony

Article — Published Version

When policy entrepreneurs drift between levels:
The creation of the International Renewable Energy
Agency

Global Policy

Provided in Cooperation with:
John Wiley & Sons

Suggested Citation: Mueller, Tony (2023) : When policy entrepreneurs drift between levels:

The creation of the International Renewable Energy Agency, Global Policy, ISSN 1758-5899, Wiley,
Hoboken, NJ, Vol. 14, Iss. 4, pp. 588-599,

https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.13232

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/288082

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen: Terms of use:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor durfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden. and scholarly purposes.

Sie durfen die Dokumente nicht fiir 6ffentliche oder kommerzielle You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
Zwecke vervielféltigen, 6ffentlich ausstellen, 6ffentlich zugénglich exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen. internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.
Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfiigung gestellt haben sollten, Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

genannten Lizenz gewahrten Nutzungsrechte.

.: AR http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
Mitglied der
WWW.ECOMSTOR.EU K@M 3
[ J . Leibniz-Gemeinschaft


https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.13232%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/288082
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/

Received: 9 November 2022 | Revised: 13 April 2023

Accepted: 15 May 2023

DOI: 10.1111/1758-5899.13232

RESEARCH ARTICLE

global

Next Generation

When policy entrepreneurs drift between levels:
The creation of the International Renewable Energy Agency

Tony Mueller

TUM School of Social Sciences and
Technology, Munich School of Politics
and Public Policy, Technical University of
Munich, Miinchen, Germany

Abstract

Correspondence

Tony Mueller, TUM School of Social
Sciences and Technology, Munich School
of Politics and Public Policy, Technical
University of Munich, Miinchen, Germany.
Email: tony.mueller@hfp.tum.de

1 | INTRODUCTION

The tragic Russian invasion of Ukraine has once again
drawn attention to the importance of global energy gov-
ernance. Over the past decades, skyrocketing energy
prices and supply shortages have resulted in political
and economic turmoil and exemplified the downsides of
economic dependence. The responses to these crises
have varied. For example, during the oil shortage in the
1970s, strategic reserves were accumulated, and coor-
dinated political action was facilitated by the formation
of the International Energy Agency (IEA). When energy
prices increased again in the early 2000s, Germany
pushed for the creation of the International Renewable
Energy Agency (IRENA). Behind this proposal, however,
was a subnational actor, the SPD politician Hermann
Scheer. For many years, he had been advocating the
creation of an international agency to promote renew-
able energy. Scheer's ideas laid the foundation for the
organisation's creation and exemplified the importance
of policy entrepreneurship in international politics.
Overall, existing research on policy entrepreneur-
ship emphasises that both subnational actors and

This article examines the crucial role of subnational actors in the diffusion of pol-
icy change at the international level, illustrated by the creation of the International
Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA). First, the concept of interlevel mobility,
which combines the two-level game theory and policy entrepreneurship litera-
ture, is introduced. Second, the paper explores how subnational actors navigate
between the national, international, and transnational levels, exerting influence
and placing their preferences on the political agenda. This research contributes
to a more robust theoretical understanding of policy entrepreneurship, provides
new insights into the origins of IRENA, and offers valuable guidance for policy-
makers seeking to foster change, by linking policy change at the international
level with subnational actors.

organisations have a significant impact on shaping
public policy. The pioneering work by John Kingdon
(1984 [2014]) outlines that individuals with special-
ised knowledge and assets—referred to as policy
entrepreneurs—could play an integral role during the
agenda-setting stage by highlighting overlooked is-
sues and presenting potential solutions to policymak-
ers. Numerous scholars have explored the concept of
policy entrepreneurship and its effects on public pol-
icies. For example, Mintrom and Norman (2009) dis-
tinguish between ‘political’ entrepreneurism, which
works within existing political structures to promote
reform, and ‘social’ entrepreneurism, which involves
mobilising resources and stakeholders outside politics
in pursuit of policymaking goals. Other scholars have
investigated the role of networks and alliances (Faling
et al., 2018), while some have studied individual char-
acteristics (Mintrom, 2019). However, research-linking
policy change at the international level with subnational
actors is less developed. To close this research gap,
this study explores the role of these actors in IRENA's
creation process. By doing so, this paper asks how are
Subnational actors able to initiate policy change at the
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international level? | argue that subnational actors, who
transform into policy entrepreneurs, navigate between
levels to push their interests. Therefore, | introduce
the concept of interlevel mobility—which is based on
two-level game theory and international policy entre-
preneurship—to frame a three-level subnational inter-
action system between actors. Mobility across levels is
defined as the ability of subnational actors to (1) move
freely within all levels, (2) place their agenda on dif-
ferent levels of analysis and (3) exert influence over
other actors. There are two prerequisites for effective
interlevel mobility. First, subnational actors should be
firmly embedded within different levels. For instance,
an actor could be a member of parliament or head of
a non-governmental organisation (NGO). Second, the
agenda pursued should include ideas and policy ele-
ments that meet the approval of actors at the national
and international levels. An example would be that a
national government made an international commit-
ment in a certain policy area and subnational actors
developed a problem—solution approach to fulfil this
commitment.

This paper's contribution to the literature is threefold.
First, this article expands our theoretical understanding
of policy entrepreneurship by outlining how subnational
actors drive public policy change at the international
level. Second, the empirical case draws our attention to
the important role of individuals in the origins of IRENA.
Third, this paper provides fruitful insights for policymak-
ers who are eager to foster change.

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows.
The next section examines the different levels of anal-
ysis and provides a short literature overview. The third
section introduces the research design. This is fol-
lowed by the conceptualisation of interlevel mobility. In
the fifth section, the concept is used to explain the cre-
ation process of IRENA. The final section summarises
the main findings.

2 | LEVELS OF ANALYSIS
One approach to the study of international relations
focuses on different levels of analysis. Identifying key
players—individuals, interest groups, states or inter-
national institutions—is an essential part of the first
step in any analysis, as it constitutes a guide through
the investigation process. By identifying these players,
scholars are able to systematically investigate various
interactions within and across the subnational, national,
international and transnational levels. As a result,
nearly every topic in international relations—from trade
policy to European integration—has been addressed.
This section provides an overview of the different levels
of analysis.

Defined by an anarchic structure, the international
level entails a focus on the wider context and reflects

Policy Implications

e This paper contributes to our understanding
of how subnational actors matter in interna-
tional relations as well as how different levels
of analysis interrelate.

* The concept of interlevel mobility constitutes
a first step towards unveiling the ways in

which subnational actors can lead to institu-
tional innovation.

e The presented case study focused on the
birth of IRENA illustrates how characteristic
attributes—ambition, social acuity, credibil-
ity, sociability, and tenacity—and effective
secondary strategies enable actors to a flow
through different levels.

the interactions among states. Waltz (1959) laid the
groundwork for a three-dimensional approach by iden-
tifying human nature (first image), the nature of the
state (second image) and the nature of the international
system (third image) as causes of war. His main ar-
gument has been that the relevant level of analysis is
the international level, as its structure determines the
behaviour of states as singular actors. This structural
approach has been criticised by Singer (1961), who ar-
gued that the streamlining of organisational complex-
ity has had significant analytical consequences, as
the national level can provide many more details. By
reverting to the second image, Gourevitch (1978) con-
nected international and domestic politics by showing
that power distribution and economic activity can ac-
tually have an impact on a state's foreign policy. Nye
and Keohane (1971) found that the focus on states as
dominant actors on the international stage has been in-
adequate. As a result, they broke open the state-centric
paradigm by arguing that transnational actors—for ex-
ample NGOs—can also influence the outcomes of in-
ternational politics.

The study ofinternational negotiation situations paired
with the role of domestic factors led Putnam (1988) to
develop his two-level game theory. Despite being taken
for granted today, this approach has shown how the in-
ternational (level I) and domestic levels (level ll) are in-
terconnected. Level | describes the bargaining process
between negotiators at the international level, whereas
level Il represents domestic debates in a situation in
which actors aim at the ratification of a possible agree-
ment (win-set). The two levels are connected when the
different win-sets are brought together at both levels
(Moravcsik, 1993: 30) through the domestic ratification
process. Therefore, the objectives of international bar-
gaining are limited by domestic factors. These factors
include but are not limited to, a veto player, which is
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‘an individual or collective actor whose agreement is re-
quired for a policy decision’ (Tsebelis, 1999: 293). Over
time, the literature on two-level game theory has iden-
tified a broad range of explanatory variables (see also
Conceigao-Heldt, 2013), such as the role of political
institutions (Keohane & Milner, 1996) or the influence
of societal groups (Moravcsik, 1997), to explain the
ways in which domestic politics affects the interactions
between states at the international level. For example,
Conceigao-Heldt (2011) showed that the outcome of
international trade negotiations is impacted by the do-
mestic power distribution, the number of veto players
and the influence of political parties within a country.
The analysis of the transnational level has become
more important in the context of globalisation and the
intensification of cross-border issues, such as environ-
mental policy and the growing influence of multinational
corporations (Risse, 2013).

Another group of scholars has engaged with individ-
ual actors who promote innovations at different levels
and are referred to as policy entrepreneurs (Kingdon
1984 [2014]). This approach has been used to describe
policy change actions by international organisations
such as the European Central Bank (De Rynck, 2014;
Heldt & Mueller, 2020; Heldt & Muller, 2021), individu-
als (Partzsch, 2017) and NGOs (Risse, 2013). These
entrepreneurs—mostly on the national level—are de-
fined as ‘actors who identify windows of opportunity
whereby they can take advantage of emerging problems
and contemporaneous political settings to promote par-
ticular policy ideas’ (Mintrom & Luetjens, 2019: 2). Over
time, scholars have discovered different approaches
that provide theoretical insights into how policy en-
trepreneurs pursue policy change (see also Petridou
& Mintrom, 2021). Punctuated equilibrium theory
(Baumgartner & Jones, 2010) is one of them and argues
how policy change is subject to rise and fall on the na-
tional political agenda. The authors point out that when
a pursued policy change is not possible at one level,
this could open up an opportunity at a different level
where a policy change might be successful. However,
many policy entrepreneurship studies have focused on
national actors to explain institutional and policy change
at the national level (Mintrom & Luetjens, 2019: 2—-4).
Surprisingly, our knowledge is somewhat limited in re-
gard to the actions of subnational actors in the interna-
tional arena, as most studies are merely descriptive.
The study by Mintrom and Luetjens (2019) constitutes
an exception, as they, to the best of my knowledge,
were among the first to demonstrate the ways in which
international policy entrepreneurs matter in foreign pol-
icy decisions. Their study enabled us to better grasp
the nature of policy entrepreneurs by offering a two-
fold framework that links these entrepreneurs with five
characteristics and available strategies. The first char-
acteristic is ambition, which refers to the underlying mo-
tive or vision driving an actor to become involved in a

cause and explains why actors are willing ‘to invest their
resources—time, energy, reputation, and sometimes
money’ (Kingdon, 2014: 122). Second, social acuity
enables these actors to take advantage of their net-
works by addressing potential concerns and choosing
their arguments carefully. Third, credibility is important
for actors, as they have to communicate their concerns
effectively to gain support for their ideas. Expertise or
political office can also be a decisive advantage in this
regard. Fourth, the path to change is a process of socia-
bility and therefore requires repeated adjustments not
only to avoid driving away other people or groups but
also to gain their support. Fifth, tenacity is a key qual-
ity, as processes can be complex, especially in an in-
ternational environment, and it is, therefore, important
to have the persistence to achieve one's goal. Policy
entrepreneurs can choose from multiple strategies to
promote their interests. Mintrom and Luetjens (2019) of-
fered five categories of strategies based on the framing
of problems and redefinition of policy solutions, the use
and expansion of networks, the creation of networks,
the creation of a guiding advocacy coalition, stratagems
to lead by example and the scaling up of advocacy ef-
forts and support for policy change.

These scholars' research constituted a first step in un-
derstanding how policy entrepreneurship drives public
policy change at the international level. This paper adds
to this research by bringing together two-level game the-
ory and the literature on policy entrepreneurship, result-
ing in the concept of interlevel mobility. The next section
introduces the research design of this study.

3 | RESEARCH DESIGN

The research design of this study is an ‘analytic narra-
tive’ (Bates, 1998) to provide a holistic understanding
of the role of subnational actors in the establishment
of the IRENA. This approach is not only narrative, in
the sense that it extensively reconstructs how an event
took place by zooming into the national level. This
case study is also analytical since it applies a theoreti-
cal framework to study the origins of the IRENA. The
data gathered in this study consisted mainly of primary
sources, including speeches by various government
officials from different political parties, interviews with
Herrmann Scheer, (leaked) government documents,
United Nations conference documents, electoral pro-
grammes, information from non-governmental organi-
sations and publicly accessible websites. The materials
offer useful documentation of the events at the domes-
tic and international levels, allowing a straightforward
reconstruction of the origins of the IRENA. This large
body of primary sources enables me to reach solid
conclusions to better understand how subnational ac-
tors matter in the establishment of intergovernmental
organisations (see also Conceicao-Heldt, 2011: 11).



POLICY ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND IRENA

591

Hence, this study can add to a more nuanced under-
standing of policy entrepreneurship by individuals.

The case selection was based on three factors.
First, IRENA is a young organisation and represents a
unique development process, and its creation is well-
documented and accessible to researchers. Second,
because it took a long time for the organisation to be
founded from the time, it was first thought of, the case is
representative of the many different paths subnational
actors can take and of the influence exerted by other
actors, veto players and domestic politics. Finally, there
has been extensive research on the origins of IRENA
in the context of global energy governance (Van de
Graaf, 2013), its effectiveness and its ability to reshape
the global energy landscape (Urpelainen & Van de
Graaf, 2015; Van de Graaf, 2012), and the internation-
alisation of Germany's ‘Energiewende’ (Roehrkasten
& Westphal, 2013). Yet the role of subnational actors
in the establishment of IRENA has, to the best of my
knowledge, not been addressed.

4 | CONCEPTUALISATION OF
INTERLEVEL MOBILITY

The concept of interlevel mobility applies to subnational
actors, who appear as policy entrepreneurs because
they have the ability to pursue their policy agenda by
navigating between different levels. These actors are
located on the subnational level and can become mem-
bers of parliament (national level), approach an inter-
national organisation (international level) or promote a
policy agenda with the help of an NGO (transnational
level). To be more specific, interlevel mobility is the abil-
ity of subnational actors to (1) move freely between the
subnational, national, international and transnational
levels; (2) exert influence over actors at other levels
and (3) use their embeddedness to promote their own
agenda. The framework of interlevel mobility can be
divided into four different phases, as shown below.
Phase one explores the motivation behind the policy
change envisaged by subnational actors. Phase two
shows how subnational actors become policy entrepre-
neurs when they attempt to place their ideas on the
agenda promoted by national or international actors. If
successful during the second phase, policy entrepre-
neurs can enter the third phase to monitor international
negotiations. The final phase enables policy entrepre-
neurs to adapt their strategy, if necessary.

41 | Phase one: The subnational
actor's motivation

To describe this phase, | apply the framework devel-
oped by Mintrom and Luetjens (2019), which defines
the first three characteristics of a policy entrepreneur,

as these are important to understand the motivation
of a subnational actor. First, subnational actors must
identify a relevant problem that they can describe. By
proposing a possible solution, they then develop their
own agenda (ambition) to achieve a policy change.
This problem-solution approach motivates subnational
actors and highlights what drives them to invest time
and resources. A radical approach should be avoided
(social acuity) by subnational actors to increase the
chances of promoting their personal agenda, as this
agenda is likely to face opposition or rejection from
other actors. The proposed policy change should ide-
ally be associated with the subnational actor (cred-
ibility). Analytical parallels also exist with the multiple
streams framework (Johansson & Raunio, 2022: 175;
Kingdon, 2014), which has been used to analyse poli-
cymaking and agenda-setting processes. The first
stream—the problem stream—draws attention to an
issue. The second stream—the solution stream—offers
a solution to this issue. The third stream—the politics
stream—describes the political decision-making pro-
cess (Johansson & Raunio, 2022: 175). The combina-
tion of the first two streams prepares the agenda setting
in phase two. As the next phase will show, subnational
actors are able to transform themselves into policy en-
trepreneurs when they approach other actors from dif-
ferent levels.

4.2 | Phase two: Finding powerful
agenda-setting allies

After subnational actors are able to combine ambition,
social acuity and credibility, the last two characteris-
tics become important. For the implementation of solu-
tions, actors must identify policymakers at the national,
international and transnational levels who will support
them and place their request on the political agenda.
As Johansson and Raunio (2022: 176) explained, the
venue (where something takes place and who is in-
volved) of a debate matters. Indeed, changing a policy
can only occur when that policy is considered to be a
problem. Therefore, subnational actors become policy
entrepreneurs to communicate their ideas by gaining
access to actors operating at other levels. For exam-
ple, they could be invited to a conference organised
by an international organisation or to a parliamentary
session (sociability). Hence, the five types of strate-
gies proposed by Mintrom and Luetjens (2019)—the
framing of problems and redefinition of policy solu-
tions, the use and expansion of networks, the creation
of a guiding advocacy coalition, the effort to lead by
example and the scaling up of advocacy efforts and
support for policy change—constitute powerful tools
for policy entrepreneurs to use. These strategies are
adjustable depending on the level at which an actor
operates. For example, if policy entrepreneurs seek
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to change a government's national policy, they could
become members of a potential governing party and
campaign for changes to take place in an election pro-
gramme in ways that match their policy agenda. At the
international level, they could appeal to the director of
an international organisation for the establishment of a
new agency in a policy area. The idea for such agency
should also include a verifiable and thoughtful ap-
proach that would allow us to solve current problems,
as seeking broad changes could eventually be con-
strued as opportunism (tenacity). When agenda setting
is successful, policy entrepreneurs can move to phase
three; in case of failure, they will need to go through
phase one and phase two again.

4.3 | Phase three: Monitoring the
negotiation process

The third phase refers to the monitoring of the ne-
gotiation process and is akin to the politics stream.
This stream describes situations in which political ac-
tivities such as decision-making occur (Johansson &
Raunio, 2022: 175). The three streams—problem, solu-
tion and politics—are combined by policy entrepreneurs
through the creation of a window of opportunity. In the
case of international negotiations, the committed allies
emerging from phase two present the proposed policy
change to the member states or stakeholders involved.
In the subsequent negotiations, the bargaining process
starts, and various preferences and power constellations
emerge, resulting in an international and national win-
set. This situation is where the hazard from veto players
is the greatest, as their consent is usually needed. In
this two-level game, policy entrepreneurs have the op-
portunity to intervene should the further course of the
decision-making process be jeopardised. For instance,
they could continue their work of persuasion, make con-
cessions or mobilise actors operating at other levels to
make veto players more responsive. Examples of such
a process include a parliament passing a resolution call-
ing on the government to adjust its win-set or a press
statement delivered by an influential NGO to use public

ISEA as Part of the UN System

exposure to put pressure on the government. This phase
is completed by the ratification process. Depending on
the outcome of the ratification process, policy entrepre-
neurs have two options. First, when the proposed policy
change is dismissed, they must start again with phase
one or consider approaching an actor operating at an-
other level in phase two. Second, when phase three is
successful, they can move to the last phase.

4.4 | Phase four: Asking for more?

In this last phase, policy entrepreneurs may try to go
beyond their goals and demand even more. After the
ratification process, there is a discussion about the
details of issues such as the appointment of execu-
tive officers. These detailed issues are not part of the
problem-solution stream and instead belong to the poli-
tics stream. This discussion opens personal windows
of opportunity for policy entrepreneurs. By using their
characteristics (ambition, social acuity, credibility, so-
ciability and tenacity), these entrepreneurs can lobby
for the fulfilment of their personal aspirations, for ex-
ample the obtention of executive positions. The next
section illustrates how inter-level mobility has worked
in practice in the specific case of IRENA.

5 | THE CREATION OF THE
INTERNATIONAL RENEWABLE
ENERGY AGENCY

This section is divided into two parts. The first illus-
trates how policy entrepreneurs played a central role
on the international level when it came to the creation
of ISEA (phase one). It also describes who supported
and rejected the proposal (phase two). The second
part explores the role of policy entrepreneurs at the
domestic level in the establishment of IRENA (phase
one) by influencing two different coalition governments
(phase two), describes the path to successful ratifica-
tion (phase three), and the bargaining process at the
international level (phase four).

Timeline
Month/year Steps in creating ISEA (selected)
08/1988 Founding of the European Association for Renewable Energies (EUROSOLAR)
01/1990 Memorandum for the Establishment of an International Solar Energy Agency (ISEA)
04/1990 Presentation of the Memorandum at UN Headquarters and creation of the task force ‘United Nations Solar
Energy Group on Environment and Development’
05/1990 Support from the ‘Interparliamentary Conference on the Global Environment’, organised by the U.S. Senate
11/1990 Support from the Austrian foreign minister during a speech at the UN General Assembly

11/1991
ISEA proposal

Preparatory Committee of the ‘UN Conference for Environment and Development’ (Rio-Conference) rejects

Source: adapted from EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009: 3—4.
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5.1 | Phase one: Scheer's motivation
in the creation of ISEA

In 1981, the UN Conference on New and Renewable
Sources of Energy discussed the potential of non-fossil
energy sources and the first steps towards the creation
of an international organisation in this area. However,
the conference did not result in any tangible decisions,
as member states disagreed on the need to create a
new organisation (EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009: 27).

The discussions at the domestic level, however, con-
tinued. In particular, in Germany with a strong ecological
movement, national politicians cared about alternative
sources of energy. The most prominent was the social
democrat Hermann Scheer—a member of the German
Bundestag (1980-2010) and his party federal executive
board (1993-2009). He was one of the strongest ad-
vocates for the expansion of renewable energy. Scheer
used several characteristics and strategies in parallel at
different levels to outline his problem-solution stream.
His ambition and interest in renewable energies were
based on the ‘paradox of the existing gigantic potential
of renewable energy on the one hand and its complete
underestimation on the global, regional and national
scale on the other (EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009:
117). Furthermore, he warned about the dangers of en-
ergy production from fossil and nuclear energy sources
(problem stream). To underpin his credibility, Scheer
created in 1988 the non-profit European Association for
Renewable Energies (EUROSOLAR), which aimed to
replace nuclear and fossil energy sources with renew-
ables (solution stream). As president of this transnational
organisation, Scheer published a Memorandum for the
Establishment of an ISEA within the UN in 1990. He
demonstrated social acuity by directing his proposal to
the UN Conference on Environment and Development
that took place 2years later.

In this first phase, Scheer managed to efficiently use
his ambition, social acuity and credibility to establish
a traceable problem-solution stream. The next phase
shows how he transformed from a subnational actor to
a policy entrepreneur by seeking out strong supporters
for his vision.

5.2 | Phase two: Scheer's international
agenda setting

Phase two of the inter-level mobility framework requires
subnational actors to gain support for their problem-
solution stream at different levels of analysis. By doing
s0, Scheer transformed into a policy entrepreneur and
used sociability to present his vision to different level ac-
tors. Support came from various prominent government
and international officials. The Austrian foreign minis-
ter supported Scheer's initiative and publicly defended
it at the UN General Assembly in 1990: ‘A number of

nongovernmental organisations, such as EUROSOLAR,
are increasingly demanding that the issue of the devel-
opment and more appropriate use of renewable sources
of energy should find expression within a high, institu-
tional framework within the [UN] system’ (Mock, 1990:
76). In addition, Scheer used strategies such as taking
advantage of his existing parliamentary networks to gain
support. At the 1990 Interparliamentary Conference on
the Global Environment in Washington, members of the
U.S. Senate officially welcomed his proposal. The con-
ference's chairman even called for ‘the establishment of
an international agency to promote the development and
application of all forms of solar energy’ (ICGE, 1990: 11).
UN Secretary-General Pérez de Cuéllar was equally sup-
portive. He created the working group ‘UN Solar Energy
Group on Environment and Development’ (UNSEGED)
while inviting Scheer as a guest to contribute with his
expertise (EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009: 3).

The results of the deliberations were then included in
Agenda 21, a UN development and environmental policy
action programme for the 21st century, of the Rio con-
ference. In this way, the policy entrepreneurs' problem-
solution stream moved to the politics stream of the UN.
At the multilateral meeting, UN member states discussed
Scheer's proposal. However, many UN member states
assertively rejected the proposal. In particular, Japan ex-
ported technological know-how for using renewable en-
ergy. It considered ISEA an ‘economic threat’ and thus
opposed its creation (EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009:
118). Eastern European countries and members of the
European Community were dissatisfied with the work of
existing UN organisations and therefore also opposed the
creation of a new suborganisation (United Nations, 1981:
689). Moreover, the opposition also came from interna-
tional organisations operating in the energy domain—
such as the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
and the IEA—because they feared being displaced or
replaced (EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009: 118).

In a subsequent interview, the policy entrepreneur ac-
knowledged that his problem-solution stream failed in the
politics stream by declaring that ISEA must be founded
outside the UN system’ (EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009:
120). As a consequence, Scheer decided to drift from the
international to the national level. Hence, he turned to the
German government and declared that ‘as a member of
the German parliament and council member of the Social
Democratic Party, | [am] in the position to directly exert
my influence’ (EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009: 120).
Although the policy entrepreneur was not successful with
his ISEA attempt, his credibility increased significantly. His
engagement brought him national and international recog-
nition, which culminated with the Alternative Nobel Prize in
1999 (Right Livelihood Award, 1999) and the 2002 selec-
tion as ‘Hero for the Green Century’ (SZ, 2010).

The implications of this section for interlevel mobility
demonstrate the difficulty of getting a problem-solution
stream through the politics stream. Although there is
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a clear and traceable solution to a problem, which is
supported by various government and international offi-
cials, it can be challenging to translate that into effective
policy outcomes. Furthermore, the failure to advance
the solution in the politics stream highlights the role
of powerful veto players. The limitations of interlevel
mobility show that despite becoming a policy entrepre-
neur, the subnational actor's ability to exert influence
in the politics stream was still limited, suggesting that
policy entrepreneurs face significant barriers to induc-
ing policy change. Hence, strategies to mitigate their
impact are needed. However, the engagement brought
the subnational actor international recognition, culmi-
nating in the Alternative Nobel Prize, which suggests
that advocacy and public recognition can be important
drivers of change, as the next section will show.

policy entrepreneur, occurred in the context of national
elections.

5.4 | Phase two: National agenda
setting of the policy entrepreneur

The shift to the national level had implications for the
sociability of Scheer. He had to approach German
policymakers and therefore took advantage of his
embeddedness within the national political system to
present his adjusted problem-solution stream. In the
first step, he became involved in the formulation of
the campaign programme to commit his own party to
the promotion of renewable energy (SPD, 1998: 37).
After his party formed a new government with the

IRENA as an Independent Intergovernmental Organisation

Timeline

Month/year Steps in creating IRENA (selected)

01/2001 Memorandum for the Establishment of an International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA)

06/2002 As a member of the executive committee, Scheer introduces the call for IRENA into the election programme
of the SPD for the federal election

10/2022 Coalition agreement between SPD and Green Party includes the initiative for the establishment of IRENA

06/2004 German parliament hosts the International Parliamentary Forum on Renewable Energies, chaired by
Scheer, and calls for the establishment of IRENA

06/2005 SPD programme for new elections again includes the initiative for IRENA

10/2005 IRENA included in the coalition agreement between CDU/CSU and SPD

01/2007 Diplomatic setback at the international-level prompts German government to start bilateral talks for creating
IRENA

04/2008 First preparatory conference in Berlin for the creation of IRENA

10/2008 Final Preparatory Conference in Madrid

01/2009 IRENA is established in Bonn

06/2009 Choice for Abu Dhabi as IRENA's headquarters and Héléne Pelosse as the first director

Source: adapted from EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009: 5-8.

5.3 | Phase one: Scheer's motivation
for IRENA

The subnational actor adjusted his problem-solution
stream as he navigated from the international to the
national level. Scheer modified his ambition by pursu-
ing the creation of IRENA as an independent intergov-
ernmental organisation (Scheer, 2000). The presented
institutional design of IRENA was based on promoting
renewable energy. The goal was to complement the
global energy governance landscape through universal
membership. The focus of daily work was on transfer-
ring knowledge, advising governments and collecting
data. Scheer demonstrated social acuity by calling on
his own party in particular for support, where he en-
joyed great credibility as ‘Sonnenkdnig’ or ‘Solarpapst’
(8Z, 2010). The switch from phase one to phase two,
which went hand in hand with the transformation into a

Greens in 1998, Scheer's proposed policy changes
were included in the new government's programme
(Coalition Agreement, 1998). However, IRENA was
not part of it.

To further make its voice heard, Scheer moved to
the transnational level by becoming president of the
newly founded World Council for Renewable Energy
(WCRE, 2022). By using this international network,
the policy entrepreneur tried to lend weight to the es-
tablishment of IRENA. Furthermore, he proposed
an |International Renewable Energy Dissemination
Treaty as an additional Protocol to the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (EUROSOLAR, 2013: 58). As a re-
sponse, the German Minister for Development (SPD
member) indicated that IRENA would provide an im-
portant impulse for international cooperation but would
require the inclusion of the expertise of existing organ-
isations (Wieczorek-Zeul, 2001).
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While preparing for the 2002 federal election cam-
paign, Scheer again used his political and transnational
embeddedness to exert influence over other actors.
The policy entrepreneur was able to successfully po-
sition the demand for IRENA in his party's campaign
programme (SPD, 2002: 35) as well as in the final co-
alition agreement of the re-elected SPD/The Greens
federal government (Coalition Agreement, 2002: 37).
In April 2003, the two government factions submitted
a motion to parliament with the aim of developing an
implementation plan for the establishment of IRENA
(Bundestag, 2003b). During the parliamentary debate,
Scheer called as a member of parliament for an ‘in-
stitutional equality of arms’ between renewable, fos-
sil and nuclear energy sources (Bundestag, 2003c:
3333). After the parliament approved the project, the
government decided to organise an international con-
ference to discuss renewable energies. The policy en-
trepreneur had thus reached a small milestone when
the parliament as a powerful actor on the national level
backed its vision. However, at the same time, veto
players emerged and challenged the problem-solution
stream. The Ministry of the Environment, at the time led
by the Green politician Jurgen Trittin, refused to commit
politically to an idea emanating from an SPD politician
(Roehrkasten & Westphal, 2013: 6). Trittin questioned
the need for IRENA (Roehrkasten & Westphal, 2013:
6) and commissioned a study to prove that there was
little interest from major global actors in the establish-
ment of a new international governmental organisation
(Pfahl et al., 2005). Moreover, the German government
did not proceed with an agenda for the creation of
IRENA on the international level, as support from other
countries was not clear (Scheer, 2012: 158). Trying to
overcome these concerns, the policy entrepreneur took
advantage of his tenacity by aiming to keep the topic
on the political agenda. First, Scheer argued that an
international organisation would make a great differ-
ence by bringing institutional authority and expertise
(Photovoltaik, 2008: 16). Second, at an international
parliamentarians' forum of the ‘Renewables 2004’ con-
ference in Bonn, he emphasised the legislative respon-
sibility of parliaments in promoting renewable energies
(Bundestag, 2003a; Scheer, 2004). Although the tena-
cious commitment of the policy entrepreneur gave a
new impetus to the issue, the establishment of IRENA
was again postponed.

In May 2005, national electoral priorities in Germany
prompted the sitting chancellor to call for a vote of con-
fidence in parliament to have new elections in the fall.
The outcome resulted in a new government consisting of
CDU/CSU and SPD led by Angela Merkel. This created
a new window of opportunity for the policy entrepreneur
to use his political embeddedness. He had managed
again to include the establishment of IRENA in the
new coalition agreement (Coalition Agreement, 2005:
52). Furthermore, the new distribution of cabinet posts

seemed ideally suited to Scheer's sociability, as this
made it easier to access powerful supporters. For ex-
ample, the ministries of foreign affairs, the environment
and the economy were assigned to his party.

The policy entrepreneur finally gained access to
the politics stream when the German government at-
tempted to promote an international integrated climate
and energy policy with a focus on renewable energies
in preparation for the dual presidency of the EU and the
G8in 2007. At the European level, German efforts were
successful, as the EU decided that the share of renew-
able energies in the EU's total energy consumption
should reach 20% by 2020 (European Council, 2007:
21). However, efforts at the international level failed, as
it was not possible for the UN to recognise the impor-
tance of renewable energies because of OPEC mem-
bers' reservations (Roehrkasten & Westphal, 2013:
7). This diplomatic setback at the international level
prompted the German government to turn to Scheer's
problem-solution stream to create IRENA.

5.5 | Phase three: Monitoring the
international negotiation process

Due to the policy entrepreneur's affiliation with a gov-
erning party as well as his credibility, the German
government named Scheer and three special ambas-
sadors to gather a coalition of willing countries to co-
ordinate joint actions for the establishment of IRENA
(EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009). In addition, Scheer
actively participated in the foundation process, which
was carried out during three conferences and a work-
shop session. This put the policy entrepreneur in the
situation of monitoring the politics stream on the inter-
national level from the beginning.

In April 2008, the first preparatory conference was
held at the German Federal Foreign Office, and 60
nations participated; almost two-thirds of these were
developing or emerging countries (BMUV, 2008;
IRENA, 2022c). The main goal of the conference was
to unite countries willing to form the organisation.

A few months later, the German parliament hosted
two workshops that focused on the financing and stat-
ute of the new organisation (IRENA, 2022a). Addressing
the fact that almost 15 countries that had participated
in the first conference were no longer participating,
Scheer defended the creation by comparing the situ-
ation to that of the founding of the IAEA, responding
that ‘when the [IAEA] was founded in 1957, there were
fewer than 20 founding members. After three to four
years, there were 100, and today there are over 140’
(Photovoltaik, 2008: 16).

On the international level, Denmark and Spain
emerged as keen supporters of Scheer's problem-
solution stream because renewable energies played
an important role in their domestic politics (Van de
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Graaf, 2013: 27). Spain's strong support was also
demonstrated through its hosting of the second prepa-
ratory conference, which was cochaired by Germany
and Denmark, and included final discussions on the
objectives and scope of IRENA (IRENA, 2022b).

Under the leadership of Germany, the three heads
of government published a brochure with their founding
intentions and openly incited other countries to become
members (Bundesregierung, 2008). The proposed in-
stitutional design of IRENA, including its membership
open to all countries, worldwide promotion of renewable
energies and the creation of a ‘centre of excellence’ to
support research and development, generally corre-
sponded to the policy entrepreneur's vision. However,
there were small divergences. For example, the official
proposal (and today's actual IRENA design) did not in-
clude a regulatory component that Scheer advocated.
The brochure also showed that a different approach
was taken to explain the rationale for the creation of
IRENA. For example, renewable energies create eco-
nomic opportunities, serve to secure energy supplies,
and stabilise the climate. In contrast, Scheer's proposal,
which was based on his ambition from phase one, had
used nuclear energy and fossil fuels as a justification
for the creation of IRENA by showing that ‘the dangers
of nuclear based security as well as the proliferation
of atomic weapons will result in our relying globally on
renewable energy’ (EUROSOLAR and WCRE, 2009:
24). Roehrkasten and Westphal (2013: 9) call this mod-
ified institutional design a ‘win—win framing’ and ‘soft
approach’, which is in contrast to Scheer's idea but in
line with the goal of the German government of obtain-
ing as much international support as possible. These
rather small adjustments had arisen in the international
politics stream but were not a danger to the policy en-
trepreneur's envisaged policy change.

The founding conference in January 2009 was
open to all UN members. Ultimately, all 75 participat-
ing countries signed the founding statute. At that point,
however, it appeared that major international support
for IRENA would fail to materialise. Influential states,
such as G8 countries (the U.S., Russia, Japan, the
United Kingdom and Canada) or emerging powers
(China, India, Brazil and South Africa), initially decided
against becoming founding members based on various
reservations, for example dismissal as a political fuss
or defending the IEA (see more Van de Graaf, 2012).
The organisation's founding nevertheless was pushed
forwards by Germany. In the months that followed, a
total of five sessions of the Preparatory Commission
for IRENA were held. At the end of June, shortly before
the second meeting in Sharm EI Sheik (Egypt), where
the first director-general was to be chosen, Australia,
Great Britain, Japan and the U.S. joined IRENA (U.S.
Department of State, 2009). The change in the U.S. ad-
ministration from President Bush to President Obama
explains the shift in climate policy issues and thus the

willingness to become a member of the organisation.
This, in turn, prompted numerous other states to join.

In phase three of interlevel mobility, the policy entre-
preneur was successful in creating a problem-solution
stream and pushing it through the national and interna-
tional politics streams. By using different characteris-
tics and strategies, he was able to find powerful allies
on the different levels and to prevail against veto play-
ers to implement successful policy changes.

5.6 | Phase four: Germany as host of
IRENA and a German director general?

As a final part of the politics stream, the remaining
detailed issues were discussed and opened another
personal window of opportunity for the policy entrepre-
neur. This included the issue of Germany as IRENA's
headquarters, together with Scheer as its first director.

During the founding conference, Germany (Bonn),
Austria (Vienna), Denmark (Copenhagen) and the
United Arab Emirates (Abu Dhabi) submitted appli-
cations for hosting the organisation's headquarters
(Scheer, 2012: 158). The Danish bid was withdrawn,
leaving three sites from which to choose. Germany
entered the race while proposing the former federal
capital Bonn as the host. The government thought it
had a good chance, because the country was, after
all, the main initiator for the creation of the organisa-
tion, and the city of Bonn was already home to a UN
campus with a major focus on environmental issues
(Eisel, 2009). Scheer, whose NGO EUROSOLAR was
based in Bonn, also backed the proposal. Austria
proposed Vienna as the optimal location, as numer-
ous international organisations were already located
there, for example the UN Energy Committee and
IAEA (Bundesrat, 2008). One of the reasons given by
the United Arab Emirates to back up their application
was that the headquarters for most international or-
ganisations are located in industrialised countries and
that there were none in the Arab region (Roehrkasten
& Westphal, 2013: 10).

To the surprise of many participants, Abu Dhabi was
chosen as the headquarters' location. Representatives
of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) declared the elec-
tion to be a priority in their government's foreign pol-
icy. In the run-up, the representative of the country
visited mainly members from developing countries to
ask for their support and made enormous financial
pledges they would deliver in the event of a victory.
While Germany promised start-up funding of $11 mil-
lion, the UAE committed more than $136 million, in
addition to funding to cover all logistics costs (Van de
Graaf, 2012). The UAE also promised to build Masdar
City, a new city in the desert of Abu Dhabi that would be
powered entirely by renewable energy, to dispel reser-
vations about the fact that they were an oil-producing
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country and to express support for renewable energies
(Roehrkasten & Westphal, 2013: 10). Alongside this
impressive range of additional offers, the country also
had powerful supporters. French President Sarkozy
promised, after a state visit to the UAE, that he would
advocate for the UAE across Francophone West Africa
to win Abu Dhabi some votes. U.S. diplomats across
the world were urged to lobby for Abu Dhabi, as the
UAE made it clear to the U.S. that they would only main-
tain their support in Afghanistan and Iraq, among other
places, if they were assured of the support of the U.S.
for Abu Dhabi. The UAE indicated that if Abu Dhabi
were successful, they would remember Americans'
assistance favourably (Carrington, 2010). In contrast,
the German government campaign seemed rather
unambitious and was limited to focusing on reforming
the UN Security Council to obtain a permanent seat
(Roehrkasten & Westphal, 2013: 10). Subsequently,
to avoid imminent defeat after the vote, Germany and
Austria withdrew their respective applications. The of-
ficial reasoning was that there should be no conflicting
votes since the creation process should occur in the
spirit of cooperation. Therefore, UN member states
agreed on a package deal: Abu Dhabi was chosen as
the headquarters of the agency; Bonn became home
to the Innovation and Technology Centre; and Vienna
was chosen to host a liaison office for cooperation
(BMUV, 2009).

Germany did not support Scheer's intended can-
didacy as first director-general, arguing that a double
candidacy would jeopardise Bonn's chances as head-
quarters. As a result, the candidates for the position of
first director-general came from France, Denmark, Spain
and Greece (Renewable Energy Magazine, 2009). In
the election, the proposed candidate by France, Hélene
Pelosse, ultimately prevailed (Agence Europe, 2009).

Scheer's idea for the establishment of an interna-
tional organisation in the field of renewable energy
finally became a reality in 2009. However, the policy
entrepreneur's personal aspirations to run for the po-
sition of first director-general as well as his desire to
make Bonn the headquarters of the organisation were
overturned in the politics stream.

The findings of this section suggest two major implica-
tions for the interlevel mobility concept. First, the adjust-
ment of the problem-solution stream to suit the shift from
the international to the national level is crucial to demon-
strate sociability and awareness of the complex political
landscape. Second, political and transnational embed-
dedness are critical to policy entrepreneurship. The ac-
cess to different policymakers and taking advantage of
networks can be leveraged for the policy entrepreneur.
By leveraging these relationships, policy entrepreneurs
can navigate the complex terrain and promote their pol-
icy ideas more effectively. However, the findings also il-
lustrate some limitations to interlevel mobility. The UAE's
successful bid for IRENA headquarters was based on

its ability to make financial pledges and garner support
from other powerful nations. This suggests that policy
entrepreneurs need to be aware of other national inter-
ests and power dynamics, especially when it comes to
personal aspirations. Moreover, the fact that Germany
did not support the policy entrepreneur's candidacy as
first director-general despite his instrumental role in
IRENA's creation illustrates the challenges that policy
entrepreneurs may face in gaining formal leadership
positions. Even if policy entrepreneurs have the vision,
expertise and network to lead an organisation, they may
still face powerful opposition from other actors who pri-
oritise different criteria or interests.

6 | CONCLUSION

This article has focused on how subnational actors
mattered in the creation process of IRENA. Their ability
to move freely through the national, international and
transnational levels enables them to exert influence
over other actors while putting their preferences on the
political agenda. By combining two-level game theory
and the policy entrepreneurship literature, this study
captures this drift through the different levels by intro-
ducing the concept of interlevel mobility. The findings of
this paper are twofold.

From a theoretical perspective, interlevel mobil-
ity advances existing theoretical approaches towards
unveiling the ways in which policy entrepreneurs can
initiate policy change at the international level. The
concept illuminates how these actors leverage their
embeddedness and characteristics to drift between dif-
ferent levels.

Regarding policy implications, the study reveals
a potential blueprint for policymakers on what it
takes to achieve successful policy change and how
to implement it. Certain characteristics as well as
long-term planning and persistence are important
in achieving policy change. The case also highlights
the role of veto players in obstructing policy change.
Policymakers should mitigate their impact by identi-
fying potential veto players early on and finding com-
mon ground with them.

Notably, the study is not without limitations. A gen-
eralisation of the presented results, including the con-
struction of a dependable model, requires more than a
single case study. Thus, it is necessary to adapt and
expand interlevel mobility. However, the concept offers
a promising avenue for advancing international policy
entrepreneurship and contributes to a more compre-
hensive understanding of how subnational actors initi-
ate policy change at the international level.
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