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Climate Obstruction in Poland

A Governmental–​Industrial Complex

KACPER SZULECKI, TOMAS MALTBY,  
AND JULIA SZULECKA

INTRODUCTION: ADDICTED TO COAL?

Despite the recent rapid deployment of renewable energy sources, prima-
rily solar, Poland remains Europe’s most coal-​dependent economy.1 For 
more than two decades, governments treated this admittedly challenging 
departure point as an argument for the ‘unique treatment’ of Poland in 
European and global climate protection efforts. Since the nation’s acces-
sion into the European Union in 2004, consecutive Polish governments 
have been veto players on more ambitious climate policy initiatives and 
decarbonization targets.

The International Energy Agency (IEA) argues that if the world is to 
follow a pathway to limit global warming to 1.5°C, all members of the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) need 
to have phased out coal by 2030.2 Meanwhile, at the 2018 United Nations 
climate summit (COP 24) hosted by Poland, President Andrzej Duda stated 
that ‘there is no plan today to fully give up on coal’ and that Polish supplies 
would last 200 years.3

After Poland vetoed the European Union’s 2050 net zero emissions 
target in 2019, European Union managed to adopt it later, with a ca-
veat: the European Council noted that ‘one Member State [Poland], at this 
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stage, cannot commit to implement this objective’.4 Poland’s 2040 en-
ergy strategy, finalized in 2021, envisages electricity generation from coal 
in 2030 at a level higher than the European Commission’s assessment of 
the European Union’s total coal budget,5 with 11% of its energy still pro-
vided by coal in 2040,6 and coal mining phased out only by 2049.7 Poland 
is one of only two EU member states with no coal power phase-​out target, 
while twenty-​one of twenty-​seven other member states have committed 
to phasing out coal by 2030 as part of the Powering Past Coal Alliance, 
a voluntary grouping of states, regions, and cities aiming to accelerate 
coal phaseout.8 The ‘dirtiest’ coal plant in Europe in terms of emissions is 
Bełchatów, in central Poland,9 and Poland was also the only EU member 
state that added new coal capacity in 2021.10

Within Polish society, there are clear signals of a change in societal 
attitudes toward the climate crisis, especially since 2018, when Poland 
hosted COP 24 in Katowice. This event coincided with the emergence of 
new climate protest initiatives, linked to the global Fridays for Future and 
‘School Strike for Climate’ movement as well as Extinction Rebellion’s 
protests. Droughts, heat waves, and Europe’s poorest air quality—​thirty-​
six of Europe’s fifty most air polluted cities are located in Poland11—​have 
also contributed to raising awareness of human activity’s environmental 
impacts. The divergence between government policy and the expectations 
of ambitious climate action among a growing part of society is becoming 
increasingly apparent.

As of 2023, Poland remains the sole EU country not committed to the 
net zero 2050 objective, citing ‘the difficult starting point of the Polish 
transition and its social and economic aspects’.12 In this chapter, we argue 
that Poland’s insufficient climate protection efforts cannot be justified by a 
difficult point of departure.13 They are instead the result of different forms 
of climate obstruction, some of them strategic and intentional.

Historical emissions

The collapse of Poland’s centrally planned communist economy between 
1988 and 1990 resulted in many energy-​ and carbon-​intensive industrial 
facilities closing, contributing to a sharp reduction in national emissions 
between 1987 and 1990 and a further drop between 1996 and 2002 be-
fore stabilizing for the next two decades (Figure 8.1).14 This historic change 
meant, however, that Poland was able to meet both European and interna-
tional (i.e. the Kyoto Protocol’s) reduction targets without additional effort 
or a conscious climate policy. When the European Union set a collective 
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2020 net emissions reduction target of 20% based on a 1990 baseline and 
successfully achieved this goal with a 32% reduction,15 Poland decreased its 
emissions by 20.1%.16 It also achieved its 2020 renewable energy target of 
16% (reaching 16.1%) but fell short of its energy efficiency target.17

Poland’s per capita greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions peaked in 1980 at 
more than 500 million metric tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents (MMT 
CO2e) and were 477 MMT CO2e in 1990.18 The country’s share of global 
responsibility is 0.96%.19 On a pathway to limit global warming to 2°C, 
Poland’s fair-​share emissions for 2030 are a reduction from 1990 levels of 
45% (to 260 MMT CO2e), 55% for a 1.5°C scenario, or 67% (to 155 MMT 
CO2e) for a 1.5°C LED scenario.20 However, the European Union’s collective 
proposed reduction of 55% by 203021 is considered insufficient by Climate 
Action Tracker.22 Poland’s goal is far less ambitious at ‘approximately 30%’, 
and far from the global or EU fair share.23

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: HOW POLAND BECAME 

COAL LAND

When Poland regained its independence after World War I, a significant 
part of Upper Silesia—​which had become an industrial powerhouse of 
the German Empire thanks to large coal reserves—​was awarded to the 
Poles, together with its mines and industrial facilities. This gave Poland in-
digenous coal resources, large enough to make the country energy inde-
pendent, and serving as a base for industrial expansion and a profitable 
export industry.

Then, during the reconstruction efforts after World War II, Poland 
conducted a massive electrification program based mainly on hard-​coal 
power plants. Post-​war territorial changes increased indigenous coal re-
sources considerably and by 1980, the country had become the second-​
largest producer of coal in Europe, after the Soviet Union. Coal mining and 
heavy industry were promoted by the communist authorities as the foun-
dation of post-​war prosperity, but also as a source of national and working-​
class pride.24 As such, the notion of coal as ‘black gold’, Poland’s invaluable 
treasure, and the figure of the selfless miner sacrificing himself for the 
benefit of society became deeply engraved in the Polish collective imagi-
nation of technological progress.25 Coal is inextricably linked by politicians 
with Poland’s role in the European Union and the world—​Prime Minister 
Beata Szydło stated that coal was ‘a synonym of development and moder-
nity’.26 This notion prevails, and the symbolic importance of coal is ac-
knowledged even by Green Party MPs: ‘We are dependent on coal. Not only 
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in the energy sector and in the economic sense, but also in our national 
mentality . . . associated with some idea of patriotism, independence, and 
energy security’.27 Attacks on coal are cast as ‘an attack on sovereignty’,28 
particularly by the far-​right political forces.29

In the 1970s, the communist authorities constructed several large-​scale 
hydropower plants and explored developing nuclear energy capacity to 
limit coal dependency. However, protest campaigns in the second half of 
the 1980s and the transition from communism to capitalism halted these 
plans in 1990.30 Meanwhile, lignite (brown coal) was gaining prominence, 
and the Bełchatów plant, completed in 1988, became Europe’s largest 
coal power plant and one of the largest in the world. As many as 388,000 
people—​roughly 1% of the entire population—​were employed in the coal 
sector in 1990, when close to 100% of electricity was generated from coal.31

Following the political transition and in response to ecological catas-
trophe, to which the coal sector greatly contributed, the period 1990–​1991 
saw an eruption of environmental legislation in all domains, including en-
ergy.32 In 1990, an energy policy until 2010 stated that ‘environmental pro-
tection should be the main factor influencing the choice of energy sources’ 
and indicated renewables as the preferred solution.33

By 2021, the share of electricity generated from coal was down to 72%34 
and the number of people directly employed in hard and brown coal mining 
had fallen to under 75,000,35 though this still represented approximately 
half the coal mining jobs in the European Union.36 Nineteen million people 
continued to use coal for winter heating, and 80% of private homes in the 
European Union using coal are located in Poland.37 Eighty-​seven percent 
of all coal consumed in EU homes in 2019 was in Poland, using 10 million 
tonnes, half mined in the country.38 In 2021, Poland had thirty-​four coal 
mines,39 seventeen coal-​powered plants, and more than twenty combined 
heat and power facilities using coal.40 The majority of coal power plants were 
built between 1960 and 1980 and are nearing retirement. It is estimated 
that, by 2030, Poland may lose 41,000 jobs in the sector.41 Employment 
in, loyalty toward, and support for the sector are heightened by a social 
multiplier effect,42 and miners are highly respected in society, more so than 
teachers, doctors, and professors.43

As a result, the dominant perception of what is in Poland’s national in-
terest is a just transition.44 This is within a context in which coal miners 
wield significant political power (mining jobs are concentrated in the 
southern region of Upper Silesia—​which elects 12% and 13% of seats in the 
lower (Sejm) and the upper (Senate) houses of parliament, respectively). 
The 2015–​2023 government was close to the ‘Solidarity’ trade union,45 and 
consequently, a just transition was framed as a gradual one taking place 
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over decades. As a civil servant in the Ministry of Climate noted, ‘We lived 
in a kind of illusion that our policies are generally beneficial until now. That 
is not true . . . [the energy transition] will take years or decades of gradual 
evolution’.46 From a Polish perspective, as another senior Climate Ministry 
expert stated, transition is conditioned on equity: ‘[the] direction set in the 
climate and energy policy is quite clear—​this transition should take place 
only if it doesn’t leave anyone behind’.47

In June 2021, the Łódź region issued a ‘territorial just transition plan’ to 
end lignite mining and shut down the Bełchatów coal power plant by 2036, 
with support from the European Union’s Just Transition Fund. However, 
in 2021, 80% of the local population expressed fear of mass unemployment 
as a result of the closure.48

CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION: FROM DENIALISM TO SKEPTICISM

There is a dispute on this [climate change] because there is a question mark as to the 

human cause of these changes—​I am on the side of those who think there is a big ques-

tion mark on this. . . . The claim that coal-​fired power plants make the temperature 

warmer . . . in my opinion, there is no sufficient basis for this.49

—​Governing coalition MP, 2022

Poland has a history of climate obstruction in the European Union: along 
with other Central and Eastern European members, in 2009, Poland 
threatened to block the European Union’s 2020 Strategy for reducing GHG 
emissions and expanding renewables and energy efficiency.50 In 2011, 
Poland vetoed the European Commission’s roadmap to (mostly) decar-
bonize the economy by 2050 on the grounds that the economic costs of an 
energy transition were too high.51 A year later, the Polish presidency of the 
Visegrad Group (with Czechia, Hungary, and Slovakia) authored a ‘Concept 
Paper on the Climate and Energy 2030 Vision’ reiterating this opposition 
and emphasizing the importance of analysing the ‘costs of ambitious head-
line targets for 2030’.52 In the 2015 electoral campaign, the right-​populist 
Law and Justice (PiS) politicians proposed an ‘opt-​out’ from the European 
Union’s climate policy and the renegotiation of the 2020 Strategy. While in 
power, the PiS government attempted to block the European Union’s 2030 
and 2050 decarbonization plans, though ultimately unsuccessfully.53

In sum, Polish authorities have opposed most calls for more ambitious 
climate action, including the Emissions Trading System (ETS) and binding 
renewable energy targets.54 Although these EU policies were ultimately 
implemented, they were weakened as a result of Polish-​led obstruction, as 
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they were in the case of the European Union’s 2030 Climate and Energy 
Framework, negotiated in 2014, in what might be termed a ‘Polonization’ 
of EU policy in place of the ‘Europeanization’ of Polish ambitions.55

Among Poland’s right-​wing politicians, EU climate policy is continu-
ously criticized: as an elite ‘fashion’ characterized by ‘hypocrisy of people 
who usually belong to the elite and don’t give a damn about the interests 
of those who have to pay for it’ and causing ‘chaos’56; and as ‘highly ideo-
logical’, a product of ‘political postmodernism’.57 The European Union’s em-
phasis on leading by example in climate policy58 is portrayed as ‘kamikaze 
politics’59 and a ‘threat’ to Polish national interests, as ‘it has nothing to do 
with climate protection, but is an element of the economic policy of coun-
tries such as Germany. . . . The very model of EU transformation is unfair 
and pathological. And it is now bankrupt’.60

Opposition politicians have often sided with government parties in 
contesting European energy and climate policy. This suggests the existence 
of a broad cross-​party coalition that is likely to persist after changes in gov-
ernment.61 This consensus has been undermined by PiS’s anti-​EU stance 
and increasing political polarization, which has led to a partisan framing of 
climate policy: ‘the opposition is against the government . . . [so] the gov-
ernment is not so willing to adopt climate policies’.62

The attitude of political elites may have been both a reflection and a cause 
of broader societal disinterest in climate action, at least before 2018. The 
initially climate-​sceptic and openly denialist attitudes that dominated in 
the 1990s and 2000s were epitomized by the fact that the Polish Academy 
of Sciences was one of the last national science institutions in the world 
to issue an official statement, in 2007, acknowledging the anthropogenic 
character of climate change.63 Research by McCright and colleagues found 
that the salience of climate change is lower in Central and Eastern Europe 
than the rest of Europe, with less concern among citizens and politicians.64 
According to a 2015 Eurobarometer poll, 69% of EU citizens considered cli-
mate change to be ‘a very serious problem’, compared with 56% in Poland.65 
This finding supports that of Kvaløy and colleagues that, of forty-​seven 
countries sampled, respondents in Poland were the least concerned about 
climate change,66 although, by 2023, the gap between the European Union 
and Poland on concern about climate change had narrowed to 8%.67 A chal-
lenge remains in that the majority of the public agree with the government’s 
cautious approach to the pace of energy transitions: in 2023, 55% of those 
polled agreed that Poland should choose its own pace to achieve climate 
neutrality, even if that means after 2050.68

Although earlier research emphasized ‘denialism’ and ‘contrarianism’ 
as a defining feature of Poland’s climate debate,69 this characterization 



Pol a nd  [ 193 ]

may be misleading, and such claims are based on a selective reading of 
the most extreme views and ideas present in the public debate. To do so is 
tempting, as many high-​profile political actors in Poland have over the past 
decade produced many astonishing denialist statements.70 For example, 
the annual ‘climate nonsense’ prize, awarded by the Climate Education 
Foundation, in 2014 went to Zbigniew Ziobro, the minister of justice, for 
saying that carbon dioxide cannot be harmful because we consume it in 
carbonated beverages; in 2016, the honour was given to Janusz Korwin-​
Mikke, an MEP who stated that most scholars say that global warming, if it 
exists at all, has nothing to do with human activity.

However, our own research on Polish media found that primary obstruc-
tion, or open climate denialism (including trend scepticism, questioning the 
existence of global warming, and attribution scepticism, doubting human 
responsibility for climate change) plays a relatively minor though not in-
significant or unimportant role in the Polish debate. As an opposition MP 
stated, ‘Opinions that deny the scientific facts of climate change . . . are 
intended solely to cause controversy and unnecessary discussion on ob-
vious phenomena’.71 Meanwhile, secondary obstruction, or what may also 
be termed response scepticism or delayism, is mainstream. Our research 
finds that, in the 2014–​2016 period, 17% of the sampled discourse in the 
press and TV included representation of views that deny climate change is 
occurring. Furthermore, 25% of the discourse included views that accept 
that it is happening but deny the role of humans. When considering the 
COPs hosted by Poland, an analysis shows that 14% of media discourse on 
climate change around the event included the views that denied climate 
change was occurring in 2013, but this proportion had decreased signif-
icantly, to 6%, by 2018.72 Public-​opinion polling echoes this change: in 
2009, 65% of Polish citizens thought that climate change was primarily 
caused by human involvement (26% disagreed), but this figure gradually 
increased over the next decade, to 75% in 2018 (with 18% attributing it to 
natural causes).73

The dominant feature of Polish climate debate is less clearly denialism 
but rather response scepticism. In August 2018, an MP and state secretary 
responsible for energy, Piotr Naimski, argued that ‘any binding stance that 
would be accepted at the conference in Paris will be harmful to Poland, so 
a failure of the [COP] summit is in Poland’s interest’. The Polish President, 
Andrzej Duda, at the same time stated that ‘Decarbonisation is completely 
not in our interest’. Similarly, 40% of media discourse during the Warsaw 
conference in 2013 was related to acknowledging the problem but consid-
ering no policy response necessary, though significantly this proportion 
had fallen by half, to 21% by 2018.74
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A note of optimism relates to a change in perception among politicians 
and civil servants in recent years, particularly after 2018: ‘For 4 years be-
tween 2015 and 2019’—​an opposition MP says—​‘the PiS government did 
not want to acknowledge that the coal age is over’.75 However, as two civil 
servants from the Ministry of Climate (established in 2019, to coordinate 
Polish policy domestically and in the European Union and UN) noted, ‘in 
recent years we can witness the effects of it every summer’76 and ‘people 
see it [climate change] and demand action from local authorities. . . . These 
matters became the subject of political debate. It has significantly changed. 
Our ministry has a top and priority status’.77

Apart from the visible effects of climate change, such as droughts and 
heat waves, the change can be attributed to air pollution: an MP argued 
that ‘in terms of climate policy . . . the attitude in Poland to the fact that 
the coal age is history happened not because of the European Court of 
Justice, European politics or the Youth Climate Strikes—​but because of 
smog’.78 As a result, despite the rhetorical prominence of climate obstruc-
tion, ‘today there is no one in the government who would question the 
energy policy . . . we all know that we step away from coal’.79 In this con-
text, the remaining opposition to any sort of climate policy is visible on the 
far right, among the ultraconservative MPs from Konfederacja and, more 
importantly in Solidarna Polska, a junior coalition partner in the 2015–​
2023 government whose position on the energy transition, according to a 
former government minister ‘resembles the behaviour of textile workers 
protesting machines in the 19th century’.80

However, there is a form of secondary climate obstruction not often 
discussed in the literature on climate scepticism and denial—​acknowledging 
both the scale of the issue and the requirement to respond but locating the 
time to respond at some unspecified near future moment when technology 
permits; a future vision of ‘clean coal,’ for example—​‘an attempt to make 
an effective argument out of something that cannot be properly argued’.81 
We observed a very significant increase in the media discourse representing 
these views, from 23% to 44%, after the 2015 election, in which the pop-
ulist Law and Justice party won. Similarly, media analysis around the two 
COPs in 2013 and 2018 indicated that 50% of all discussion was focused on 
action to be taken not now, but in the future.82

KEY ACTORS IN CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

Poland’s climate policy landscape is characterized by a large degree of 
segmentation—​meaning that actor coalitions that dominate it are divided 
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and lack common discursive framings of climate policy or visions of energy 
transition. Among these actor coalitions, which should be understood as dy-
namic and related but still clearly discernible—​one is dominant in terms of 
its agenda-​setting and political power. This coalition is concentrated in gov-
ernmental institutions, particularly the ministries responsible for climate 
and energy policy (Table 8.1), agencies, and state-​owned energy companies 
and utilities. Together, they constitute a unique ‘governmental–​industrial 
complex’ (GIC).83 We conceptualize the GIC as a powerful discourse coali-
tion, a group of actors that share common storylines, problem definitions, 
and preferences for certain solutions. Actors in discourse coalitions ‘try 
to impose their views of reality on others, sometimes through debate and 
persuasion’—​as pro-​governmental think tanks and GIC-​linked media do 
in this case—​‘but also through manipulation and the exercise of power,’84 
which is particularly important for a discourse coalition built around core 
state institutions and the fossil industry.

Since 2020, responsibilities for decarbonization, drafting climate 
policy, and steering the energy system have been divided between the 
Ministry of Climate and the Environment and the Ministry of State Assets. 
Together with the Chancery of the Prime Minister and the Government 
Plenipotentiary for Strategic Energy Infrastructure (a post created by 
the Law and Justice government), they constitute the core public actors 
influencing climate action. Other important public actors include the na-
tional regulator, the Office for Energy Regulation (URE), and the state-​
owned transmission system operator PSE. However, important voices in 
the debate on climate policy come from other ministries as well as the two 
chambers of parliament—​the Sejm and the Senate.

Poland’s major energy companies are state controlled (Table 8.2); the 
state owns a majority of their shares or legally controls them through the 
Ministry of State Assets. The oil company Orlen has, since 2016, become 

Table 8.1   THE POLISH MINISTRIES RESPONSIBLE FOR CLIMATE, ENERGY, 

AND THE ENVIRONMENT BETWEEN 1999 AND 2024, INCLUSIVE

Environment Climate Energy

Ministry of Environment 

(1999–​2019)

Ministry of the Economy

(2003–​2015)

Ministry of Energy (2015–​2019)

Ministry of Climate 

(2019–​2020)

Ministry of State Assets

(2019—​present)

Ministry of Climate and Environment (2020—​present)
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a ‘national champion’ that accumulates stocks in other energy companies, 
expands to other European countries, and wields significant political 
power. State companies control more than 75% of the power market, which 
leads even the most moderate mainstream energy analysts to call this 
setup an oligopoly.85 The state also owns 100% of the shares in the largest 
coal mining company, PGG.

Institutional links are only one level; the other is personal, a circula-
tion of elites through a ‘revolving door’. An example is Deputy Minister 
of Agriculture Janusz Kowalski, an outspoken critic of climate policy. As 
a civil servant explained in 2021, Kowalski’s flamboyant rhetoric is not 
merely aimed at attracting attention: ‘Kowalski’s circle has a significant 
influence on what goes on behind the scenes. It’s not just him, but it is 
the whole camp with some informal relationships. . . . Kowalski worked in 
many places, at PGNiG . . . and his connections are still there’.86

The status of these companies is contested. Formally corporate entities 
listed on the stock exchange, they are under government control and often 
must operate according to logic contrary to shareholders’ interests and eco-
nomic efficiency. Since 2016, the PiS government has changed the charters 
of the four major (and partly state-​owned) energy companies, introducing 
a clause saying that they constitute an ‘instrument of national energy 
security’.87 This change implied that they would no longer be subjected 
primarily to economic market logic but might be forced to act in the ‘na-
tional energy security’ interest, left undefined. The insistence on state 

Table 8.2   OWNERSHIP OF ENERGY AND MINING 

COMPANIES IN POL AND

Company State treasury shares

Petroleum and gas companies

PKN Orlen 49.90%

PGNiG Acquisition by Orlen

Lotos Group Acquisition by Orlen

Electricity companies

PGE Polska Grupa Energetyczna 60.86%

Enea 52.29%

Tauron 30.06%

Energa 0% (Orlen 90.92%)

Mining companies

Polska Grupa Górnicza (coal) 100%

KGHM (metals) 31.80 %

Source: Authors own elaboration based on publicly available information 
on companies’ websites in 2023.
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ownership and prioritizing ‘national energy security’ is consistent with an 
‘energy sovereignty’ paradigm that emphasizes the national character of 
energy systems, energy resources, and the identities of energy companies. 
Renewable sources are then often framed as foreign, as one civil servant 
attests: ‘Several times I have participated in discussions in the Sejm or in 
the Senate, and I can see the attitude of deputies or senators when it comes 
to renewable energy. The main question is—​who produces these turbines? 
These panels? Well, most of it is German or Scandinavian. Exactly—​“so 
what benefit do we have from this, apart from the fact that we will have 
green energy?” ’88

This resource nationalism and ‘energy xenophobia’ is amplified by the 
right-​populist government’s foreign policy rhetoric, in which energy plays 
an important role. A member of parliament noted that:

The political imagination of Poles is appropriated by sheer and biased propa-

ganda . . . the enemy is the European Union, which imposes the climate package 

on us, the enemy is Germany, which pursues its interests. We, the only righteous 

ones, are surrounded by enemies. . . . Our coal should stay while the EU scandal-

ously tries to destroy it, along with undermining our sovereignty.89

State ownership is also the cause of opaque boundaries between public ad-
ministration, politics, and the energy sector. During the transition from 
communism, Poland experienced only a gradual development toward a pro-
fessional civil service. Most public institutions remain politicized, and each 
election brings significant staff changes on all levels. Calls for technocratic 
‘governments of experts’ are often popular, so ministers do not have to have 
a parliamentary mandate (they are often not elected politicians) although 
it is seen as positive if they have experience in the policy arena. Hence, ex-
perience in the energy sector is seen as valuable in the ministries dealing 
with energy. The 2019–​2021 climate minister Kurtyka was described as 
not having a ‘political base’, which resulted in a situation where ‘various 
energy companies may have a greater influence than they should have on 
the entire course of activities related to our energy policy’.90 Among civil 
servants, a gradual energy transition is seen as necessary: ‘We, as an ad-
ministration, must always counterweigh and maintain balance. Now we 
are at the starting point. The greater the dynamics of such a process, the 
greater the costs. We, therefore, need to adapt our pace of transformation 
to the resources we have’.91

With state companies under the control of the government, politici-
zation extends beyond the civil service. First, while ministers and their 
deputies cannot sit on state company supervisory boards, directors of 
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ministerial departments and other civil servants can. Their formal role is 
to safeguard the interests of the State Treasury. However, board member-
ship is also lucrative and is used as a premium for loyalty within ministries. 
Furthermore, sitting on boards is also often an anchor for future positions 
in the company itself.92

Regarding climate obstruction, the most important outcome of the 
GIC’s existence is energy sector incumbents’ shaping of governmental 
policy through regulatory capture. The Climate Ministry should be the 
most climate-​ambitious part of government on decarbonization but is 
‘strongly influenced by transmission and distribution network operators. 
They believe that renewables are a challenge, a problem’.93 The result of this 
influence is an energy policy orientation that seeks to sustain the political 
economic status quo of the energy sector. Energy transition is framed as 
possible only to the extent that it can be achieved by the state-​owned en-
ergy companies. In practice, that means delaying a coal phase-​out for as 
long as possible and replacing coal generation with energy sources that can 
be controlled only by large players such as nuclear power plants (in part-
nership with private business) and offshore wind farms. The role of gas 
plants, also state owned, is as a transition fuel, with distributed renewables 
playing only an auxiliary role. As a deputy minister stated in 2022: ‘What 
is the basis for energy production? In my opinion, it should be coal, not 
natural gas. Coal should be at the centre of the energy transformation in 
Poland until the construction of a nuclear power plant’.94

There is a challenge to these positions, particularly from environmental 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) as well as think tanks that pro-
vide counterevidence and independent data and pressure the government 
for transparency about the data it uses and the assumptions behind its 
policy projects, allowing for alternative interpretations and often diver-
gent policy conclusions regarding the viability of techno-​fixes. However, 
to date, the GIC core sets the tone of the debate. Independent or semi-​
independent think tanks and organizations also exist but rely on state fi-
nancing, putting them in the orbit of the GIC, and present more or less 
explicit climate obstructionist arguments. Following the degree of depend-
ence from greater to lesser, they include:

	•	 The GIG Institute and the Institute for Fuel Technology and Energy, 
which are overseen by the Ministry of State Assets;

	•	 the Polish Economic Institute and the National Economic Chamber 
(KIG), which rely on direct funding from the state budget;

	•	 the Centre for Climate and Energy Analyses, which is part of the govern-
mental institution set up for reporting emissions (KOBIZE);
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	•	 the Polish Electric Energy Committee, financed by the energy sector 
companies, mostly state owned;

	•	 the conservative Jagiellonian Club and Jagiellonian Institute, which, al-
though often openly critical of the government, organize events in part-
nership with state energy companies;

	•	 the independent liberal or libertarian institutes such as the Warsaw 
Enterprise Institute and the Forum for Civic Development (FOR), which 
represent business interests outside the state sector.

Although there are no Polish institutions listed among the Global Warming 
Sceptic Organizations, the Atlas Network, or in the DeSmog Climate 
Disinformation Database, these think tanks generate expertise and 
arguments that can be classified as secondary obstruction, discussed in the 
following sections.

Discursive framings: Preaching delay

I don’t think there are many who genuinely believe in the climate crisis. [and] I think 

there are also many people who think we can’t afford [an energy transition]. And that our 

influence—​of Poland and the Polish industry—​is so petty in the world that our actions 

will not help.95

—​Civil servant, State Forests, 2020

In the Polish climate discourse, delayism is visible in attempts to either 
shift responsibility onto others or, more often, to extend the timeframe 
of necessary action and political intervention well beyond 2050. Although 
Poland does not have a net zero target year and does not foresee a coal gen-
eration phase-​out, much of climate obstructionist discourse is focused on 
the apparently unsustainable pace of the energy transition and EU climate 
policy. While Poland is a signatory of the Paris Agreement, such calls for a 
more ‘realistic’ and ‘considerate’ transition pathway continue to be visible. 
Meanwhile, state-​controlled energy companies are torn between market 
realities and the EU regulatory environment in which they operate—​
clearly set for a decarbonized future on one hand and the unpredictable 
Polish regulatory environment and political pressure from the government 
on the other. As a result, most of them have some kind of climate strategy 
or sustainability policy. Tellingly, in the gas company Lotos, ‘climate risks’ 
that were defined by a special task group ‘are transformation-​related, not 
physical in character’96 (i.e. it is fossil fuel phase-​out that is the climate-​
associated risk, not climate change itself).
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There are also visible discrepancies between what the companies, oper-
ating as corporate organizations, do and what their politically nominated 
managers say. For example, the largest power company, PGE, which plans 
to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050, was headed by Wojciech Dąbrowski 
who, on occasion, openly denied the impact of CO2 on global warming and 
suggested that climate policy is a form of external pressure against Polish 
sovereignty.97

When it was sued by Greenpeace as a climate polluter, PGE convened an 
expert body of scholars who issued a formal statement questioning the sci-
entific consensus behind anthropogenic climate change.98 Such open deni-
alism is, as noted already, increasingly rare. All the major energy companies 
have refocused their investment strategies on low-​carbon sources or neg-
ative emissions, even as their representatives continued to call for a more 
cautious or delayed decarbonization strategy. As the Orlen spokesperson, 
Adam Czyżewski, put it:

The energy transition is not a race, but a crossing that has to be done in a co-

ordinated way. . . . [D]‌ecarbonization is also security, but the security of the 

future . . . the goal is to move towards climate neutrality, but to achieve this 

you need fossil and renewable energy sources. The transition cannot be rushed, 

because it is not about one country achieving its goals, but about it happening 

for all.99

The Orlen CEO, Daniel Obajtek, echoed this sentiment in a 2021 speech 
where he said: ‘Let us not expect change to happen year-​on-​year or in ten 
years. This cannot be achieved by a rapid revolution, but perhaps a more 
rapid evolution’.100 Czyżewski has also used arguments that push respon-
sibility onto others, be it non-​EU states or consumers. He emphasized 
the need for non-​European countries to follow the European Union’s ex-
ample, with further ambition being conditional on this joint effort. He also 
underlined the fact that an energy transition is ‘primarily’ a shift in con-
sumption habits.

Other energy sector actors present similar arguments, including 
trade unions. A leader of All-​Poland Alliance of Trade Unions (OPZZ) 
noted that EU climate policy ‘makes no sense in a situation where most 
industrialized countries like China, Russia or the US are not reducing 
emissions’,101 while, in 2019, the leader of the largest union, Solidarity, 
asked the Polish delegation to the European Council to negotiate ‘a change 
in the time horizon’ of the net zero target.102 While very different in their 
political position, some leading think tanks echo similar themes in their 
public statements. The conservative but independent Jagiellonian Club 
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suggested in 2022 that ‘Poland should tame the ambitions of the Union. 
We should tone down the goals of the European Green Deal’.103 The 
National Economic Chamber, which before 2013 voiced openly climate-​
skeptical views, has since switched positions, proposing to increase 
Poland’s ambitions well beyond the government’s energy strategy. And 
yet, in November 2022, the Chamber organized an event entitled ‘With 
coal—​safely towards green transition’ at which experts argued for the 
need to revise the speed of EU climate policy and called for reflection on 
its direction.104

A further justification for delay amongst GIC actors is the effect 
of decarbonizing on and society’s responsibility for its citizens and 
workers. This emphasis on a ‘just transition’, which is primarily an ar-
gument for delay and not for a more socially transformative process, is 
visible among trade unionists, politicians, and energy company experts 
alike: ‘Environmentalism—​yes; climate—​yes; but jobs and livelihoods 
are most important’, said an OPZZ official during the 2013 COP 19 in 
Warsaw.105

Much more subtle forms of climate obstruction can be observed in the 
think tank sector, where most experts question neither the overall climate 
protection goals nor EU climate policy but contribute to the daunting pic-
ture of the impossibility of transforming Poland’s energy sector in time. 
In February 2020, the Warsaw Enterprise Institute organized two events 
criticizing the government for blocking the expansion of onshore wind, 
which it deemed the cheapest and quickest tool of decarbonization, but 
still suggested that phasing out coal ‘is not possible before 2040, and per-
haps even 2050 even if nuclear enters the mix’.106 A 2020 Polish Economic 
Institute study concluded that Poland could become climate neutral by 
2056, according to an optimistic scenario, while it might take until 2067 
under other assumptions.107 However, the consulting firm McKinsey has 
presented a cost-​effective pathway for Poland to achieve climate neutrality 
by 2050.108

In the expert community, this sort of soft ‘impossibilism’—​portraying 
ambitious climate action as beyond reach and futile—​is often presented as 
realism, contrasted with ‘irrational’ and ideologically or faith-​driven envi-
ronmentalism. That kind of dichotomy is particularly clear in the GIC and 
its expert network efforts to promote nuclear energy as central to Poland’s 
decarbonization, in contrast to renewable energy, which is seen as disrup-
tive for the market and the sector and ultimately unreliable. In a recent 
vote on the revised EU Renewable Energy Directive, Poland was one of the 
two members voting against, stating that renewables ‘jeopardise both the 
stability of the grid and overall energy security’.109
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STRATEGIES AND TACTICS OF OBSTRUCTION: TECHNO-​FIXER 

AT HOME, IMPOSTER ABROAD

In Poland, calls for delay can be discursively grounded in references to na-
tional security,110 but may even be disguised as ambitious climate policies 
that focus on a specific and narrow area of climate action or a promising 
future technology (a ‘silver bullet’). They may also be seen in attempts 
at attracting attention in global climate negotiations and presenting the 
country as a global climate action leader, all while drawing attention away 
from the more demanding problem of economy-​wide decarbonization.

Techno-​f ixes as tools of obstruction

Future visions can play the role of a tool of social control through the pro-
cess of rational planning (which presents the way to desirable and expected 
outcomes) but also by exporting the problems beyond the ‘here and now’ 
reality: we will be able to solve the problem of the tension between our coal-​
based economy and climate change in the near future, thanks to technology 
development—​‘clean coal technology’.111 Related research has argued that 
‘believing that science will solve environmental problems tends to be as-
sociated with lower environmental concern’, so such ‘future vision skepti-
cism’ is significantly correlated with lower climate ambition.112

Poland’s decarbonization strategy, as presented in the most recent of-
ficial documents, will require a technology mix including elements that 
are not yet commercialized or are even still merely hypothetical. A 2021 
roadmap presented by the Centre for Climate and Energy Analyses included 
large-​scale implementation of carbon capture, utilization, and storage 
(CCUS) combined with bioenergy, industrial electrification, hydrogen use, 
electric vehicles, and structural changes in agriculture as prerequisites for 
Poland to achieve climate neutrality by 2050,113 in addition to a vast expan-
sion of renewables, batteries, grids, and possibly also nuclear energy.

For many years, however, key actors in Polish climate politics pointed 
to specific ‘silver bullet’ technologies as answers to the challenge of climate 
mitigation or, more often, referred to them as preferred solutions for the 
future, justifying limited or no action in the present. As noted earlier, the 
first of such technologies have been ‘clean coal’ technologies, to be devel-
oped by domestic R&D and allowing Poland to maintain a coal sector in 
an energy transition. In 2013, Poland’s GIG Research Institute opened a 
Centre for Clean Coal Technologies, which received large grants from the 
state budget and EU funds. What these technologies might be in practice 
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remained unclear, but they are still referenced by some GIC actors as an ar-
gument against EU climate policy and coal phase-​out. In 2021, a Solidarity 
trade union leader from the mining company PGG complained that ‘no-
body thinks how beneficial it would be for Poland to invest in low and “zero 
emission” sources of energy from coal’.114 The head of the Jagiellonian 
Institute summarized such remarks as ‘incantations, meant to work only 
on the domestic forum’ as ‘today there is not and will never be a debate on 
clean coal technologies, dismantling the ETS’, and underlined that Poland 
‘lost lots of time on such empty gestures’.115

Due to its carbon-​intensive energy generation, Poland was one of the 
early leaders of CCUS development, and the first pilot projects were al-
ready planned under the Civic Platform government of 2007–​2011. Little 
progress has been made since, though state-​controlled energy companies 
(Lotos, Enea, and Tauron) mention CCUS projects in their strategies. Many 
modelled pathways toward net zero rely on large-​scale CCUS deployment, 
which remains hypothetical—​a problem not unique to Poland.

The Polish government’s contribution to the project of carbon removal 
is establishing carbon forestry as a flagship climate policy. In 2016, State 
Forests, a state-​owned enterprise governing all publicly owned forests, 
presented the elaborate Forest Carbon Farms project with the intention 
of turning industrial timber plantations into carbon sinks. That same year, 
at COP 22 in Marrakesh, the Polish delegation promoted the idea together 
with the concept of a ‘waste-​free coal power industry’.116 The environment 
minister, Jan Szyszko, is often dubbed the project’s ‘godfather’.117 Forest 
Carbon Farms were officially established by ordinance in 2017,118 and 
state energy companies were encouraged to buy carbon credits from the 
Carbon Farms program. This policy contradicted domestic academic ex-
pertise suggesting that ‘climate change mitigation through carbon seques-
tration in forests may adversely affect available water resources in Poland, 
due to high evapotranspiration of forests’.119 Nevertheless, government-​
controlled and pro-​government media vigorously promoted the idea and 
portrayed it as Poland’s unique contribution to global climate action and 
as a solution that would allow the country to maintain its coal sector while 
also meeting international obligations. However, after Szyszko’s death in 
2019, the idea of carbon forestry quickly lost prominence, and, in 2023, 
only the energy company Tauron mentioned it as part of its climate policy.

Lately, the most prominent ‘silver bullet’ technology promoted in Poland 
is nuclear energy. According to the government as well as many mainstream 
GIC-​linked experts, large nuclear power plants are the only realistic way to 
decarbonize the power sector. The ‘Polish Energy Policy by 2040’ strategy 
envisages as much as 9,000 megawatts (MW) of nuclear capacity by the 
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mid-​2040s, making the Polish national megaproject one of the most am-
bitious globally. However, it will only meet 20–​25% of the energy demand, 
and, if it replaces coal as late as the 2040s, the cumulative emissions from 
the Polish power sector will have far exceeded the country’s carbon budget.

Nuclear’s role as an element of obstruction lies in the fact that while 
it is in theory compatible with renewables, it has gained a larger share of 
media and industry attention, whereas insufficient and slow deployment 
of renewables has not been addressed. The director of the Polish Economic 
Institute laid out the self-​contradictory official line, saying that nuclear 
‘supported by RES’, or renewable energy sources, is necessary to maintain 
energy security, even though most models, including the government’s 
own, see the roles of renewables and nuclear in reverse order. The Law 
and Justice government has underestimated the growth of distributed 
renewables and undermined their further expansion—​particularly by 
introducing a very restrictive siting policy for onshore wind that has effec-
tively banned it, limiting it to 0.28% of Poland’s land area,120 and by failing 
to initiate grid expansion enabling more renewables deployment. Although 
all energy companies are making plans to expand their renewables capacity, 
in the case of several of them this has meant buying up existing wind farms 
from smaller players or investing in offshore projects to be completed in the 
2030s. In this case, the state power companies, although all are strongly in 
favour of onshore wind, were not able to influence lawmakers; political op-
position against wind farms, particularly from the far-​right junior party 
Solidarna Polska, eventually weakened a 2023 amendment of the siting law.

Meanwhile, virtually all Polish energy companies now boast nuclear 
ambitions. PGE is charged with building the first Polish nuclear power plant 
and supervising the national, large-​scale nuclear projects, which remain 
the only ones that have secured state financing, although its conditions 
are not yet set. Orlen, in 2023, announced plans to construct as many as 
seventy-​six small modular reactors (SMRs) in twenty-​six localities, adding 
up to 22,000 megawatts (more than double the government’s plan for the 
mid-​2040s), with the first envisaged to come online in 2028. So far, how-
ever, not a single reactor made by Orlen’s American partner has been built. 
Enea and Tauron are also planning SMR construction. A nuclear sector an-
alyst counted 126 announced nuclear reactors of different types and sizes 
planned for Poland, all of which should be operational by 2043 (if plans 
are realized).121 Independent experts, even those favouring nuclear energy, 
have been highly sceptical, as is one of the ruling party MPs: ‘It cannot be 
said in 2021 that we will indicate the location by 2022 or 2023, and then 
within 10 years, we will build a nuclear power plant. This is unreal. We see it 
after Flamanville [France] or Olkiluoto [Finland]—​it is unreal’.122
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Climate imposter: Poland’s international climate diplomacy

Despite its clear denialist tendencies in the public climate debate, Poland 
has been surprisingly active in the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCC) process. There are two reasons for this. The 
first was economic: the post-​communist economic crisis and restructuring 
led to significant declines in emissions, and Poland was able to decouple 
emissions from economic growth; between 1988 and 2016, its gross do-
mestic product (GDP) more than doubled, while GHG emissions had 
fallen by more than 30% by 2002.123 The Kyoto Protocol ‘was perceived [by 
politicians] as a good opportunity for Poland to capitalize’ on this record.124 
The second reason was agenda-​setting power: governments in Warsaw 
have been broadly engaged in UNFCCC negotiations. Jan Szyszko, the late 
three-​time environment minister, was elected president of the COP 5 in 
Bonn (1999), leading intersessional talks for a year,125 while Poland hosted 
three summits: in Poznan (2008), Warsaw (2013), and Katowice (2018) 
using regional-​rotation rules to shape the character of negotiations.126 
National energy companies were sponsors of these summits, and Polish 
governments framed their proposals as a rational alternative to ‘ideologi-
cally driven’ climate action.127 At the 2018 COP, Poland proposed the Silesia 
Declaration on a ‘just transition’, a call for a cautious pace to mitigate social 
and economic costs,128 and Just Transition is the first of three pillars of the 
2040 Polish energy strategy.129 This approach led one government repre-
sentative to argue that Polish views were ‘always a part of the mainstream 
in the matters of global policies . . . in international UNFCCC negotiations 
our approach is much more similar to others’.130

CONCLUSION: PHASING OUT, PHASING DOWN, OR 

CLINGING ON?

The challenge Poland faces in phasing out coal, on which it is highly re-
liant, is real. However, it is also a situation that some other European coun-
tries have faced previously. This point of departure, often used to justify 
delaying climate action, is not a sufficient excuse. It also does not explain 
the character of Poland’s climate policy debate. The apparent degree of cli-
mate obstruction has instead been created and perpetuated by a dominant 
coalition of governmental institutions, agencies, and state-​owned energy 
companies and utilities that constitute a GIC, surrounded by think tank 
experts and journalists who are dependent on state and energy company 
financing and thus promote the GIC arguments. While there has been a 

 

 



[ 206 ]  Climate Obstruction across Europe

206

shift in discourse and policy emanating from the GIC, it continues to pro-
mote obstructionist strategies and offers ‘silver bullets’ in the form of 
promising future technologies such as ‘clean’ coal and unrealistic plans for 
new nuclear power plants. This pattern is underpinned by Poland’s stated 
commitment to a just (and gradual) energy transition, which, rather than 
illustrating concern for the vulnerable citizens left behind, is one more of 
the GICs ‘climate imposter’ tactics.

Further research is needed to examine whether societal changes, in-
cluding the effects of COVID since 2020 and Russia’s full-​scale invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022, are leading to a more substantive engagement for a more 
progressive and ambitious Polish climate policy. The 2023 parliamentary 
elections, which resulted in a change in government, and a planned revi-
sion of the 2040 energy strategy will provide some evidence here, but the 
political economy of the energy sector, with the close and often obscured 
connections between governmental bodies and energy companies, is likely 
to remain in place.
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