The International Energy Agency faces political challenges amid climate shift
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The International Energy Agency (IEA), headquartered near the Eiffel Tower in Paris, continues to operate under the mandate set by its 32 member countries, as confirmed in a recent statement from the agency. The IEA's current programme of work was agreed upon during its last Ministerial meeting in February 2024, and it remains responsive to feedback from all member states on their priorities moving forward.
Established in the aftermath of the 1973 oil crisis, the IEA initially functioned as a buffer to mitigate energy shocks. However, in 2019, the agency underwent a significant shift in focus after persistent advocacy from environmental groups. It began prioritising research and support for global efforts aimed at preventing catastrophic and extreme global warming. This reorientation elevated the agency’s executive director, Turkish energy expert Fatih Birol, to become a prominent figure advocating the global green transition. His role is bolstered by the IEA’s extensive team of energy experts and analysts.
During a discussion with journalists on Tuesday, a Brazilian official remarked on the IEA's influence, stating, “The International Energy Agency has been quite extraordinary in pointing directions and showing impressive statistics and tendencies that are influencing considerably the negotiation.” This praise highlights the agency’s growing impact on international energy and climate policy discussions.
Despite this, Birol and the IEA face opposition from fossil fuel interests, particularly within the United States. Under the Trump administration’s second term, there has been heightened scrutiny of international institutions, with efforts to reshape them to align more closely with American priorities. According to a European official, this has placed Birol and the IEA “caught in the eye of a storm.”
Notably, Senate Majority Whip John Barrasso, a prominent Republican representing Wyoming, a state heavily involved in coal production, has publicly criticised Birol. Barrasso is leading efforts to pressure the IEA into abandoning climate research that supports actions to mitigate global warming, arguing that such changes “are never going to happen,” as he told reporters during the winter.
Adding to the uncertainty surrounding the agency's future funding and engagement is President Donald Trump’s directive to review U.S. participation in all international organisations. This review is scheduled to be completed by August and could potentially lead to the United States withdrawing from the IEA. The U.S. has historically contributed an average of 14 percent of the IEA’s annual budget over the past decade, making its involvement financially significant.
The developments place the IEA at a critical juncture as it balances its evolving mission to address climate change with the political dynamics influencing its member states, particularly the position of the United States. The outcome of the upcoming review may have substantial implications for the agency’s operations and its role in shaping global energy policies.
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