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The hidden bill for coal in Poland is still rising – a report by WiseEuropa 
 
Nearly EUR 53.5 billion1 is the amount the coal mining industry and the coal-based power 

generation sector received in subsidies between 1990 and 2016. Together with external costs 

associated with the deteriorating health and degradation of the natural environment, 

the hidden bill for coal rises to nearly EUR 460.6 billion. 

The data comes from a report by WiseEuropa concerning the economic support for the coal-

based power generation and coal mining sectors. Both benefit from direct financial support 

documented in official reports as well as favourable laws, which transfer a significant portion 

of these costs onto the society. The authors of the report estimate certain costs associated with 

the coal-based power sector that we will incur in the coming years. It appears that by 2030, 

having made conservative assumptions, the support for the future-less coal-based power 

sectors will increase even further. As a result of introducing new ‘drip’ mechanisms proposed 

by the government, the support for coal-based power generation and mining sectors will reach 

around EUR 2.6 billion annually, up by 30%. 

The “Hidden bill for coal 2017. Support for mining and coal-based energy sector in Poland – 

yesterday, today and tomorrow” report shows that we’re still pumping huge amounts into coal-

based power generation. Coal is becoming less and less competitive (it is less accessible and its 

extraction is expensive), while the per capita amount of support for mining and coal-based power 

generation remains high. The annual per capita costs of support are EUR 446 on average (between 

1990 and 2016), which is EUR 1300 for an average household. It is the equivalent of average semi-

annual expenses on food and soft drinks.  

Many decision-makers still believe that the Polish economy and energy security depend on coal. 

This conviction is based on stereotypes that are less and less grounded in reality: coal mining 

stands for only 1% of the Polish GDP and its share in the overall output is constantly decreasing. 

Subsequent governments, instead of spending money on innovative technologies associated with 

the development of renewable energy, energy management or improving energy efficiency, 

propose to subsidise technologies that remember the 19th century. What is more, 

the government is planning to introduce more instruments that will further increase the amounts 

spent on coal-based power generation, e.g. the capacity market. 

Energy companies profit from coal subsidies 

Poles are forced to subsidise both the coal mining sector as well as big coal-fired power plants, in 

other words the budgets of big energy and coal companies. 

The main method of subsidising mining between 1990 and 2016 was direct support, mainly 

consisting in debt cancellation and direct subsidies, but also subsidising pensions of the miners 

(a mechanism invisible for an average Pole). 

However, if we look at the Polish energy market, it is dominated by four energy groups majority 

owned by the State. Energy companies benefit from buying cheaper subsidised Polish coal and 

                                                                 
1 Based on the EUR to PLN exchange rate of 4,2825 from September 2017 
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from receiving free CO2 emission allowances. They also receive compensation for the so-called 

stranded costs incurred after having been forced to terminate Power Purchase Agreements. 

Power plants also received support on account of co-firing biomass with coal – a ‘speciality’ of 

the Polish energy market, which was strongly criticized by Greenpeace and other environmental 

NGOs. As the authors outline in the report, the subsidies for renewable energy sources were also 

available to the old and fully depreciated hydroelectric power plants, owned by large state-owned 

energy companies – leading to maldistribution of public funding.  

How much did Poles contribute to the mining and coal-based power generation sectors in 1990–

2016? 

The total support for Polish coal mining and coal-based power generation since 1990 until late 

2016 reached nearly EUR 53.5 billion (an average of EUR 2.0 billion per year). This figure does not 

include the external costs of the coal-based power generation (i.e. the losses shouldered by 

the society, mainly associated with the health of the citizens that the energy companies do not 

compensate). In the past 27 years, the support for the coal-based power sector, including the 

external costs, reached EUR 460.6 billion. This amount would nearly suffice to finance 5 annual 

state budget expenses. 

In 1990–2016 each Pole (meaning literally each citizen, without exception) contributed  EUR 446 

each year to support the coal-based power generation sector. 

Table 1. Structure of public support for coal-based power generation in 1990–2016 [billions of 

EUR, based on constant 2016 prices] 

Support categories Total for 1990–2016 

Coal mine subsidies (including release of debt towards the state) 18.30 

Recapitalisation of mines  0.56 

Subsidies to pensions and social security benefits for miners 20.19 

Free emission allowances 8.10 

Support for the co-firing biomass with coal  2.38 

Termination of Power Purchase Agreements and related 

stranded costs  

3.08 

Capacity remuneration mechanisms (SCR and OCR) 0.35 

EU subsidies  0.51 

TOTAL 53.47 
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That’s not all – we’ll pay even more 

The conservative estimates of WiseEuropa show that if the government of PM Beata Szydło from 

Law and Justice party continues its current energy policy, in 2017–2030 the coal mining and coal-

based power generation sectors will absorb EUR 36 billion (excluding external costs). This way 

the average annual support for coal will amount to EUR 2.6 billion a year, up by 30% compared 

to the previous quarter of a century.  

Table 2. Total potential costs of support for coal mining and coal-based power generation 

in 2017–2030 [in billions of EUR, based on constant 2016 prices] 

Support categories Total in 2017–2030 

Subsidies to pensions and social security benefits for 

miners 

9.79 

Capacity market 8.92 

Recapitalization of mines 7.39 

Free emission allowances 7.10 

Costs of mining restructuring 2.36 

Capacity remuneration mechanisms (SCR and OCR) 0.48 

Termination of Power Purchase Agreements and 

related stranded costs 

0.11 

TOTAL 36.15 

 

WiseEuropa experts note that the energy policy of Poland is currently facing two major challenges 

that may further increase the subsidies that the coal mining and coal-based power sectors receive. 

In accordance with the report, the first challenge is “low efficiency of the national coal mining 

industry, which translates into poor competitiveness and inability to maintain the current levels 

of extraction and employment without external support, both direct (recapitalization by state-

owned companies) and indirect one (preferential terms of social security benefits for the sector’s 

employees). It is forecasted that maintaining the current support model within the mining sector 

will generate total costs of almost EUR 20 billion in the period of 2017-2030, with mine-closure 

subsidies approved by the European Commission standing for as little as 12% of this number.”  

Another challenge faced by the Polish energy sector is the necessity to modernise energy 

infrastructure. One of the initiatives WiseEuropa identifies in this area that would allow to depart 

from the current model is to reallocate financial support from modernisation of the domestic 

energy sector to diversifying the energy mix, which includes the development of renewable 

energy sources. 
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The capacity market will deepen Poland’s dependence on coal 

The subsidies associated with introducing the capacity market mechanism which is currently 

examined by the Sejm, are likely to reach over EUR 8.9 billion by 2030. The capacity market will 

again bring higher electricity bills. The higher price will cement the system based on 

the uneconomic coal. This is the most costly of the new mechanisms intended to support coal. 

The proposed capacity payments are another instrument of subsidising the coal industry. The cost 

will be added to the electricity bills, which means another EUR 6.3 billion of subsidies received by 

energy companies until 2027. Experts believe that instead of modernising the energy sector, 

the capacity market will fix Poland’s dependence on coal, which is imported more and more often, 

mainly from Russia. 

The authors of the report believe that the future of the energy sector in Poland in the coming 

decades will depend on the decisions regarding the allocation of the funds from the capacity 

market and the free CO2 emission allowances granted under the EU-ETS (around EUR 16 billion by 

2030 in total). They can be either used to perpetuate the current state of affairs – to finance 

the modernisation or construction of baseload power plants or to facilitate the real 

transformation of the Polish energy sector through investments in the dynamic growth of 

renewable energy as well as innovative solutions to improve energy efficiency and manage 

demand for energy. WiseEuropa experts claim that a reform of the energy market ensuring 

stability of the energy sector coupled with dynamic development of renewable energy without 

introducing a separate capacity market is possible. 

For more information please contact: Anna Ogniewska, anna.ogniewska@greenpeace.org, 

506 124 689 

 


