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The transformation of global governance has taken multiple forms.
When the international relations scholarship speaks of such transform-
ations it refers implicitly or explicitly to an ideal type of twentieth-century
intergovernmental regimes, characterized by an integrated structure and
legal frameworks often managed by international organizations (IOs).
Increasingly, the idea of integrated international regimes centered on
organizational hierarchies has been challenged by a growing complexity
of institutional modalities and actors making governance claims. At least
three distinctive pathways of change in governance architectures can
be discerned.

First, among the traditional intergovernmental institutions and organ-
izational hierarchies there has been expansion of mandates to include
new and interdependent issues, resulting in regime complexes with
overlapping functions, norms, practices, and contractions.1 A second
pattern of change and complexity, which has become apparent over
several decades, is one where a traditional intergovernmental institution
remains central to a governance regime, but finds itself flanked by a
growing orbit of other IOs, as well as a diverse set of transnational
network-based initiatives and market instruments. Political processes of
“horizontal rescaling,” whereby issues become linked to and grafted on
the mandates of preexisting or new institutions, often result in this type of
complexification.2 Prototypical examples of such transformation are the
governance of health and climate change.3 Finally, for a third set of
global cooperation dilemmas an integrated intergovernmental regime
never was. Instead, distinct spheres of decentralized governance seem
to have developed organically out of a series of new institutional

1 Raustiala and Victor 2004; Alter and Meunier 2009; Hofmann 2009; Orsini et al. 2013
among others.

2 Andonova and Mitchell 2010.
3 Keohane and Victor 2011; Moon 2013; Moon et al. 2010; Morse and Keohane 2014;
Andonova 2017.

288

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108915199.011 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108915199.011


experiments, reforms, and practices, often carving political space in-
between preexisting regimes. In such decentralized spheres, trans-
national governance, conceptualized here as networks linking actors
across jurisdictions and steering action toward a set of collective and
public purposes, is a centrally important mode of organization and deliv-
ery of governance functions.4 Such networks may operate in the shadow
of governmental hierarchies, in the sense that they may include public
actors, draw resources from governmental agencies, or seek to ultimately
influence the creation of new hierarchical instruments. Nonetheless,
substantial articulation of governance purposes, norms, and functions
takes place across more horizontally structured networks and associated
markets. The governance of forestry, private military companies, busi-
ness and human rights, clean energy, and the internet have in many ways
followed such pattern of governance formation with a relatively decen-
tralized structure.5

This chapter focuses on clean energy governance to analyze the pat-
terns and causes of decentralized governance, when political gridlocks
have continuously blocked the issue in the frameworks of traditional
hierarchies. This is a policy sphere that has been constructed as such
first through transnational network-based initiatives, and more recently
with the creation of several new IO hierarchies and hybrid structures.
The analysis links to the line of inquiry in this volume about how
networks capture the growing interdependence across issue areas and
actors claiming governance roles. It also brings evidence of tendencies of
hybridization and considerable layering of modes of governance, as
networks often engage markets, rely on state agencies for resources,
and create pathways to new intergovernmental or hybrid structures.6

The chapter follows the overall framework of the volume by examining
how the modes of governance for clean energy have changed over time,
and what political dynamics can account for the relative decentralized
governance of the issue. The first section defines clean energy as an issue
area of global governance, and specifies the rationale for the intertem-
poral research design of the empirical analysis. The second section ana-
lyzes the evolution of clean energy governance across three distinct
periods and institutional developments – from limited cooperation within
hierarchical institutions to the proliferation of networks and ultimately
the creation of new hierarchies and hybrid arrangements. The third
section examines the political drivers of decentralized governance.

4 See Andonova et al. 2009; Andonova et al. 2017; Bulkeley et al. 2014.
5 Avant 2005, 2016; Cashore et al. 2004; Pattberg 2007; Raustiala 2016; Ruggie 2013.
6 Abbott et al. 2016; Andonova 2017; Bartley 2018.
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The Conclusion reflects on whether decentralized governance is good
news for cooperation.

Clean Energy Governance: Definition and Methods

The governance of clean energy involves the articulation of shared norms
and objectives on the transition toward energy systems that are more
efficient and less damaging to health and the environment, as well as
their implementation through a set of policies, networks, and practices.
Different organizations and networks working on clean energy have
adopted alternative, broader or narrower terminology and policy focus
on the issue, such as “renewable energy,” “low-carbon energy,” or
“sustainable energy.”7 For the purposes of this analysis, clean energy is
defined as the technologies, services, and processes that reduce energy
consumption and enable a transition to systems with low environmental
and health impacts, in particular through achieving greater efficiency and
increasing the share of renewable sources.8 The empirical examination of
the paths to decentralized governance for clean energy adopts an inter-
temporal methodology of analysis to document institutional change,
following the approach of Colgan, Keohane, and Van de Graaf.9

Specifically, the chapter identifies three relevant, albeit overlapping,
periods during which distinctive modalities of clean energy governance
developed, or in some circumstances failed to do so. This research design
corresponds to the interest of this volume as a whole to inquire how
changes in world politics have reshaped the modes of governance over
time, and the objective of the chapter to understand the pathways to
decentralized governance of clean energy.

The first period of analysis, the 1980s–1990s, marked the rise in
salience of issues related to alternative energy sources and energy effi-
ciency in the aftermath of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC) embargo and oil crisis (1970s) and heightened con-
cern about global warming (1980s and early 1990s). Yet, the rise in issue
salience also coincided with strong geopolitical interests to retain

7 See for example the different terminologies adopted by the Renewable Energy Network
(REN21, www.ren21.net/about-ren21/about-us/); the International Renewable Energy
Agency (IRENA, https://irena.org/aboutirena); the International Energy Agency (IEA,
www.iea.org/about/), the Sustainable Energy for All initiative (SEforAll, www.seforall
.org/about-us).

8 This conceptualization follows the definition adopted in Andonova and Chelminski
2016. It is derived from the objectives on clean energy outlined in major policy and
academic initiatives such as SEforALL, the IEA, and the MIT Clean Energy Prize (see
http://cep.mit.edu/tracks-1).

9 Colgan et al. 2012.
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sovereign control over the relative reliance on fossil fuels and the national
energy mix, resulting in limited intergovernmental collaboration on
cleaner energy.

The second period, from the late 1990s to 2010, marks the long
stalemate in climate cooperation that followed the adoption of the
Kyoto Protocol under the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the crowning debacle of its
2009 Conference of Parties in Copenhagen. This has been also a period
of increased proliferation of networks for clean energy governance,
starting to carve out a new space for cooperation with a noticeable degree
of separation from the gridlocks of the traditional energy and
climate institutions.

Finally, the third and most recent time period studied in the chapter,
2009–2017, has brought about a certain consolidation and formal, nor-
mative recognition of the decentralized sphere of clean energy govern-
ance. This period also marked the creation of a new intergovernmental
hierarchy, the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), as well
as the more hybrid structures of networks and hierarchies such as the UN
Sustainable Energy for All initiative and organization (SEforALL) and
the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 7 on Affordable and
Clean Energy.

For each period of time the analytic narrative examines the political
drivers of deadlock or variable creation of governance mechanisms for
clean energy. More specifically, it places the spotlight on the evolution
and sequencing of governance modalities, which have become the build-
ing blocks of decentralized governance architecture. The empirical analy-
sis relies on a cross-examination of studies that so far have tended to
situate clean energy initiatives as a subset of the regime complexes of
climate change or energy, rather than as a distinct governance sphere.10

In addition, it draws on text analysis of treaty instruments, international
reports, and other primary documents, as well as on interviews and a new
database on Transnational Clean Energy Governance to document the
evolutions of organizational modalities.11

10 See for example, Bulkeley et al. 2014; Florini and Sovacool 2009; Dubash and Florini
2011; Lesage et al. 2010; Keohane and Victor 2011, 2013; Van de Graaf 2013a.

11 The dataset draws on the following data sources: Barnsley and Ahn 2014; Andonova and
Chelminski 2016; and Climate South 2018 (see www.geg.ox.ac.uk/research/climate-
south). Through additional coding the new dataset on Transnational Clean Energy
Governance, 1980–2018 includes transnational initiatives with explicit and central
focus on the governance of clean energy as defined in this chapter. On the basis of the
type of actors that constitute the transnational governance network, the initiatives in the
Transnational Clean Energy Governance, 1980–2018 are also coded and classified as
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The Making of Clean Energy Governance: Networks,
Hierarchies, and Hybrids

Hierarchical Institutions and Stasis in Clean Energy Governance,
1980–1997

Global energy governance has been traditionally structured around inter-
governmental hierarchies, like the majority of issues that emerged in
twentieth-century Cold War politics. In the wake of the 1973 oil crisis
triggered by the embargo of OPEC, Western industrialized nations
established the International Energy Agency (IEA, 1974) as the principal
institution to facilitate cooperation for the security and predictability of
oil supply among members of the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development.12 Within intergovernmental hierarchies,
however, there was very limited scope for cooperation on cleaner or
alternative energy sources to fossil fuels for much of the twentieth cen-
tury. This was despite the fact that the 1970s oil shocks put on the policy
agenda the issue of greater energy efficiency and diversification of
resources with a certain urgency, and prompted the adoption of domestic
policies including in the USA, but also in some countries with autocratic
regimes such as Brazil and the Philippines. The salience of the issue led
to the first United Nations Conference on New and Renewable Sources
of Energy in Nairobi (1981). However, the proposal to create a special-
ized energy department within the World Bank with policy and financing
power was opposed by the USA. More generally, the geopolitical context
and state interests during that period were such that the management of
the energy mix rested firmly within the sovereign prerogatives of states.

Within the IEA, a Working Party on Renewable Energy Technologies
was created as an advisory body in 1982. However, the tight control over
the agency by member states, concerned primarily about the stability of
oil prices, made any substantial policy work or agreement on renewable
sources outside the reach of the agency. As Colgan et al. characterize it,
the IEA “remained structurally frozen in time.”13 Similarly, the Energy
Sector Management Assistance Program (ESMAP) was created in
1983 as a program within the World Bank, but at that time it focused
largely on access to energy and energy security. Text analysis of ESMAP
Annual Reports between 1983 and 1995 shows that these documents
only marginally mention “environmental externalities” and “energy

private, public, or partnered, following the methodology specified by Andonova et al.
2018.

12 Keohane 1984; Van de Graaf 2012. 13 Colgan et al. 2012, 126.
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efficiency,” a far cry from any serious policy or strategy for project invest-
ments away from fossil fuels.14

The issue of energy externalities and cleaner sources gained salience
again in the late 1980s and early 1990s with the rise in scientific and
public concern about climate change and reliance on fossil fuels.
Countries adopted the UNFCCC in 1992 as the main instrument of
climate cooperation. However, the convention entirely avoided the issue
of the transition to more sustainable energy sources and technology.
While its text calls for reduced emissions of greenhouse gases, which
implies progressive reduction in the use of fossil fuels, its language does
not contain any provision that directly mentions energy resources. The
term “energy” appears only in the Preamble, referring to developing
countries and stating that: “their energy consumption will need to grow
taking into account the possibilities for achieving greater energy effi-
ciency and for controlling greenhouse gas emissions in general.”15

States were simply not ready to delegate authority on energy matters
through the hierarchical mechanisms of an intergovernmental treaty,
despite their centrality for addressing climate change. As the then US
President George H.W. Bush remarked at the UNFCCC negotiations,
“the American way of life is not up for negotiation.”16 The Global
Environmental Facility (GEF) was established as the main funding
mechanism to serve the UNFCCC along with several other environmen-
tal conventions, providing some resources for clean energy projects,
which however were limited and bound by additionality conditions.

The adoption of the Kyoto Protocol under the UNFCCC was the
most notable event in the intergovernmental politics of climate change
during the second part of the 1990s, with important, although not fully
anticipated effects on the politics of clean energy governance. The Kyoto
Protocol established emission reduction targets for industrialized states
(Annex I countries), interpreting the UNFCCC provision for “common
but differentiated responsibilities” in a way that reified the divisions
between industrialized and developing countries on climate cooperation
(see Chapter 3). Article 2 of the Kyoto Protocol also specified that Annex
I industrialized countries will advance policies and measures to imple-
ment their emission reduction obligations according to their national
circumstances, including through “enhancement of energy efficiency”
and “promotion, development and increased use of, new and renewable

14
“Annual reports,” ESMAP. www.esmap.org/annual-reports.

15 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, adopted on May 9, 1995,
1771 U.N.T.S. 107, 3

16
“A Greener Bush,” The Economist, February 13, 2003.
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forms of energy.”17 The Kyoto Protocol was thus the only legal instru-
ment under the UNFCCC that included soft but explicit expectations
about energy sector reforms. However, by placing the provision under
Annex I the Kyoto Protocol also deepened the geopolitical discord on
climate change between the USA, the European Union states, and
developing countries. Its provision on clean energy is likely an additional
factor that contributed to its rapid demise in the US political context, and
conversely supported the European Union’s embrace of stronger com-
mitments on renewable sources since the late 1990s.18 The protocol
furthermore did not include dedicated financing or a strong technology
transfer mechanism for clean energy, implicitly pushing to the sideline
questions of developing countries’ engagement in a low-carbon transi-
tion.19 Divergence of geopolitical interest ossified into inflexible negoti-
ating blocks, and gridlock settled in for the next decade, particularly after
the US withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol.20

The analysis of institutional hierarchies and treaty provisions thus
reveals a highly limited scope to address the transition to a more sustain-
able energy mix within institutions such as the IEA, the UNFCCC, or
the World Bank at times of geopolitical discord and heightened concern
among states to maintain sovereign control and limited international
delegation over energy policy decisions.

Expanding Clean Energy Governance through Networks,
Late 1990s–Present

The longstanding geopolitical gridlock in climate politics between
2000 and 2015 is widely interpreted as one of the main triggers for
alternative, network-based action by non-state and substate actors on
climate-related issues. Indeed, this was a period of rapid proliferation of
transnational clean energy governance initiatives (see Figure 10.1).
However, the stasis in intergovernmental regimes on energy and climate
change is only a partial account of the politics that produced a decentral-
ized and layered architecture of clean energy governance. The diversifi-
cation of political agency in international affairs and the ability of non-
state and substate actors to directly claim governance roles have shaped
in significant ways networked modes of governance.21

17 Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change,
adopted December 11, 1997, 37 I.L.M. 22 (1998), Article 2

18 Schreurs et al. 2009. 19 Benedick 2001. 20 Depledge 2006; Hale et al. 2013.
21 Andonova et al. 2009, 2017; Bulkeley et al. 2014; Green 2014; Hoffmann 2011; Prakash

and Potoski 2006; Ruggie 2004; Slaughter 2004.
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The 1992 Rio Summit on the Environment and Sustainable
Development, where the UNFCCC was negotiated, provided one of
the first formal platforms for participation by private, advocacy, and
substate actors. As a result, several transnational initiatives with explicit
priorities on energy sustainability were launched, independently from the
intergovernmental processes that steered clear from the issue. The E-7
consortium of electricity companies (later renamed E-8 and now the
Global Sustainable Electricity Partnership) pledged to promote “expert-
ise, competence, know-how” and investment for more efficient and
environmentally sound electricity use and production, including through
greater share of renewables.22 The Local Governments for Sustainability
(ICLEI) network engaged municipalities in horizontal collaboration to
leverage commitments, resources, and support for local sustainability,
such as the advancement of cleaner energy systems, energy efficiency,
and urban planning.23 ICLEI became the network with the widest global
participation of cities with commitments for climate and energy action.24

In many ways the E-7 partnership and ICLEI were precursors of a larger
tendency in subsequent decades to advance the clean energy discourse
and objectives through the expansion of transnational governance net-
works. Figure 10.1 captures the intertemporal tendency in the rise
of transnational networks as modes of governance for clean energy
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Figure 10.1 Evolving modalities of clean energy governance.
Source: Author, data from Transnational Clean Energy Database, 1990–2018

22 E-7 1992. 23 Betsill and Bulkeley 2004. 24 Andonova et al. 2017.
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since the late 1990s, alongside intergovernmental institutions and
hybrid initiatives.

Figure 10.1 also reveals a rapidly developing tendency toward shared
authority between public and private actors through transnational gov-
ernance networks and public–private partnerships, operating in parallel
with intergovernmental institutions. The political incentives behind the
proliferation of networks have several dimensions.

First, the divergence of preferences among groups of industrialized
countries, which contributed to the gridlock in climate cooperation for
much of the 2000s, motivated the mobilization of coalitions of the “green
and greedy” or of the “brown and greedy”25 between public and private
or advocacy interests, to promote energy technology diffusion and pol-
icies via transnational networks. Entrepreneurs of donor-driven networks
typically included government departments within states, often alongside
with industry associations and IOs.26 The Asia-Pacific Partnership, for
example, was sponsored by the US government and involved counter-
parts in Australia, India, and China, among others. Through a series of
ministerial meetings it promoted a technology-oriented approach to the
reduction of greenhouse gases from the fossil fuel industry, including
clean coal. The partnership was also interpreted as an effort to under-
mine the Kyoto Protocol.27 European countries with proactive renewable
policies in turn supported initiatives such as the Renewable Energy and
Energy Efficiency Partnership (REEEP), the Johannesburg Renewable
Energy Coalitions, and REN21.28 All of these initiatives used a trans-
national, network-based structure that facilitated involvement of private
actors, policy officials, and actors from developing countries in a process
of governance experimentation and project-based investment.29

Second, IOs, or more precisely departments and individual leaders
within IOs, sometimes reacted with surprising speed and entrepreneur-
ship to establish new programs on clean energy governance. More often
than not such programs took the shape of hybrid partnership networks,
rather than hierarchically implemented instruments or formal policies.30

In 1997, for example, the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) established its Energy Branch. In an interview the founding
director of the Energy Branch explained:

Before the Kyoto Protocol, it was impossible to discuss renewable energy and
energy efficiency in the political context of the UN. The Protocol brought
the issue into the open. There was a growing interest among industry and

25 Hicks et al. 2008. 26 Andonova 2014, 2017; Bulkeley et al. 2014.
27 Taplin and McGee 2010. 28 Andonova, Castro et al. 2018.
29 Bulkeley et al. 2014; Szulecki et al. 2011. 30 Andonova 2010, 2017; Newell 2011.
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policy circles in renewable energy, but the quality of information and expertise
were limited; particularly for developing countries, which were not members
of the IEA.31

Organizational entrepreneurs within UNEP thus saw a political oppor-
tunity to advance a portfolio of clean energy programs and partnerships
that would fall within UNEP’s mandate and expertise related to technol-
ogy, industry, and climate change.32 This work proceeded in large part
through networks, including the REN21 partnership network that
expanded to become one of the most authoritative governance bodies
providing information and facilitation of policy coordination on issues of
renewable energy.33 UNEP’s clean energy portfolio benefited to a great
degree from the parallel creation of another entrepreneurial structure –

the United Nations Foundation and the UN Fund for International
Partnerships (UNFIP) – set up by then Secretary-General Kofi Annan
with the support of a $1 billion grant from US philanthropist Ted
Turner.34 The fund identified clean energy as a priority for supporting
partnership collaboration between UN agencies and private and civil
society actors. Over time UNEP’s Energy Branch established a diverse
portfolio of transnational programs and partnerships, with the support of
UNFIP, a variety of public and private donors, relevant departments in
developing countries, industry, and think tanks. The focus of energy
initiatives, in which UNEP is engaged, ranges from energy efficiency
(e.g., the Global Market Transformation for Efficient Lighting, the
Sustainable Buildings and Construction Programme, the Global Fuel
Efficiency Initiative) to improved access to clean energy (e.g., the African
Rural Energy Enterprise Development Programme, the Clean Cookstove
Alliance, REEEP, Sustainable Biofuels) and provision of expertise and
technical support on energy-related strategies.

A third type of clean energy network involves a growing number of
non-state and substate actors, which have created horizontal initiatives
across borders for climate and clean energy. Most municipal and
regional climate governance networks, such as ICLEI, C40, or
Regions20, place strong emphasis on efficient energy management,
transportation, efficiency of buildings, and displacement of polluting
technologies. Clean energy issues have thus found a space on subnational
policy agenda, through their interdependence with concerns about local
air pollution, dependence on imported fossil fuel, and the effects of

31 Interview, director of UNEP Energy, Paris, July 2015. 32 Andonova 2017.
33 Andonova 2017; interview with senior staff member of REN21, Paris, May 2015. See

also Barnsley and Ahn 2014; REN21 2015; Stadelmann and Castro 2014.
34 Andonova 2017.
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climate change. Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and industry
associations have similarly established partnerships or voluntary commit-
ments to advance cleaner and more efficient energy systems. However,
the most significant contribution from the private sector to the clean
energy transition has taken place primarily through markets, including
through trade and foreign direct investment and in response to incentives
put in place by government policies and diffusion effects.35

Finally, and somewhat paradoxically, the influence of formal hierarch-
ical institutions such as the Kyoto Protocol of the UNFCCC, or agencies
such as the World Bank and the IEA on clean energy collaboration, has
materialized primarily through associated networks and market-based
mechanisms rather than hierarchical implementation of intergovernmen-
tal commitments. The Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) and the
Joint Implementation (JI) mechanisms of the Kyoto Protocol became de
facto the most important market-based instruments under the UNFCCC
for clean energy technology transfer.36 This is despite the fact the CDM
and JI were not designed to exclusively target clean energy investment,
and in some instances produced perverse incentives for low-cost offsets
in methane capture from coal mines or the continued production and
destruction of hydrochlorofluorocarbons.37 Nonetheless, approximately
72 percent of all CDM projects up to February 2019 involved renewable
energy, providing project-based investments for the diffusion of cleaner
technologies,38 and importantly, for the creation of domestic constitu-
encies in favor of such transitions.39

Under the shadow of the formal UNFCCC market mechanisms
emerged private carbon markets and transnational private rules to regu-
late them. Green qualifies private carbon markets as “entrepreneurial
governance” capturing the bottom-up agency of private developers, epi-
stemic communities, consultants, associations, and NGOs.40 In 2013 the
new Climate Technology Centre and Network (CTCN) involving mul-
tiple institutions and experts was established to facilitate “technology
solutions, capacity building and advice on policy” under the UNFCCC
Technology Mechanism, with limited direct funding allocated to it.41

Kyoto Protocol market mechanisms, furthermore, provided an
impetus for the Environment Department of the World Bank to create,
with donor countries and private actor participation, a series of carbon
funds as financial instruments to support the implementation of market-

35 Dechezleprêtre et al. 2011; Gallagher 2014. 36 Stadelmann and Castro 2014.
37 Wara and Victor 2008. 38 UNEP DTU Partnership 2019.
39 Andonova and Sun 2019; Schröder 2012. 40 Green 2014.
41 See www.ctc-n.org/.
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based carbon offsets. In the course of less than ten years the expanding
number of climate funds made the World Bank a focal point for the
creation, in 2008, of the Climate Investment Facility (CIF), the largest
mechanism at the time for targeted financing for clean technology trans-
fer and climate change.42 Amid the proliferation of organizational plat-
forms, transnational networks, and markets for clean energy, there was a
sense that the IEA was lagging behind.43 However, the IEA had an
important epistemic advantage as the principal depository of credible
information on energy, technology roadmaps, and advisory functions.44

Ultimately, with facilitation and financing by the G8, the International
Partnership for Energy Efficiency Cooperation (IPEEC) and the Low-
Carbon Energy Technology Platform were created as partnership plat-
forms through which the IEA has expanded its expertise and advisory
functions on cleaner energy, particularly with respect to developing
countries.45 As the present analysis reveals, during the period of stagnat-
ing climate negotiations in the late 1990s and the 2000s, networks with
highly variable constellations of actors became the most vibrant modes of
clean energy governance. Such networks were created at multiple sites of
governance, reflecting the interdependency of issues and actors, and
frequently in conjunction with market mechanisms linked to carbon
offsets and technology investments. Moreover, the transnational govern-
ance networks captured by Figure 10.1 are, in many ways, just the tip of a
more complex web of initiatives and practices, linking the global and the
local transnationally.

Specific cases can illustrate further the functioning of this sphere of
interdependent and overlapping networks. Consider the initiative of the
mayor of Saint Cristóbal in the Galapagos Islands to launch the first wind
power project ever built on an island for the displacement of 50 percent
of the island’s diesel-generated electricity. This initiative was prompted
by concerns about dependency on imported diesel fuel and its significant
externalities resulting from air pollution and oil spills. It became possible
primarily through a global partnership network, which included the
Global Sustainable Electricity Partnership, investments from private util-
ities such as American Electric Power and RWE Power AG, the United
Nations Development Program, the national government of Ecuador,

42 Andonova 2017; Newell 2011; Nakhooda 2011; interview with staff members of the
World Resources Institute, Washington, DC, July 2014.

43 Van de Graaf 2012; Colgan et al. 2012.
44 Interview, director of UNEP Energy, Paris, July 2015. See also Keohane 1984.
45 Interview with staff member of the International Energy Agency, May 2015, Paris. See

also Barnsley and Ahn 2014; Lesage et al. 2010.
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and facilitation and financial support from UNFIP.46 As this very local
episode illustrates, multiple institutions, partnerships, and platforms
interplay to create spheres of decentralized network-based governance.
By focusing on the global level the analysis of this chapter thus captures
some of the gateways to a much thicker and broader network of actors.

Layering and Institutionalization of Clean Energy Governance,
2009–2017

After the first decade of rising networks for clean energy governance, the
creation of IRENA in 2009 marked a turn to formal intergovernmental-
ism for the first time in this policy issue. The mandate of the new
organizational hierarchy focuses on renewable energy, rather than on a
broader scope of technologies and systems for a sustainable energy
transition. Nonetheless, it also represents the first formal institutional-
ization of clean energy governance. Existing accounts explain IRENA as
a major institutional breakthrough, driven by a new geopolitical constel-
lation and a sufficient coalition of powerful state actors that were increas-
ingly dissatisfied with the limitations of the IEA.47 However, the present
analysis raises a prior question: to what extent did the growing constella-
tion of clean energy networks and markets prior to 2009 ultimately help
to articulate a closer agreement among industrialized countries and with
the Global South? Lead countries on clean energy, such as Germany and
the UK, used high-level network-based platforms such as the G8 and
G20 to advance greater consensus on energy transition and to pledge
financing as a commitment mechanism. Transnational partnerships and
market-based instruments, in turn, promote learning, policy diffusion,
and project-based investment in emerging and developing countries,
strengthening policy constituencies. Transnational networks thus con-
structed, over the first decade of the twenty-first century, a sphere of
governance that is related to and yet distinct from the contentious
climate politics, and which appeared more technical and focused on
information, technology transfer through projects, and new investment
mechanisms. Not coincidentally, the new intergovernmental agency
IRENA was fashioned as a depository of expertise, capacity building,
and project-based investment to promote renewable resources.

After 2009 the formal institutionalization of the emergent sphere of
clean energy governance in some ways responded to concerns about

46 Interview with senior staff of UNFIP, New York, September 2014. See also Global
Sustainable Electricity Partnership 2016.

47 Colgan et al. 2012; Van de Graaf 2013a, 2013b.
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institutional fragmentation and the role of decentralized networks as
conduits of influence by powerful actors.48 It proceeded with the parallel
construction of institutions under the auspices of more broadly represen-
tative UN frameworks (Figure 10.1), and with a formal articulation of
norms and the rationalization of clean energy governance as a sphere of
hybrid authority. Because of their voluntary and self-selecting participa-
tion, transnational governance arrangements have tended to privilege the
agendas of actors with stronger capacity and interests, rather than those
that are marginalized with fewer resources and greater need for govern-
ance support.49 The resulting patterns of participation often reified famil-
iar inequities across the industrialized North and the Global South.50 Led
by such concerns, developing countries challenged the increasing domin-
ance of the World Bank in climate financing networks and markets, and
motivated, in part, the negotiations of the Green Climate Fund (GCF)
under the more representative structure of the UNFCCC. Ultimately the
GCF was fashioned as a formal intergovernmental institution, which
however did not replace the World Bank CIF, and included partnership-
type horizontal structures through its Private Sector Facility.51

The UN initiative on Sustainable Energy for All (2011), launched by
then UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon subsequently became the
main vehicle for the formal recognition and institutionalization of the
decentralized sphere of clean energy governance. The process had all the
elements of organizational orchestration.52 The UN Secretary-General
launched the initiative as a “movement” and “consultation” rather than a
summit or negotiation, engaging UN agencies but also a multitude of
partnerships and networks for clean energy governance.53 In effect,
Sustainable Energy for All deliberately brought the hybrid structure of
the decentralized governance for clean energy to the floor of the UN
General Assembly. It became the first multi-stakeholder process to result
in the adoption of a UN General Assembly Resolution 65/151 on the
International Year of Sustainable Energy for All, which articulated for the
first time a set of broad normative objectives and a policy consensus for a
“sustainable energy transition.”54 It implicitly recognized the two
decades of prior work of the multitude of transnational networks, IOs,
and partnerships and provided the normative glue of a new sphere of
hybrid governance. Notably, the Resolution on Sustainable Energy for All
does not mention the UNFCCC, having been adopted during the period

48 Barnett and Duvall 2005; Hafner-Burton et al. 2009. 49 Andonova and Levy 2003.
50 Bulkeley et al. 2014. 51 Andonova 2017. 52 Abbott et al. 2016.
53 The Secretary-General’s High-Level Group on Sustainable Energy for All 2012.
54 UN General Assembly 2011, 2012, 3.
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of stagnation in climate negotiations, even though it calls for a climate-
resilient future.55 The resolution also paved the way for the inclusion, in
the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), of Goal 7 on the
advancement and implementation of “access to affordable, reliable, sus-
tainable and modern energy for all.”56 In an interesting twist of insti-
tutional evolution, the Sustainable Energy for All Initiative was
subsequently incorporated as a formal IO in Vienna, albeit with a
multi-stakeholder constituency including “leaders in government, the
private sector and civil society” and a mandate linked to SDG 7 and
the UNFCCC Paris Agreement.57 This identity card of the organization
and Figure 10.1 summarize the hybrid and decentralized structure of
clean energy governance that developed in the course of two decades,
through the interplay of networks, markets, and hierarchies.

Decentralized Governance for Clean Energy: Why Is It
Happening?

The decentralized sphere of networks, hierarchies, and hybrid arrange-
ments for clean energy governance represents an increasingly common
institutional constellation in international relations. It is characterized by
the absence of a core integrated regime, instead involving the layering of
organizational modalities and sources of authority. Such constellations
have become part of a broader tendency of hybridization of governance
that relies increasingly on the interplay between public and private gov-
ernance, and between traditional bureaucratic hierarchies, transnational
networks, and informal instruments of governance.58 What accounts for
the growing reliance on a relatively non-hierarchical layering of networks,
markets, and formal IOs for the governance of many global issues?

In the case of clean energy, geopolitics has been a fundamental struc-
tural and political variable that in the first instance prevented the effective
integration of clean energy issues in preexisting or new international
regimes, as documented most notably for the cases of the IEA and the
UNFCCC. Furthermore, as issues gain in complexity there is both a
greater degree of uncertainty about the payoffs of collaboration and
greater normative contestation, leading to consistent reluctance by states

55 UN General Assembly 2011. 56 UN General Assembly 2015, 14.
57 “About Us,” SEforAll. www.seforall.org/about-us.
58 Abbott et al. 2016; Andonova 2017; Andonova et al. 2018; Bartley 2018; Büthe and

Mattli 2011; Farrell and Newman 2014; Kahler 2016; Pauwelyn et al. 2012; Vabulas and
Snidal 2013; Sending and Neumann 2006; Green 2014; Raustiala 2016; Tallberg et al.
2013.
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to delegate substantial authority on energy under the UNFCCC
framework.59 Even the Paris Agreement, which is considered as a mile-
stone in breaking the climate cooperation gridlock, “encourages” “tech-
nology development and transfer” but does not include a specific
mention of “energy” or “energy transition.”60 Categories matter. They
reflect how different institutions may facilitate or obstruct the articulation
of contested political priorities, and influence international relations and
policy choices.61

While geopolitics and other structural accounts capture important
changes in world politics, such as the constellation of power and inter-
ests, resources, and connectivity, the present analysis shows that the
pluralization of agency has to a large extent shaped the networks and
market-based mechanisms that gave rise to the sphere of clean energy
governance. It furthermore highlights the role of governance entrepre-
neurs, for example actors with strong normative, epistemic, or incentive-
based motivations, to engage in the construction of new experimentalist
governance through transnational networks. Such entrepreneurs can be
private, non-state actors,62 but also institutional actors such as IOs or
government agencies that have driven or orchestrated the political coali-
tions behind the proliferation of governance modalities.63

The empirical analysis of the making of clean energy governance also
reveals that networks and markets have deployed governance functions
primarily through expertise, financing, and the project-based implemen-
tation of technology.64 They focused at first on providing credible infor-
mation and facilitating stronger epistemic consensus on renewable
energy, energy efficiency, and other transition pathways, implicitly or
explicitly assuming advocacy and policy diffusion functions. A large
number of transnational partnerships and subnational initiatives in turn
have adopted strong capacity-building, financing, and project-
implementation approaches. The influence of these modalities of govern-
ance has materialized by revealing and updating preferences and by the
facilitation of learning and negotiation among formerly distant political
positions on clean energy. Policy-making and regulation on clean energy
matters, in turn, have remained largely in the domain of domestic politics.

59 Keohane and Victor 2013.
60 See Paris Agreement, 2015. https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-

agreement/the-paris-agreement.
61 Barnett and Finnemore 2004.
62 Boasson and Huitema 2017; Green 2014; Cashore et al. 2004; Prakash and Potoski

2006.
63 Andonova 2017; Abbott et al. 2015; Hale and Roger 2014.
64 See also Andonova et al. 2009; Andonova, Castro et al. 2018.
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Finally, the analysis in this chapter demonstrates that the entrepre-
neurship of decentralized and network-based modalities of governance
has not taken place in an institutional vacuum. Political entrepreneurs
take cues from the intergovernmental space or from domestic politics to
foster alliances across borders and identify windows of opportunity for
action. Ultimately, we also observe a turn to more formal institutional-
ization, albeit through a hybrid structure that has included the creation of
a new intergovernmental hierarchy IRENA, the adoption through a
multi-stakeholder process of a UN resolution, a set of goals on clean
energy, and subsequently the incorporation of SEforALL into an organ-
izational bureaucracy with a multi-stakeholder constituency to manage
the UN SDG on sustainable energy. These mechanisms advance the
functions of institutionalizing and legitimating the emergent sphere of
clean energy governance by articulating more explicitly its underlying
purpose, norms, and policy objectives. The analysis thus reveals pro-
cesses of experimentation across multiple planes of politics as key
dynamics that can help to explain the decentralized development of
new hybrid spheres of governance from the ground up.

Conclusion: Is Decentralized Governance Good News
for Cooperation?

Climate change, by now an existential threat to earth systems, has given
the impetus for political interests to advance cleaner energy technologies
and cooperation. Paradoxically, and somewhat counterintuitively, the
UNFCCC has not proved to be the most conducive institutional setting
for developing a substantive agreement on advancing a clean energy
transition. Clean energy collaboration proceeded first through trans-
national networks and experimental initiatives, linking to or in parallel
with the climate and energy regimes. Such network-based collaboration
became visible at the highest political level (G8, the Major Economies
Forum, the Clean Energy Ministerial), as well as through hundreds and
possibly thousands of transnational public–private partnerships, net-
works of cities, regions, NGOs, and industry. Some of these networks
expanded and became institutionalized as “multisector” IOs. Others
have lost political influence and disbanded. These institutions have put
in place a set of tools in terms of credible expertise, capacity building,
policy advice, and funding to support transition pathways.

Such developments raise the question: is decentralized governance
good news for cooperation? Is it signaling the coming end of inter-
national treaty-making as we know it? Is it second best to the traditional
integrated and legalized regimes?

304 Liliana B. Andonova

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108915199.011 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108915199.011


The complexification of global governance may not always be good
news for researchers or policy-makers, who now may have to make sense
of and work with myriad institutions, networks, and market-based activ-
ities. For many issue areas, however, gone are the days of the relatively
integrated and organized regimes around specific rules and commit-
ments, against which we could attempt to measure effectiveness. And
yet the governance of clean energy is part of a broader set of issues, where
decentralized governance has made the advancement and articulation of
global objectives possible, while still depending to a large degree on
national governments and substate actors for their codification and
implementation. The development of decentralized governance for clean
energy, I would argue, has followed in many ways the problem structure
of the issue and the underlying interest by the majority of states to retain
considerable sovereignty in setting priorities and policies to shape the use
and mix of energy resources.

The variety of initiatives, norms, and funding instruments attempts to
steer domestic practice, implementation, and learning to support more
sustainable energy strategies. In this sense, one could stipulate that the
pluralization of agency in world politics and of modes of organization has
contributed to fostering collaboration, which may not have been possible
through state-centric and formal diplomacy-driven modalities. Several
streams of politics, fluctuating between gridlock and cooperation,
seemed to have come together to facilitate a normative commitment to
a more sustainable energy future and enabled streams of information,
projects, and investment. From such a perspective, complex decentral-
ized governance has made collaboration on clean energy possible, despite
a clear tendency to keep the issue under the lid of sovereignty. At the
same time, the multitude of institutions that make the structure of
governance and their boundaries can appear fragmented, elusive, and
contested. The distributional implication of myriad governance modes,
their sufficiency for addressing global problems, and the lines of account-
ability are far from established. Understanding the contemporary trans-
formation of governance is thus, in many ways, only the first step toward
a larger and more difficult inquiry about effectiveness and accountability.

Transnational networks, flatter in structure compared to hierarchies,
are nonetheless important conduits of power and influence.65

Nonlegalized network governance thus tends to privilege certain agendas
that are pursued by actors with stronger capacity and interests, compared
to marginalized actors with fewer resources and greater need for

65 Barnett and Duvall 2005; Hafner-Burton et al. 2009.
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governance support.66 The resulting patterns of participation in trans-
national governance networks often reify, at least in their initial stages,
familiar inequities across the industrialized North and the Global
South.67 In practice, transnational market-based networks have privil-
eged participation by large emerging countries such as China, India,
Brazil, or Russia.68 New financing mechanisms may consolidate the
influence of traditionally powerful institutions such as the World Bank
and donor agencies.69 Such concerns, particularly among developing
countries, have prompted demands for the greater institutionalization
of new financing instruments, including through oversight and alignment
with the UNFCCC as a broadly representative institution.
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