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Executive summary

• Megatrends are irreversible, long-term processes that define real area of choice for the public 
policy. Ignoring or trying to counteract them in isolation is, in the long run, doomed to fail and 
would be harmful to the economic growth, while their early identification and adjustment to 
the new conditions allow for achieving important developmental advantage.

• The next decades will bring far-reaching changes in three areas: demographic structure, technolo-
gical change, as well as resource-related and environmental challenges. These areas are correlated 
through the feedback loops: on the global scale, population growth increases the pressure on 
natural resources and multiplies the effects of geopolitical crises; resource pressures constitute a 
stimulus for the development of new, low-emission and resource-efficient technologies, which in 
turn benefit from the information technology boom, due to a more efficient management of raw 
material circulation as well as novel ways of energy generation and consumption in the economy. 

• In order to successfully address these civilisational challenges it is necessary to: 1) understand 
and accept their supra-local nature 2) formulate an appropriate strategic response, and 3) 
consistently implement planned actions. Polish public policy, contrary to the most developed 
European and Asian countries, has weaknesses in each of this fields: from a selective and 
oversimplified diagnosis of megatrends, through negligence of difficult strategic decisions, to 
the lack of consistent implementation of appropriate responses to each of them.

• The main reasons behind this state of affairs are the shortcomings in the academic, admini-
strative and political base, which do not predispose Poland (or other countries in the region, 
although to a lesser extent) to identify the emerging challenges early enough or to address 
them strategically through actions undertaken by public and private entities within the ap-
propriate regulatory and institutional frameworks.

• One of the key gaps in the national strategic thinking is an approach to climate policy that 
ignores its long-term impact on the European security and prosperity. Omission of this stra-
tegic dimension of climate policy results in misunderstanding of the position of the other EU 
member states (including Central European countries) by the Polish authorities and their full 
or partial refusal regarding any need for change of the status quo. This translates into a per-
manent inability to formulate a strategic response on a domestic level and a growing risk of 
permanent loss of competitiveness by Polish energy companies, as well as ineffective actions 
on the European arena, where Polish position is isolated.

• Using the terminology from the Strategy for Responsible Development, Polish development 
policy seems to be stuck in the demographic trap and locked in by problems related to the 
institutional weakness and mediocre produce. Due to the incomprehension of the nature of 
different megatrends (especially those related to resources and technology) and their inter-
relations, as well as incomplete readiness to face them on the strategic and regulatory levels 
(climate policy), Polish economy is largely unprepared for the clash with the consequences of 
all the processes analysed in this publication. 
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• For this to change, it is essential for the Polish development policy to actively engage in the 
European and global exchange of ideas. Especially the potential of Polish science and non-
-governmental organizations should be used on a much wider scale and in an institutionali-
sed manner in the process of formulation of concrete responses to the technological, demo-
graphic, as well as resource- and climate-related challenges.
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1. Introduction

Effective development policy should consist of  
pre-emptive actions, favouring the creation of a firm 
foundation for social well-being. This is a necessary 
condition for joining the group of the most developed 
countries. The modernization project focused on the 
replication of the past development models  
of the current economic leaders is doomed to fail. 

Even if their current achievements could be entirely reproduced, the point of reference will have 
already shifted: the leaders never stand still, they create new markets, develop ground-breaking 
technologies and deal with the observed social challenges in a new, yet unknown way. This is why 
Poland, as a country that aspires to become a European and global leader, should increasingly 
focus on the co-creation of new solutions already at a very early stage and react pre-emptively to 
the development threats that loom on the horizon. The first step to achieve this is to define and 
acknowledge the megatrends, which are largely shaping the socio-economic landscape of today’s 
world.

Their key characteristics are the irreversibility and the long-term nature of the ongoing 
changes. They cannot be stopped by individual companies, institutions or states, although they 
can be ignored by them for a certain period of time. This will, however, gradually intensify internal 
problems, as well as tensions in relations with the outside world. These tensions will finally force 
the adjustment, although it will take place under conditions adverse for the stragglers: they will 
have to incur the costs of rapid introduction of the necessary changes, without being able to use 
the first-mover advantage.

On the other hand, identification of the ongoing processes ahead of time allows for the 
preparation of an effective response, which would reduce the adaptation costs and maximise the 
benefits. The acceptance of external boundary conditions within the domestic development pol-
icy does not restrict its sovereignty; on the contrary – it helps to make maximum use of the real 
area of choice that policy-makers are facing. The anticipatory approach not only enables to tailor 
the necessary measures to match particular local conditions as well as strengths and weaknesses 
of the given country but also gives the country an opportunity to become a leader in the co-cre-
ation of new models of social and economic development.

In this publication, three main megatrends that are co-shaping the contemporary world are 
presented: demographic, technological, as well as resource and climate challenges. None of these 
are the new phenomena – in one form or another they have accompanied the humankind since 
the dawn of our civilization. However, at the moment we are dealing with an unprecedented scale 
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and pace of changes in each of the above-mentioned areas, as well as with strengthening of their 
interrelations. Based on the current developments, breakthroughs in the development processes 
will happen in next decades, both on global and national scales.. The results that they may bring 
still remain unclear. Will it be possible to fully benefit from the potential of the unfolding ICT 
revolution and at the same time to avoid the risks posed by new technologies? Can we prevent 
environmental and natural resource crises? How will the ageing populations of the developed 
countries as well as dynamically growing developing countries deal with these challenges?

Scheme 1. 21st century megatrends and their interlinkages

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration
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2. 21st century megatrends: 
demographics, technologies, 
resources
2.1 Demographics

At the beginning of the industrial era – in 1850 – the Earth was inhabited by approximately 
1.3 billion people. Within one hundred years this number doubled, reaching 2.5 billion, and the 
world entered the phase of spectacular population explosion in the second half of the 20th centu-
ry. Currently, the global population exceeds 7 billion and is still growing. According to the United 
Nations forecasts, by mid-century it will reach over 11 billion. The world owes such a dynamic 
population growth mainly to the technological advances in agriculture (the so called ‘green revo-
lution’), medicine (e.g. vaccines, antibiotics, beta-blockers) and a significant improvement in living 
standards achieved among others due to common access to running water and sanitary facilities 
– not only in the developed countries but also in the developing ones. These processes reduced 
infant, child and postnatal maternal mortality rates, from very high historic rates almost to zero, 
at the same time extending the number of years adults could enjoy in health. This resulted in dou-
bling and in some cases even tripling of the life expectancy in comparison with the pre-industrial 
era. Currently, new-borns can count on 70, and in developed countries even on over 80 years 
of living in health. Simultaneously, the fertility rate decreased to approximately 2.5 globally and 
1.3-1.8 in the wealthiest countries. This slowed down the population growth, but not as much as 
to counterbalance the lower mortality rates in all age groups. The world’s population will be thus 
expanding until the end of the 21st century, also because in the next decades the generations 
reaching reproductive age will be much more numerous than the generations of their parents and 
grandparents. The increase in number or Earth’s inhabitants at the rate of approx. 1% per year 
already puts a severe pressure on natural environment, even if the simultaneous economic growth 
is not considered. The consumption of minerals, metals and hydrocarbons increases exponentially, 
and naturally diverse ecosystems give way to the man-controlled plant and animal monocultures. 
Although technological advances continuously improve resource efficiency, concerns about the 
sustainability of the global economic development remain unresolved (see Chapter 2.3).

The second important feature of the global demographic processes after their intensity is 
irregularity, both in time and in space. In the 19th century and in the first half of the 20th century, 
population growth was concentrated mostly in the Northern Hemisphere, including Europe, the 
United States and China. Later on, countries which increased their number of inhabitants at the 
highest pace were mainly the developing nations situated in Africa and Southeast Asia. At the 
same time, Europe and East Asia were gradually entering the phase of demographic stagnation. 
According to the UN forecast, this trend will continue in the 21st century: due to the uneven fertil-
ity rates, varied initial demographic structures and differences in openness to immigration, by the 
mid-century only one out of ten Earth inhabitants will be of European or North American origin. 
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Figure 1. Changes in world population, 1950-2050

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration based on UN data and forecasts
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• a change in morbidity patterns, manifesting itself in relatively higher prevalence of chronic 
non-communicable diseases, especially cardiovascular diseases and cancer as well as neu-
rodegenerative disorders (Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s disease) and lifestyle diseases (such 
as diabetes). This will increase financial pressure on healthcare systems, significantly raising 
their maintenance costs and forcing internal restructuring of the services provided both by 
the health system and the services sector in general.

The population ageing rate largely varies not only between the industrialised countries (in-
cluding China) and the developing ones but also from one industrialised country to another. The 
reasons behind it are lower fertility rates in the Northern Hemisphere, as well as a greater open-
ness to immigration in the Anglo-Saxon countries (USA, UK, Canada and Australia) in comparison 
with continental Europe and East Asia (China, Japan, South Korea). As a result of these differ-
ences, the so called ‘demographic dependency’ (the proportion between working-age population 
(15-64) and the population aged over 65) in countries with very low fertility rates and relatively 
small openness to immigration may fall from approximately 3-5 as of today to approximately 1.5-
2.0 in 2050. Population ageing will be particularly fast in Southern European countries (Greece, 
Portugal, Spain), where in mid-century per 100 people in working age there might be even 63-65 
people over 65, followed by Central and Eastern European countries (including Poland), where 
in 2050 per 100 people between 15 and 65 there will be approximately 51-54 elderly people. 
In the majority of Western European countries (except for Germany), population ageing will be 
slower mostly due to the higher fertility rates (approx. 1.7-1.9 versus approx. 1.3-1.5 in the for-
mer Eastern Bloc and in Germany), as well as greater openness to immigration that results in the 
influx of relatively young people, who mitigate the impact of the increased life expectancy on the 
demographic structure. It should be emphasised that population ageing is a global process – in 
emerging economies it just occurs with a certain delay in comparison with the developed coun-
tries. However, in some cases (China, Central Europe) it is so fast that the process, which took the 
developed counties 100 years will take the emerging economies only 20-50 years. They will thus 
have much less time to adapt to its negative consequences. On the other hand, in some regions 
of the world (e.g. South Asia and Africa), for at least another 30-50 years the demographic struc-
ture will not force the economy and public finance to adjust to the same extent as the European 
countries and East Asia. This creates an opportunity for the economic expansion supported by a 
great number of relatively young consumers and additionally enhanced by progressive urban de-
velopments. A similar ‘demographic window’ was used by Western Europe, Japan and Korea after 
World War II, as well as by Central Europe and China after the fall of communism.

However, exploiting this demographic window of opportunity is not guaranteed, as most 
of the countries with young population are not only poor, but also unable to initiate economic 
growth high and stable enough to turn their hope for economic convergence with the developed 
West into a realistic expectation. On the contrary, due to geographical distance, differences in hu-
man capital and significant institutional and infrastructural shortcomings, young population rather 
becomes a burden than creates competitive advantage. This is when new generations become lost 
generations, and rapidly expanding urban centres turn into mega-slums. Most countries, in which 
the demographic pyramid has not yet been reversed, share high open and hidden unemployment, 
small number of profitable investments, high-level of corruption and great inequalities. 
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Figure 2. Demographic shift in high-, middle- and low-income countries, 1950-2050 
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Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration based on UN data and forecasts 
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This situation poses a challenge not only to developing countries but also to their surroundings, 
especially the European Union and to a lesser extent China. The rapid population growth in Africa 
and South Asia coupled with the unfolding climate and resource crisis and the inability to initiate 
endogenous development in their own territory will lead to internal tensions, and as a result to 
the high risk of military and humanitarian crises outbreaks. Considering the geographic proximity 
to Europe an East Asia, they can relatively easily translate into large-scale migration movements, 
which will be difficult to accommodate and which can destabilise the economic and political situa-
tion not only in Africa and South Asia but also in more developed parts of Eurasia (e.g. Europe and 
China). Global demographic processes are thus more than a sum of separate local phenomena that 
affect each of the 196 world’s countries. They should be rather seen as a single phenomenon of 
worldwide importance, closely linked to other megatrends analysed in this report: technological 
changes, as well as climate and resource crisis.

2.2 Technologies

The underlying basis for most of the contemporary technological trends is the empirical reg-
ularity known as the Moore’s law. It was formulated in the mid-60s by Gordon Moore – elec-
tronics engineer and one of the founders of Intel Corporation, who noted that the number of 
components in integrated circuits doubles approximately every two years. Despite its heuristic 
nature, the Moore’s law quickly became a guiding principle for the entire electronics indus-
try and determined its course of development for the next half century. The magnitude of its 
impact can hardly be overestimated. Currently, the most modern processors are over trillion 
times more technically and economically efficient than in the 50s (see Figure 3). The increasing 
capital expenditure that is necessary to launch the production of next generations of integrated 
circuits has slowed down the fall in prices of electronic goods, yet not enough to create an eco-
nomic barrier for the popularisation of computers. Contrary to the 1960s, computers stopped 
being expensive, specialised machines used exclusively in the military, banking and insurance 
sectors. Nowadays, they constitute everyday use consumer goods and can be found even in 
less wealthy households. The increase in computing power also stimulated the development of 
numerical algorithms and innovations, which changed the way companies operate not only in 

Countries with the highest population growth are  
at the same time most vulnerable to the negative 
effects of climate change, scarcity of resources and 
failed technological adaptation. The combination  
of these processes may in turn trigger political crisis 
on a global scale, threatening the stability of Europe 
and China.
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the electronics industry, but also in the whole economy. In this context, there have been three 
types of developments:

• Firstly, due to computerisation of the management, marketing, logistics, distribution and 
sales, business process efficiency has increased in nearly every sector. 

• Secondly, programmable integrated circuits enabled far-reaching automation of industrial as-
sembly lines – with each decade, this process included a bigger number of value chain parts, 
gradually penetrating also the services sector.

• Thirdly, ever cheaper and more efficient computers found their use in automatic data collec-
tion and processing, which made the technical developments possible also in the areas that 
due to their complexity had previously escaped the rigorous analysis.

Figure 3. Technological advances and fall in processor prices

 

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration based on Kurzweil (2010) and DFJ data

Figure 4. Advances in biotechnology and Moore’s law

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration based on Wetterstrand (2016)
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Similar processes were taking place also in other areas of economy, closely related to the sem-
iconductor industry, especially in telecommunications (Internet, fibre-optics, telecommunication 
satellites), image processing and light emission (CCD detectors, LCD monitors, LEDs) as well as data 
storage (magnetic and optical memories). They were inspired by changes in the processor manufac-
turing and at the same time have reinforced it by creating new market niches for integrated circuits. 
The technological advances were followed by a drop in the unit cost of production (Nordhaus 2007). 
In the years 1970-2010, the price of computer memories decreased million times and the best 
telecom service providers increased their bandwidth hundred thousand times with no significant in-
crease in prices. An equally fast progress was observed in the case of light sources (the price of LEDs 
fell over hundred thousand times since 1970), image signal processors (in 1980-2010, the number 
of pixels that could be installed in a video camera for one dollar increased thousand times), as well 
as the DNA sequencing methods (since 1970, a trillion-fold decrease in the cost of reading the so 
called ‘base sequences’ has been recorded). As far as the latter case is concerned, the improvements 
in the last dozen years were much faster than the pace foreseen by Moore.

One particular example in the technology area is the energy sector, which both benefited 
from the semiconductor revolution and also has complemented it. Since the 1960s, the techno-
logical developments in this sector were impacted by both the conventional and non-conventional 
technologies, which followed slightly different patterns. In the case of thermal energy sector, the 
incremental innovations, which gradually increased the efficiency of coal and gas conversion into 
electricity, date back to the late 19th century. Efficiency of the first thermal power plants built in 
the United States did not exceed 20%. Over time, it gradually increased to reach over 30% in the 
mid-20th century and even 40% by its end. Currently, the most modern ultra-supercritical (USC) 
coal-fired power plants declare a nominal efficiency of nearly 47%, which implies a reduction in 
coal use by a third since the 1960s, and when compared to the beginnings of coal based energy 
industry – almost two and a half times. Technological change in the sector was thus constant yet 
slow – it never exceeded approx. 0.6% per annum. However, due to the fact that the increase in 
the efficiency of power generating installations requires substantial capital expenditure related 
to the power generation process itself and to the safety of its operations and transmission, tech-
nological progress barely reduces the cost of building thermal power plants. Quite the contrary 
– costs of building new installations are higher than these spent on their predecessors. This state 
of affairs is partly due to the ever-stricter environmental standards, which aim at reduction of 
emissions of chemicals harmful to human health. As a result, costs of electricity generation from 
new, more efficient installations and from older installations with a lower nominal heat efficiency 
are comparable.

 

The technological improvements are being implemented 
not only in the conventional energy, but also in the 
nuclear power and renewable energy sectors. However, 
RES technologies are the ones to benefit the most from 
the ICT revolution, through faster reduction of costs 
of energy generation and increased potential of their 
integration with the energy system.
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This problem can also be observed in the case of nuclear power. During its ‘golden age’, i.e. in the 
years 1950-1980, a great number of new nuclear power installations that were commissioned 
all over the world, as well as the possibility of reaching ‘low-hanging fruit’ of the technological 
development, allowed for an important reduction in unit costs of producing energy from this 
source. Relatively quickly, nuclear power became the most environmentally friendly option, and 
at the same time the most economically competitive technology on the market. However, serious 
accidents in Three Miles Island, USA (1982), and Chernobyl, USSR (1986) along with a series of 
minor incidents, undermined public trust in this technology, what translated into a decline in the 
number of contracts, as well as increased technical requirements and safety standards for the new 
installations. As a consequence, the capital costs of investments in nuclear power in many coun-
tries started to increase – new projects became so complex that the investment and the financial 
risk related to the unpredictable extension of construction time substantially increased. The ap-
proach chosen by France, which managed to substitute fossil fuel-based power generation with 
nuclear power within a dozen years, is now almost impossible for most countries to follow. This is 
because nuclear power may be a cost-effective and environmentally attractive investment option 
only provided that the state policies are extremely favourable, coordinated, stable and credible. 
Otherwise, projects of this kind become too risky to secure market financing cheap enough in 
order for the private sector to be willing to take part in its development. Therefore, due to the 
increasing regulatory, political and investment risks, nuclear power is being developed mostly in 
East Asia, led by South Korea and China, where due to conscious state policy these obstacles play 
only a minor role. In Europe and the United States, the competition from renewable energy sourc-
es or natural gas, as well as restrictions of political and regulatory nature that lead to an increase 
in construction costs and investment risk, make the development of nuclear projects much more 
difficult, if at all possible. 

While in the 1970s nuclear power was the only technical option for making the energy sys-
tem less dependent on fossil fuels and at the same time allowed for the reduction of the impact 
on natural environment, nowadays it is not the case. This shift is caused by an significant techno-
logical progress in the renewable energy sector. Its beginning can be dated to the first half of the 
70s, which is when a spike in oil prices, caused by OPEC countries’ activity, significantly raised an 
interest in the alternative means of energy generation. The oil crisis, however, did not last long 
and fossil fuel prices quickly returned to their previous level, making the commercialisation of 
still relatively immature renewable energy technologies less appealing. Many renewable energy 
development grants got suspended, however in case of the most promising ones – i.e. photovol-
taic panels and wind power plants the research was continued in order to sustain technological 
progress. A new stimulus for development emerged two decades ago, when some of the devel-
oped countries such as Germany, Spain and Denmark began to actively support the development 
of RES, promoting the installation of renewable energy sources within their own energy systems. 
For the companies that manufactured photovoltaic panels and wind turbines this meant a huge 
demand impulse, which increased significantly both the production scale and the number of en-
terprises and research teams dedicated to their development. As a result, the costs of wind and 
solar power generation could continue to decline at the average rate of approximately 3% (wind) 
and 6% (photovoltaic panels) per year. Wind power sector developed mostly due to the increase 
in average size, the use of more resistant materials, improvements in engines and ever more 
technically advanced computer control systems. Another contributing factor was the emergence 
of companies specialising in efficient manufacturing, installation, maintenance and operation of 
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wind farms, which allowed for the reduction of capital costs, as well as operational maintenance 
costs. In the case of photovoltaic systems, cost reduction in the years 1975-2015 should be large-
ly attributed to technical improvements that boosted the efficiency of sunlight conversion into 
electricity, as well as the economy of scale, which helped to reduce unit costs of photovoltaic cells 
manufacturing due to an important increase in production e.g. in China. This was achieved due to 
the application of computer-controlled assembly lines, which not only increased labour productiv-
ity in factories that manufactured photovoltaic modules but also considerably increased durability 
and the reliability of equipment in comparison with the beginnings of this industry in the 1970s. 
Simultaneously, improvements were made in other devices associated with the installed photo-
voltaic systems (e.g. inverters, electronic control systems), as well as the energy storage systems, 
the costs of which in the last decade were decreasing at a pace comparable to semiconductors, 
enhancing the cost convergence of PV installations and thermal power plants.

Figure 5. Evolution of investment costs for coal-fired power plants, nuclear power plants and 
photovoltaic power stations

Source: Lovering et al. (2016)
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Importantly, technological advances not only reduce unit costs of new energy generation 
technologies but also facilitate their integration with the system. The increase in computing pow-
er, the possibility of sending data through telecommunication networks and their subsequent 
collection, as well as processing by artificial intelligence systems nowadays allow for the manage-
ment of a growing number of distributed energy generation systems, as well as the equipment 
that consumes and stores it. This opens a new chapter in energy system development: from a 
set-up in which there is a clear separation between the transmission system level (big power 
plants – which can be controlled by the transmission system operator) and the distribution net-
work (passive end-users), the world moves on to an integrated system, in which centralised and 
distributed computer systems cooperate with each other to simultaneously manage the biggest 
system units, distributed renewable energy sources or even small prosumer installations, whilst 
additionally controlling the devices responsible for the energy uptake and storage belonging to 
end-users and system service providers. 

Due to the aforementioned factors, in many countries the individual and systemic electricity 
generation costs from wind and sun have lately become comparable to the costs of new conven-
tional power installations, thus changing the attitude of regulators towards these, unstable by 
nature, means of electricity generation. This is because fast technological advances in electronics 
made their efficient integration with other components of the energy system possible. However, 
in order to achieve full cost competitiveness, it is necessary, for the time being, to meet at least 
two out of three additional conditions:

• the existence of favourable climatic conditions, 

• low cost of financing capital-intensive investments, 

• regulations that encourage the development of RES and lead to the internalisation of environ-
mental costs generated by conventional power plants (e.g. emission tax or emissions trading 
system). 

The development of wind and solar power is thus cost-effective in Western European coun-
tries, which enjoy both low investment costs and environmental regulations favourable for RES 
and strict for fossil fuels, as well as in China, where low costs of their financing by the national 
banking system is accompanied by favourable climatic conditions and ever more demanding envi-
ronmental regulations. Similarly, in the United States, where the highly developed financial market 
offering cheap financing for investment projects is accompanied by very good climatic conditions 
and favourable energy policy pursued by many states (and to a lesser extent also by the federal 
government), as well as in India, where climatic conditions are so favourable that even relatively 
high costs of financing do not interfere with the widespread adoption of RES by the public policy. 
At the same time, photovoltaic or wind power systems develop at a slower rate in countries with 
less fortunate climatic conditions and higher financing costs, due to either relatively high regu-
lation risk (variable state’s approach to renewable energy) or generally high sovereign risk (low 
creditworthiness assessment for sovereign debt on international markets). Poland is one of these 
countries. Contrary to the European trends, Polish legal regulations hinder the widespread adop-
tion of RES, which is supported by arguments related to their instability and (supposedly) high 
system cost. As the technological progress in the area of RES continues, it can be expected that in 
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the horizon of 2025 also in Poland the investments in onshore (and possibly also offshore) photo-
voltaic installations and wind farms will become clearly more cost-effective than the investments 
in new coal-fired units, even if the quality of public policy (fiscal, monetary and regulatory) influ-
encing the investment costs for renewables does not significantly improve. In these circumstanc-
es, the development of renewable energy sources might only get restricted by specific regulations 
discriminating RES (e.g. tax-wise) in favour of other energy generation technologies, which most 
probably would be in conflict with the EU regulations and as such should not last long. 

Figure 6. Projected costs of electricity generation in new power plants in Poland

    2020           2030

 

Note: The graphs present cost ranges for electricity generation depending on capital costs (from r=4% to r=7%); for coal-fired 
power plant, it was assumed that it operates as base load (CF=75%). 
Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration

This scenario seems quite improbable, provided that Poland remains a European Union mem-
ber state. An additional factor that would favour the development of RES within the EU in the 
2020s will be an increase in the stringency of the EU’s environmental and climate policy. Coal-
fired units will then have trouble complying with the standards introduced for new installations, 
and the rise in the EU ETS allowance prices will favour low-emission sources, including RES and 
nuclear power. However, it doesn’t have to happen in the 2020s in order to permanently lower 
the competitiveness of the conventional power plants in this period: due to long-term return 
on investment, the expected rise in allowance prices in the 30s or even 40s will have a negative 
impact on the relative profitability of investment in different technologies well ahead of time. An 
improvement in the quality of national energy policy (state policy which is coherent and at the 
same time in line with megatrends, stabilisation of regulations related to renewable energy, etc.), 
as well as in macroeconomic policies aimed at lowering the costs of financing capital-intensive in-
vestment projects in the broad sense (such as capital market development, reduction of structural 
deficits in the public finance sector, joining the euro area) may have a similar effect.

0

100

200

300

400

500

Onshore wind Photovoltaics Hard coal Onshore wind Photovoltaics Hard coal

(5 EUR/t CO2)

PL
N

/M
W

h

0

100

200

300

400

500

(30 EUR/t CO2)

PL
N

/M
W

h



18

Megatrends: from acceptance to action

In the medium term, technological advances combined with the impact of environmental 
regulations and improved macroeconomic and structural policies should lead to a shift in energy 
system development paradigm also in countries which like Poland are still sceptical about de-
carbonisation of the energy system. These countries, instead of focusing on large conventional 
power plants characterised by stable operation, should rather maximise the share of unstable yet 
cheap and zero-emission renewable sources in the energy mix. This, combined with the subse-
quent addition of system stabilising solutions, such as demand-side management, development 
of cross-border electricity grid interconnections, energy storage, development of heat and power 
co-generation, as well as construction of gas-fired peaking power plants will guarantee higher 
cost-effectivness. In a system built this way, there won’t be much space left for large coal-fired 
power plants, which currently dominate many energy systems, especially if the niche for large-
scale system sources (still existing although not necessarily long-lasting) is taken by nuclear power 
plants.

2.3 Resources

Nearly half a century after the Club of Rome’s report titled ‘Limits to Growth’ was published, 
the described risks related to growing world population’s demand for minerals, plant and animal 
resources, as well as the increasing pressure that the industrial civilisation puts on the natural 
environment of the entire planet and its individual ecosystems, not only haven’t diminished but 
have even intensified. Despite some simplified assumptions adopted by the authors of ‘Limits to 
Growth’, the forecasts presented in the report reflected the real course of events in the last half 
century quite precisely (Turner, 2014). Contrary to the opinion frequently invoked in the media, 
the Club of Rome did not predict rapid economic collapse, merely indicating that around 2020 the 
world would enter a time of great turbulence, which could threaten global growth in the long run. 
These conclusions were later supported by many other studies elaborated by research centres 
and international organisations (e.g. OECD, 2012; Steffen et al., 2015), which taking into account 
a much wider catalogue of environmental and resource threats than the ones considered by the 
authors of the Club of Rome report confirmed that development threats related to the pollut-
ant emissions and the over-exploitation of natural resources globally are a real possibility. These 
studies generally suggested that such risks would not materialise in form of a sudden civilisation 
collapse but rather bring stagnation in development, thus worsening certain aspects of life qual-
ity in developed and developing countries. The intensification of analysed threats is caused by a 
negative correlation between the rapid population growth and the economic growth based on the 

Favourable conditions for investments in the 
modernization and in innovations in all sectors  
of the economy, will act as an additional trigger  
for a complex structural reorganisation of the  
energy system.
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exploitation of non-renewable resources on one hand, and the nearly exhausted capacity of the 
natural environment to absorb the effects of industrial civilization – on the other. 

The link between technological advances, economic growth and population growth isn’t how-
ever that straightforward. Since the beginning of the industrial revolution, technological advances 
allowed the humankind to reach for more resources in order to satisfy the increasing consumption 
needs of the growing population. On the other hand, technological progress gradually increased 
resource efficiency. This is because market economy provides economic incentives for the devel-
opment of ever more resource-efficient technologies, by rewarding companies that can produce 
“more for less” with greater profits. With the increase in wealth, consumers’ preferences shift as 
well – they start to value carbon neutral products more, appreciating the use of recyclable ma-
terials and energy-saving technologies. The well-established example of this phenomenon is the 
divergence of the GDP growth and the energy consumption (and CO2 emission) paths after the oil 
shocks of the 70s. Since then, the global economy has been growing faster than the energy con-
sumption. This is known as relative decoupling, also observed in case of many other raw materials. 
However, absolute decoupling that can be achieved when resource use and pollutant emission 
declines over time while the economy grows – does not exist on the global scale. The reduction in 
ozone depleting substances emission as a result of implementation of the 1987 Montreal Protocol 
is a significant exception to this rule.

Figure 7. World population, GDP, raw material consumption and CO2 emissions at the beginning 
of the 20th century (1900 = 1)

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration based on the estimates by Krausmann et al. (2009), WU (2017), WRI (2017) and the 
World Bank data

The economy’s capacity to adjust to the resource scarcity, through innovation and replacement of 
rare materials with more available ones, allows to maintain exponential economic growth globally 
for a longer period of time than it would probably be possible hadn’t this phenomenon existed. 
However, the existing correlations between different problematic areas, especially the ones relat-
ed to the use of water, energy carriers and food, raise concerns (WEF, 2011). These three resourc-
es, which are crucial for the mankind’s survival and development, are also strictly interrelated 
(see Scheme 2) with a common underlying factor being the climate change. The aforementioned 
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reciprocal correlations aggravate the problem of resource scarcity, both on the national and con-
tinental level, as well as globally. For instance, a spike in energy prices affects the food market, 
causing an increase in food prices in the developing countries and greater pressure on extensive 
farming in the areas that haven’t been used for agriculture before. Likewise, a large-scale drought 
can simultaneously cause a significant decay in food production and an increase in its prices in 
the developed countries as well as limit water resources available for thermal power plants, thus 
affecting industry, services and GDP growth. 

Scheme 2. Climate change and water-energy-food nexus

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration

Due to the described correlations, addressing complex issues only through actions limited to the 
selected areas might prove to be ineffective or could even aggravate the situation in another field. 
This can be well illustrated by an example of the widespread use of biomass for power genera-
tion, which reduces the area dedicated to food production and water resources for non-energy 
agriculture in key periods of the year, especially during heat waves. The more water resources will 
be absorbed for energy generation, not only for biomass production but also by thermal power 
plants (for cooling purposes), the bigger this problem will become. Therefore, reducing the risk 
of water and food scarcity requires a comprehensive approach, which involves improvements in 
resource efficiency in agriculture and water management in combination with the reduction of the 
share of thermal units in the energy sector and especially the provision of complementary energy 
sources in the summer season. Otherwise we will witness a vicious circle: an attempt to solve the 
problem of water and food scarcity using conventional technologies will result in increased green-
house gas emissions and will aggravate the climate crisis, which will in turn translate into a further 
intensification of pressure on water resources and agriculture, especially in countries located in 
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the tropics or otherwise experiencing reduced rainfall. This also concerns regions which, just like 
Europe, due to their geographical location seem less susceptible to the water-food-energy crisis. 
A number of factors indicate that in order to guarantee that by mid-21st century Europe still en-
joys secure access to food, water, energy and economic stability, a global technological transition 
will be required. This is because European consumption is based to a great extent on direct and 
indirect imports of resources: 60% of land and 45% of water used in the supply chain of goods 
consumed in the EU is obtained beyond its territorial boundary (Tukker et al., 2014).

Europe’s dependency on (direct and indirect) imports of resources concerns multiple raw ma-
terials, many of which are indispensable for European industrial processing, while their production 
is highly concentrated. These so called ‘critical raw materials’ include among others the rare earth 
minerals. High dependency on their imports is dangerous in two ways: firstly, an increased global 
demand for scarce resources and their ever more difficult extraction increases competitiveness 
and strengthens the biggest suppliers’ bargaining position; secondly, conflicts that are a result of 
intensified environmental problems and resource scarcity significantly increase the risk of dis-
ruption of the international order which ensures stable exchange of goods on the global scale. 
Therefore, improving resource efficiency and disseminating environmentally friendly technologies 
not only on the Old Continent but also globally is in Europe’s vital interest. It is also crucial for oth-
er leading economies, such as China, that despite having a rich resource base to be still interested 
in ensuring stable food supply to their citizens and maintaining intensive global trade.

Figure 8. Concentrated extraction of critical raw materials

 Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration based on the European Commission data (2014)
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Box 1. Climate policy as key element of environmental and resource policies

For more than two decades, the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions constitutes an integral part of 
the debate on environment protection policies. The subsequent IPCC reports, based on scientific studies, 
not only explicitly confirm that  the currently observed  rise  in global  temperature  is certainly caused by 
anthropogenic greenhouse gas  (mainly CO2) emissions, but also highlighted the unprecedented pace of 
the ongoing changes and their potential scope of influence on the ecosystem. The reports also revealed 
the risks that maintaining the current high-emission economic growth model poses to socio-economic 
development. These threats do not arise from the mere existence of climate change, as it already has been 
recorded in the past, but from its extremely fast pace, which makes it difficult for both the nature and for 
the humankind to adjust to the new conditions.

Figure 9. Rise in global temperature since the 19th century

Source: NASA/GISS

Figrue 10. CO2 concentrations and antropogenic CO2 emissions

 

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration based on the data from EPA and Global Carbon Project 

It  should  be  noted  that  climate  change  affects  the most  underprivileged  regions,  not  only  in  terms  of 
quality of life but also as far as factors determining the possibility of physical survival of their citizens are 
concerned, i.e.: access to food, water, exposure to life-threatening heat waves. This especially concerns 
the developing countries, which due to the natural conditions and  low income are characterised by the 
limited adaptation potential to the most dangerous climate change components. European countries can 
reduce threats resulting from the increase in the frequency of heat waves or floods quite easily by means 
of costly investments in infrastructure, while in the poorest Asian and African countries water management 
problems, extremely high  temperatures or a decay  in agriculture efficiency will be destabilising  factors, 
even provided  that  the adaptation measures are  fully  implemented  (which would also  require financial, 
technological and organisational support from the developed countries). This  is the first reason why the 
issue  of  climate  change  should  be  treated  as  a  priority:  lack  of  deep  emission  reduction  threatens  the 
progress achieved in other areas of both environmental and broader development policies (World Bank, 
2010).
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Box 1 cont. 

Table 1. Selected long-term climate-related risks

Region Type of risk

Scale of long-term threats (1 to 5)

No action
Adaptation 
to climate 

change

Adaptation 
and 

emission 
reduction

Europa
Flooded river valleys and destruction of coastal areas 4 2 1

Limited access to water 5 3 3

Heat waves 5 3 3

Afryka Water scarcity 5 4 3

Decline in agricultural yields, food scarcity 5+ 5 3

Azja Increase of flood risks 5 4 3

Increase in mortality rate due to high temperatures 5+ 5 3

North 
America

Increase in mortality rate due to high temperatures 5 3 2

Increase in fire costs 5+ 5 4

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration based on IPCC (2014)

The second reason is the scale, pace and complexity of the actions necessary to achieve climate stability: 
the transition to low-carbon economy must be completed within 1-2 investment cycles all over the world, 
and not only in the energy but also in the construction, transportation, industry, waste management and 
forestry sectors. It is also worth remembering that achieving carbon neutrality (net-zero emissions) is more 
difficult than meeting the EU’s emissions reduction goal of 80%, as it requires transition not only towards 
zero-emission power generation,  but  also  zero-emission heating and mobility  (which would have  to be 
based on vehicle electrification or carbon-neutral synthetic fuels). Moreover, a reduction in industrial pro-
cess emissions (currently being only feasible due to the energy-intensive CCS installations) as well as organ-
isational and technical changes in agriculture and forestry would be necessary. Although the long-term net 
effects of the transition will be limited from macroeconomic perspective, restructuring within each sector 
will be a complex and time-consuming process, which will create like any structural change many winners 
and losers.

Figure 11. Net greenhouse gas emissions in Poland in 2015

Source: WiseEuropa›s own elaboration based on KOBiZE 

Due to the scope of challenges related to the transition towards the low-emission economy and the costs 
of inaction, the fight against climate change is ever present in the public policy agenda of the 21st century. 
This mindset is widespread not only among climatologists but also among the leading economists special-
ising in wider issues of development policy (Palacios-Huerta, 2015).
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While world political and economic leaders become increasingly aware of the fact that main-
taining the current development model is practically impossible, they become more interested in 
concepts such as circular economy, which are supposed to significantly reduce the demand for 
imported minerals and at the same time limit the volume of generated waste almost to zero, as 
well as lower the emissions of greenhouse gases and other harmful chemicals without compro-
mising life quality and prospects of economic growth both in the developed and in the developing 
countries. A particular feature of this new way of thinking about resource management is a shift 
away from incremental improvements in favour of a systemic change, which should include not 
only the implementation of new technologies, but also the elaboration of new business models 
and stimulation of changes in consumer behaviour. In line with this, public debate is moving away 
from the need to incur environmental protection costs and save resources for future generations, 
towards emphasizing new, transition-related economic opportunities.

It should be emphasized that due to the existence of external effects and the exceptionally 
large scale of the necessary changes, they won’t be probably feasible without the implementation, 
at least in world regions responsible for the biggest share of global GDP, of a cohesive regulatory 
framework that will strongly promote a resource-efficient production and consumption model, 
both in households and in industrial companies. However, despite the need for global transition, 
it will be extremely difficult to reproduce the success as significant as the one catalysed by the 
Montreal Protocol. This is due to both a bigger scale of adjustments and changes in the global 
political arena: the developed countries are not any more capable of imposing binding solutions 
on emerging economies, nor any country or region is capable of starting actions on the global 
scale on its own (Bremmer and Roubini, 2011). This problem, but also the emerging solution, is 
the most clearly visible in the case of climate protection. The failure of the Kyoto Protocol and the 
Copenhagen climate summit of 2009 have shown that imposing top-down emission limits to all 
countries of the globe is impossible. Thus, in the Paris Agreement, ratified in 2016, a bottom-up 
approach was adopted based on climate-related goals proposed by different countries. These 
goals are supposed to be gradually toughened during regular revisions, so that the total reduction 
in greenhouse gas emissions corresponds to the values necessary to maintain the rate of global 
temperatures increase below 2°C (as compared with the past). However, even moderate climate 
targets require a speed-up in the emission reduction process. It shouldn’t be forgotten that the 
current plans to reduce emissions even in the European Union, which has relatively high ambi-
tions in this regard, do not ensure compliance with the Paris Agreement stipulations (Table 2). 
This means that an increase in the European climate emission reduction target beyond the 2030 
agenda is probable. This could happen also in other countries, such as China.
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Table 2. Climate goals, carbon budget and the related rate of global emission reduction

Goal (limiting the rise in global temperatures) < 1,5°C < 2°C < 3 st. C

Probability of meeting the goal 50% 33% 66% 50% 33% 66% 50% 33%

Remaining carbon budget [CO2 emission  
in Gt] 312 612 762 1062 1262 2162 2562 3012

Number of remaining years with current level 
of emissions 8 15 19 27 32 54 64 75

Necessary annual rate of emission reduction 11% 6% 5% 4% 3% 1,8% 1,5% 1,2%

Note: The following assumptions were made – impossibility of obtaining negative net emissions and carbon budget used up by 2250.
Source: WiseEuropa’s own calculations based on IPCC (2014) and Carbon Brief (2017)

A new topic that has been recently gaining attention (DoD, 2015; CCS, 2017) is the impact of 
resource-related problems on global development through increased political instability. This in-
cludes developments in the regions most affected by environmental catastrophes and charac-
terised by limited resources and demographic explosion, as well as propagation of crises (armed 
conflicts, humanitarian disasters, among others) to the wealthier regions – mainly Europe and East 
Asia, by massive migration flows as well as resource and political turmoils. It is one of the reasons 
why, with the increase in global temperatures and intensification of related negative phenomena, 
a growing political pressure on speeding up the transition to a low-emission economy can be 
expected. This concerns both Europe and China, as well as other key Asian economies (Japan, 
South Korea, India), which already consider low-emission and resource-efficient ‘green growth’ 
as one of their development priorities. It will be enhanced by the demographic and technological 
megatrends: in the next decades, the fastest population growth will be observed in regions most 
vulnerable to the consequences of climate change, which at the same time are located relatively 
close to Europe or situated within such world superpowers as India or China. Ever higher com-
petitiveness of low-emission technologies enables the progress in the transition in an increasing 
number of countries. However, high sunk costs and strong market position of companies that 
depend on fossil fuel-based technologies (especially in the energy and auto-mobile sectors) still 
remain an important factor, which slows down these changes.

It is however worth noting that the importance of low-emission technology suppliers has 
been gradually growing in different economies, not only in the EU or China but also in the USA 
(in 2016, employment in the US wind and solar energy sector was three times as high as in coal 
mining and coal-based power sector and by one third higher than in gas extraction and gas-based 
power sector (DoE, 2017)). At the same time suppliers of conventional solutions (energy and 
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automotive multinationals) are seeking diversification and are shifting towards business models 
that are based on new technologies. Over time, one can expect breakthroughs in the debate on 
the shape of climate policy in subsequent countries and sectors – the transition beneficiaries will 
gain long-lasting advantage and the emission reduction rate will speed up.
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3. Public policy towards 
megatrends

Does the public policy recognise global trends? Does it look at them impartially or rather sees 
them through the current needs of political process? Finally, are new regulations formulated in 
order to address the demographic shift, technological developments and the resource scarcity, or 
are they rather acted upon with a great delay, while the wait-and-see approach is adopted for the 
extended periods of time? Answering these questions has to be ambiguous, just as ambiguous 
and variable are the priorities of political parties, states and international organisations. However, 
before megatrends can be translated into the language of ideas, they need to be subjected to 
scientific research. It is usually a prerequisite for the institutions from the intersection of science 
and politics – think tanks – to be able to distil elements particularly appealing to the public opin-
ion and political elites from the scientific debate. Only after a language that is understandable 
by a wider public is formulated, the knowledge of megatrends can be transformed into political 
slogans, changing both the shape and the content of the political debate.

The issue of population ageing provides a good example of gradual translation of scientific ide-
as into politics. This phenomenon had been predicted by demographers (see Laundry, 1934; 
Netestein, 1953) and analysed by economists (see Weil, 1997) long before it became a subject of 
media interest and public debate. When the debate engaged leading European and American think 
tanks and large international organisations, such as the World Bank, the UN and the European 
Commission, one country after another started to mitigate the negative impacts of population 
ageing on their economies and public finances. The instruments aimed at providing the encour-
agement for older citizens to extend their working lives as well as for younger people to have more 
children and to combine parenting with paid work were used. Many developed countries managed 
to reduce the consequences of the demographic shift by reducing retirement and pension bene-
fits, gradually raising the retirement age, extending the scope of institutional childcare and intro-
ducing legal amendments facilitating part-time jobs. This, however, occurred unevenly. Northwest 
Europe, Canada and Japan carried out the most profound reforms of the previous welfare state 
model and thus prepared their economies relatively well for the period, in which post-war baby 
boom generation will reach retirement age. By contrast, similar reforms undertaken in Southern 

Efficient knowledge transfer between the 
universities, scientific institutes, think thanks, 
knowledge centres and the public debate allows  
to increase the readiness of the state as well  
as the private sector needed to promptly react  
to any challenges posed by megatrends
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and Central Europe either came late or were not fully implemented, and thus had weaker effect 
on the economy than in the Scandinavian countries or Germany. Such uneven advancement of 
reforms is not related to a different perception of public debate findings related to the social and 
economic impact of population ageing, but rather to a different logic that governs political pro-
cesses, which in the South and East of Europe has a greater tendency, than in the West, to hinder 
or partially reverse the already undertaken changes, not only in the case of labour market but also 
in other areas of the economy. Therefore, paradoxically, countries with the highest rate and depth 
of the adverse demographic shift are the ones who are the least prepared for it. The reason for 
this is their relative (as compared to Northwest Europe or Japan) institutional weakness, which 
hampers design, implementation and stability of structural reforms, not only in the labour market 
and social security fields but also in other areas of state activity.

On a more basic level, this problem can also be observed in case of other megatrends, es-
pecially the technological change. Unlike demographic processes, technology rarely becomes a 
socially sensitive domain of public policy. It is therefore less controversial for the decision makers, 
even in counties with less developed political and scientific institutions. However, the govern-
ment engagement in technological development varies from country to country, both in terms of 
strategy and its implementation. It should be noted that this diversity largely reflects the institu-
tional capacity of individual countries and the bureaucracies, which control their policies. Public 
policy’s interest in the technological sphere may be motivated by many different factors. Two of 
them are of key importance. First of all, some countries pursue an active industrial policy in the 
hope of faster growth and convergence with more developed countries. The capacity to adapt to 
the technological change is fundamental to this process and debates around the so called ‘middle 
income trap’ usually focus on concerns regarding the possibility of shifting local economies to-
wards innovation-based development. Secondly, a country’s international leverage depends on its 
military and economic strength (hard power), as well as its cultural capacity (soft power), and thus 
indirectly also on its capacity to participate in the global technological avant-garde. This is why 
co-financing scientific research, preferential taxation of investments in machinery, equipment and 
development projects, as well as caring for the local capital market and other cooperation plat-
forms are included in the repertoire of actions undertaken by countries which aspire to maintain 
or strengthen their international position.
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Table 3. Main global megatrends and public policy traps in OECD countries

Awareness of the problem in 
public discourse

Capacity to formulate an 
appropriate strategic response

Implementation of public 
policy instruments

Te
ch

no
lo

gy

Good on a basic level due to the 
widespread use of electronics in 
daily life. 

In many countries relatively 
low on a detailed level due 
to scientific and technical 
complexity, a limited number of 
experts and institutions capable 
of translating these issues into 
the language of debate and public 
policy instruments.

Accessible to few countries 
with high human resources, 
institutional and organizational 
capacity. Difficult In other 
countries: reforms supporting 
the creation and uptake of 
technologies within the economy 
are conceptually complex and 
involve a wide range of areas, 
which are not directly associated 
with technological innovation e.g. 
capital market, health care, etc.

Politically non-controversial but 
hard to implement due to the 
long-term nature of the process, 
its great conceptual complexity, 
the existence of more urgent 
fiscal needs and the fact that 
the capacity building takes time 
and has a positive effect on 
the economy only if long-term 
continuity of public policy in this 
regard is ensured.

Re
so

ur
ce

s 
an

d 
na

tu
ra

l e
nv

iro
nm

en
t Good on a basic level due to mass 

media coverage of e.g. climate-
related topics or environmental 
threats.

The conviction about the need 
for change is frequently limited 
by the fact that the impact of this 
megatrend may extend beyond 
one person’s lifetime, as well as 
by the susceptibility to climate 
change denial rhetoric.

Varies from country to country: 
requires combining specialised 
knowledge from many fields 
(legal, economic, energy, 
engineering, etc.). Moreover, 
the state must have knowledge 
of strategic planning in longer 
time horizons, while reconciling 
contradicting social and sectoral 
interests, as well as the capacity 
for anticipatory thinking and 
taking long-term geopolitical 
action which overcomes political 
differences. 

Politically difficult due to the 
global dimension of challenges, 
deferment of positive effects 
of regulations in time with high 
costs incurred in a short period 
of time, the need to restructure 
the current economy (changing 
the status quo produces ‘winners’ 
and ‘losers’ of the transition). In 
countries where environment 
protection is agreed on a 
political level, this kind of policy 
encounters less obstacles.

D
em

og
ra

ph
ic

s

Good due to the long-lasting 
presence of the topics of 
population growth, fertility rates 
and immigration in the developed 
countries’ public debate, visible 
effects of population ageing 
on the current state of public 
finances and global intensification 
of migration processes.

Good in developed countries, 
where these issues are well 
established in economic literature 
and political practice, while the 
countries with less technocrat-
led administration and political 
process might succumb to the 
temptation of avoiding politically 
sensitive topics.

Varies from country to country 
depending on their susceptibility 
to the populist movements 
and the shortcomings of the 
political trading which favours 
well organized interest groups 
whose privileges, e.g. preferential 
pension benefits, are threatened.

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration

Technological development is a subject of interest mainly for countries and regions which play the 
role of global superpowers (United States, China, European Union), or the ones where the sectors 
that undergo rapid technological transition are of special importance (e.g. Finland, Israel, South 
Korea, Japan). From their point of view, neglecting the technological trend might be a strategic 
mistake with serious consequences for their international or economic position. For this reason, 
research funding programmes in the area of quantum computers, artificial intelligence, robotics, 
biotechnology, energy storage or thermonuclear fusion are on the national priorities list both in 
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the United States and in China. This is also the case in the European Union, where more impor-
tance is given to a combination of domestic and pan-European actions. Since European states are 
medium-sized countries, they are rather beneficiaries than creators of net technological change. 
Therefore, for the German, Dutch or Swedish companies to be successful, the local science and 
industry base is as important as the European know-how resources (the so called ‘industrial com-
mons’). However, at the same time, the EU countries with the strongest partnership between in-
dustry and science are best prepared to absorb global innovation. In countries with less advanced 
institutional and economic development, especially in Southern, as well as Central and Eastern 
Europe, the capacity to quickly absorb and co-shape global technological trends is smaller. This, 
to a great extent, is due to certain fundamental factors such as: smaller companies situated in 
more traditional economy sectors, under-financed and clearly less internationalised universities, 
less developed capital market, as well as public institutions with limited resources, driven by the 
agenda of variable political goals at the expense of long-term cooperation with the outside world 
(think tanks, business community and universities). All in all, these factors compromise the capac-
ity of the aforementioned countries for strategic planning, creating modern-age regulations and 
long-term decision making, necessary to shape an environment that promotes early uptake of 
global technological trends and active participation in them in many sectors.

Structural and institutional differences between OECD countries are also manifested in the 
approach to natural resource management and environment protection. One striking example in 
this regard, is a debate on the course and methods needed to counteract global climate change. 
The first works in the area of physics, which explained the impact of the greenhouse gasses on the 
rise in mean temperatures worldwide and that predicted the impact that the industrial civilisation 
would have on global climate, were published already in the 19th century (Tyndal, 1861; Arrhenius, 
1896). Within the next hundred years, a new branch of science – climatology, which examines 
physical, chemical and geological processes shaping climate change on the global scale, emerged 
from these studies. Over time numerous measurement techniques (such as global networks of 
research stations and satellite detectors), as well as numerical methods (computer modelling of 
atmosphere and oceans) were developed, which by the 1980s made the world of science come to 
a consensus on pace and causes of global warming (see IPCC, 2014). Meanwhile, some scientists 
begun to publicise the achievements of climatology to the wider public, at the same time calling 
on politicians to take measures that will allow to reduce the greenhouse gas emissions into the 
atmosphere. These voices were followed by international institutions and environmental move-
ments and quickly penetrated the programmes of main political parties in the majority of OECD 
countries. Over time this trend also reached the developing countries, led by India and China, 
which are responsible for over one fourth of global greenhouse gas emissions. While in Europe, 
Canada or New Zealand the shift in political parties’ courses of action was strongly linked to the 
change in public opinion that increasingly focused on health, environmental and humanitarian 
issues, in the case of Asian countries the main factor was the evolving attitude of the elites. They 
understood that geopolitical and economic risks linked to climate change are much higher and 
less manageable than the possible transition costs, especially now that the rapid fall in renewable 
energy prices make coal phase-out significantly less costly than it was predicted only a decade 
ago. They also see the economic benefits resulting from restructuring of the energy, transport and 
industrial sectors.
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Table 4. The status of main megatrends in public policy of different world regions 

Northwest Europe / Canada Japan / South Korea Poland

Demo Techno Resources Demo Techno Resources Demo Techno Resources

Awareness ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ + +/-

Strategy ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ ++ +/- + +/-

Implementation ++ + + ++ ++ + +/- +/- -

USA China Other Central European 
countries 

Demo Techno Resources Demo Techno Resources Demo Techno Resources

Awareness ++ ++ + ++ ++ ++ ++ + +

Strategy ++ ++ + + ++ + +/- +/- +

Implementation + ++ +/- + + + +/- +/- +

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration

Nowadays, in most EU countries, as well as in Canada, Japan, China, India and South Korea, the 
need for counteracting climate change is not any more discussed in terms of “if” or “why”, but 
rather in terms of “how”. This is reflected in the national emission reduction plans, support sys-
tems for RES investments and preferential conditions for electric urban transportation. In this 
context, Poland negatively stands out as the only EU country pushing to retake the already closed 
discussion on the need to implement the climate policies. This attitude is met with ever growing 
disapproval of the other EU member states, including Central European countries, which – un-
like Poland – instead of trying to interfere with the European climate policy, discuss the possible 
modification of its instruments along with other Western countries in order to maximise the re-
lated benefits for their own economies (see Chapter 4). Polish attitude separates it not only from 
the other European Union countries, China or South Korea but also from the United States and 
Australia. In the case of the aforementioned countries, climate policy is strongly influenced by 
the shape of the political scene, where interest groups linked to both traditional and low-emis-
sion economy models play an important role. This causes a variable state approach, non-existent 
in Western Europe, regarding the need of reduction of fossil fuel consumption, despite the fact 
that the majority of the American and Australian public opinion sees climate change as a serious 
problem, which should be dealt with by the government (Leiserowitz et al., 2016; Lowy Institute, 
2017). Despite this inconsistency, both countries and especially the United States, created a wide 
range of instruments supporting emission reduction in the energy, transport and construction 
sectors. This happened, among other reasons, because of the attitude towards energy transition 
of a great part of American business community that is not much different from the approach 
commonly accepted in Europe or China. Another underlying factor is that American corporations 
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and research centres are at the forefront of technology in the areas that are key to the climate pol-
icy (RES, energy storage, digital energy use management, etc.). Additionally, as USA and Australia 
have favourable natural conditions for the development of renewable energy sources and an 
efficient capital market, which guarantees low costs of financing investment within this sector, 
changing policy has little impact on the real progress within the energy sector. Actually, the devel-
opment of wind energy in USA belongs to one of the fastest in the world, while Australia’s pho-
tovoltaic sector is experiencing a boom. What is more problematic, as far as climate protection 
in these countries is concerned, is the lack of stable regulations enforcing emissions reduction in 
other sectors, such as the material industry or agriculture.

It can be concluded that European countries vary substantially from one another in terms of 
institutional readiness to face the following key megatrends that define the prospects of devel-
opment in the 21st century: demographic shift, technological developments and resource scarcity. 
Northern European countries hold an academic, administrative and political base which predis-
poses them both to identify the emerging challenges relatively early and to address them strate-
gically through actions undertaken by public and private entities within the appropriate regula-
tory-institutional frameworks. Central and Eastern European countries, on the other hand, lack 
these advantages. As a result, their policymakers are either not fully aware of the megatrends’ 
nature and their tight correlations or not capable of reacting to them accordingly, both in terms of 
strategy and its implementation. This also concerns Poland, as the Polish public policy seems to 
be – using the language of the Strategy for Responsible Development – stuck in the demograph-
ic trap and locked in by problems related to the institutional weakness and mediocre produce. 
Considering the limited knowledge of the nature of different megatrends (especially the resource- 
and technology-related ones) and of their interrelations, as well as incomplete readiness to face 
them on the strategic and regulatory level, Polish economy seems largely unprepared for the clash 
with the consequences of the demographic shift, technological development and energy sector 
transition, which will affect the European economy in the next few decades.

The well-established scientific platform and 
the high-quality organisations that translate 
knowledge into precise policy solutions provide  
the North-Western Europe with the developmental 
advantage that is yet to be gained by Central  
and Eastern Europe.   
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4. Climate protection – a gap 
in Polish strategic thinking?

The analysis presented in the previous chapter shows that public policy in Central European coun-
tries, including Poland, is poorly prepared for the challenges that arise from the megatrends de-
scribed in this report, i.e. demographic shift, technological breakthroughs and resource scarcity. 
The deficiencies are relatively minor on the diagnostic level, much bigger when the strategic 
planning is concerned and significant at the implementation stage. Climate and resource-related 
issues remain a particularly problematic area within the Polish public policy, which sets Poland 
apart (in a negative way) not only from the Western Europe, United States or China, but also from 
other Central European countries. It seems that this state of affairs is caused by two problems. 
One of them concerns the general approach to environmental protection and natural resource 
management, the second one is specifically related to the climate policy.

The first general weakness of the Polish public debate regarding the environmental and re-
source policies is the lack of awareness regarding the scale of the necessary changes and the 
absolute nature of environmental goals aimed at the preservation of the foundation for the func-
tioning of contemporary societies and economies. A symptom of this issue is the commonly used 
Polish translation of the term sustainable development, literally meaning ‘balanced development’ 
(Polish: rozwój zrównoważony), while a more comprehensive translation – ‘self-sustaining (robust) 
development’ would be more accurate. This subtle semantic difference leads to the differences 
in framing of the environmental dimensions between the Polish and EU development policies, as 
well as it interferes with the willingness to implement concrete instruments. When sustainable 
development is understood as balanced development, the environment is seen as one of the di-
mensions that should be taken into account while designing public intervention, although in prac-
tice ‘balancing’ often means avoiding measures that reduce human impact on the environment, 
if such actions entail (actually or allegedly) direct socio-economic costs. This approach assumes 
that the relative decoupling could be achieved by a transition to an economy with “less emissions”, 
which wouldn’t have to meet any particular absolute emission reduction targets. The alternative 
would be to recognise environmental targets as boundary conditions, the violation of which in the 
long run poses the risk of social and economic regress. Viewed in that way, such targets would 
be of absolute nature, and the resulting economic transition would be qualitative and not only 
quantitative. Furthermore, it is preferred that the country incurs transitional adaptation costs 
rather that exposes the socio-economic system to environmental and resource-related threats 
with unknown magnitude of impact. In practice, two approaches may coexist. For instance, the 
EU environmental policy, which also entails the climate policy, is based on the absolute targets 
and assumes transition to low-emission economy that embraces the related challenges and costs, 
while the area of resource management, at least for the time being, is perceived mostly in terms 
of productivity improvements (Happaerts, 2014). In Polish case, in the areas of environmental 
protection and resource management, the approach that leads to the relative decoupling seems 
to be predominant, which is especially visible when climate policy is concerned.
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Scheme 3. Sustainable development – ‘balanced’ or ‘robust’ development?

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration

Not acknowledging the absolute greenhouse gas emission reduction targets as a fundamental 
component of the climate policy sets Poland apart from not only other EU member states, but also 
the growing number of non-European countries. Lack of understanding of the rationale behind 
the energy and climate policies established by EU, China, Japan or South Korea is evident among 
politicians, as well as publicist and commentators – including even some journalists specialising in 
this sector. As a result, European energy and climate policy is solely analysed from the perspective 
of the Western European industrial policies, which in turn creates false expectations as to where 
this area will be headed in the near future. Having this knowledge gaps in mind, it is understanda-
ble why numerous Polish policy makers, commentators and energy experts were astonished when 
in 2014 leaders of the different EU member states made a decision to further reduce emissions by 
2030, and more recently, when despite the US withdrawal – the European Union along with China 
declared the will to maintain the current course of further emission reduction. The erroneous be-
lief that ambitions for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions are of the transitory nature and 
that the EU is isolated on the global arena, despite subsequent international failures of the Polish 
strategy, still prevails. While reflecting on the future directions for Polish development policy, it’s 
worth understanding why this happened. 

More than a quarter century of public debate on global warming reinforced the belief of the 
Western European societies and elites that it is an issue that poses a serious threat to the EU’s 
prosperity in the 21st century. The main dangers threatening the European countries are first and 
foremost of indirect nature – they are related to the states’ economic status and resource security 
being dependent on the stability of global trade, as well as highly exposed to the negative conse-
quences of environmental crises in the Middle East and Africa. For similar reasons, in recent years 
the fight against the progressing climate change was high on China’s strategic agenda, thereby 
laying the foundations for the Asian-European consensus on climate policy. In the United States, 
the situation is quite different. Due to the large resource base and favourable geographical loca-
tion, part of the American elites perceive the active engagement in finding solutions to the global 
climate change problem rather as one of the possible options for action than as a necessity. In the 
absence of a strategic imperative, the US determination on the federal level to pursue consistent 
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climate policy is therefore weaker than the determination of the European counties. Furthermore, 
as the views of the majority of American society and intellectual and industrial elites do not differ 
significantly from these of the Europeans, the state-level American policy in many areas resembles 
the European one. Its shape is however determined by local rather than global considerations. 

Scheme 4. Key consequences of global climate change for Europe

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration based on analyses by the World Bank (2014)

Europe does not have the comfort of treating ambitious climate policy as one of the options. It is 
therefore forced to make subsequent attempts to “pursue the global leadership”, by means of its 
soft power (e.g. as a “policy lab”), development aid, leadership at the initial stages of low-emis-
sion technologies development and through building international coalitions needed to raise the 
emission-reduction targets. These efforts bring results, although they are often incomplete or 
come with a considerable delay: the speed-up in the development of wind and solar power tech-
nologies, due to among others the German and Danish efforts made these technologies reach 
the grid parity in roughly half of the world’s countries. European experiences are being used 
by China, which gradually implements climate policy instruments resembling the European and 
Californian models. Finally, European development aid has popularised low-emission solutions in 
many African or South Asian countries.
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The need to decarbonise global economy has been deeply internalised by the European leaders 
and their electorate. Precisely for this reason, the negotiations regarding the shape of climate policy 
in the EU arena are not any more about whether it is needed or not. At the moment, the debate is 
rather focused on the specific mechanisms which distribute transition costs and benefits among 
different sectors and countries. The negotiation framework is defined by the general target of deep 
emission cuts, although the currently assumed pace of transition (despite being relatively high) is 
not sufficient to keep the increase in global average temperature to well below 2°C (see Table 2, 
Chapter 2.3). It is because the EU climate regulations, contrary to common in Poland belief, are a 
compromise solution, which takes into account the concerns expressed by the energy, heavy indus-
try and other sectors regarding the pace and costs of the emission cuts, and manifests itself both in 
spreading the transition over several decades and in the introduction of numerous derogations as 
well as development of preferential measures for emission-generating sectors. These solutions are, 
however, only temporary, and it shouldn’t be expected that they will allow for maintaining the status 
quo in the emission-intensive sectors during the next 20-30 years.

For the same reason, attempts to block subsequent solutions that are aimed at deepening the 
emission reduction are generally doomed to fail. This is supported by the developments of the last 
decade: despite the consistent Polish opposition towards the proposal of increasing the stringency 
of the EU climate policy, the regulations in this area are being gradually implemented. Warsaw’s 
position is therefore getting increasingly isolated. Other CEE countries are focusing on gaining fa-
vourable conditions for the transition process (funding for low-emission investments, preferential 
conditions for vulnerable sectors), rather than trying to block its general course, which would sim-
ply be unproductive. In April 2017, the double majority voting system that was established by the 
Lisbon Treaty, came into force. That additionally enhanced the trend towards ambitious climate 
policies by making it less likely to gather a minority that would be able to block decisions made by 
the Council of the EU. That very same month, the new voting rules allowed for the adoption of strict 
environmental standards for lignite-fired power plants, despite the opposition from Poland and also 
from Germany, for which (in the light of decisions for rapid nuclear phase-out) this solution was un-
favourable at the time. It can be expected that the quicker decision-making process will affect the 
EU regulations in all areas, including the energy and climate policy – especially in terms of the EU-
ETS reform and new rules for energy market operation. These trends were reflected in a meeting 
of the Council of Environment Ministers held in February 2017, during which a common position 
on amendments in the ETS directive was reached. The discussion among the member states’ rep-
resentatives mainly focused on the distribution of benefits and costs in the framework of the ETS 

The dominant Polish approach towards the climate 
policy ignores the broad scope of the necessary 
changes and the underlying reasons for the need  
of the greenhouse gasses reduction that go beyond 
the promotion of new technologies and are a direct 
result of the EU’s and now also China’s efforts  
to avoid destabilisation of the global order  
in the next decades.   
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reform, not on the mere need to pursue the reform itself (which was only questioned by Poland); 
a compromise proposal of the Council’s position was presented by Czech Republic and, due to the 
application of the double majority system, it could be successfully adopted1.

Scheme 5. Failed attempts to block EU climate policy by Poland in the last decade

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration

An important legal issue is the fact that the EU’s climate targets are part of the environ-
mental, not the energy policies, which under the Treaty’s stipulations grants greater prerogative 
powers to the EU institutions. Member States maintain their sovereignty in shaping the energy 
mix, however it needs to be in line with the environmental regulations. It is thus possible to in-
troduce regulations similar to the EU emission standards for the capacity market: formally, they 
won’t forbid the development of coal-based technologies (according to principle of technology 
neutrality promoted by Poland), although these will only be possible with the application of CCS 
installations, which economic performance and technical feasibility are highly questionable. 

1 Poland made reservations to the adoption of this voting system, arguing that Nice system was still in force at 
the time, when the Council session was held. Regardless of these legislative concerns, subsequent votes (including the 
one on the final shape of the amended directive) will be carried out according to the double majority system.
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It should be noted that the particular pressure for rapid emission reduction in the energy 
sector is directly linked to the fact that this area is characterised by the lowest economic and 
non-economic barriers out of all reduction options. Reducing emissions in other sectors is met 
with technical problems (industrial emissions, agriculture) as well as organisational and behaviour-
al challenges (transport, buildings), which increase the costs and slow down the pace of changes 
in these areas. In the case of the energy sector, these obstacles are non-existent – the emission 
reduction is not only technically feasible but also relatively cheap (the system cost, excluding the 
CO2 levies, of building a low-emission mix is only approximately 5%-10% higher than maintaining 
the energy system based on coal in the 2050 horizon). Therefore, even a substantial limitation of 
the general climate policy ambitions in comparison with the current declarations and legal stip-
ulations won’t necessarily supress the need for changes in the energy sector, which by mid-cen-
tury should become a nearly zero-emission system. Taking into account the energy sector’s long 
investment cycle, this basically makes it impossible to build new emission-generating installations 
without the elevated risk of their early withdrawal from the system by the 40s, i.e. in the middle 
of a life cycle of coal-fired power plants built in the 20s. Long-term perspective should be also 
taken into account while comparing the actual stringency of the domestic climate and energy pol-
icy with the regulations that are being implemented in other European countries, as well as at the 
EU level. Despite the fact that the implementation of environmental goals is often being delayed 
in comparison with the initial legislative proposals due to the pressure coming from emission-in-
tensive sectors and fear of too rapid economic restructuring (especially at the local level), these 
derogations and transitional periods usually have a strictly defined expiry date and are designed 
to help the affected sectors to adjust to changes, rather than to abandon them. One such exam-
ple is Germany, where the debate on the pace of coal phase-out has been ongoing for years and 
recently it has also incorporated the issue of conventional passenger cars phase-out. It shouldn’t 
be forgotten, however, that once the adjustment period is over, far-reaching changes might get 
implemented quite quickly, just like in the case of UK, where coal-based electricity generation fell 
from 136 TWh in 2012 to 29 TWh in 2016.

Attempts to supress the actions that aim to establish 
the reduction targets are counterproductive not only 
due to political consensus at the EU-level but also 
because of the existing legislation – in both cases  
the environmental dimension of the climate policy  
is of crucial importance.
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Scheme 6. Costs and non-cost barriers of emission reduction by area

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration

The actual acknowledgment of the need for rapid emission reduction could make Polish policy-
makers reconsider their view of the EU climate policy. As long as this component is ignored, cli-
mate policy is seen (contrary to the facts) as the imposition of costly environmental standards and 
restrictions to the freedom of energy resource management, while the opposition to it – as a rea-
sonable course of action that justifies the isolation of Poland in the EU arena in other significant 
issues related to climate protection (e.g. development of energy infrastructure, cohesion policy). 
However, once a broader perspective is adopted i.e. long-term importance of the climate policy 
for ensuring the economic and political stability in Europe (including Poland) is acknowledged and 
the fact that the global pressure on the emission reduction from other actors (including China) 
will be gaining in power is understood, Polish participation in the EU climate policy could be much 
more desired. First of all, reducing the risk of destabilising world order due to climate change 
improves Polish security in the long run. Secondly, considering the importance of the problem 
for Southern and Western Europe and the position of Central European countries, further Polish 
attempts to block the EU agenda will not only be unsuccessful, but also extremely adverse for the 
position of Warsaw in the EU arena. If Poland, similarly to other Central European countries, ac-
cepted the long-term EU climate policy targets and incorporated them into its own development 
strategy, interests in the area of industrial policy would become the main subject-matter. This is a 
neutral subject of the political process within the EU, i.e. the sphere in which different countries 
pursue their economic interests. Poland could also take advantage of the EU climate policy instru-
ments to pursue its own industrial agenda (Bukowski and Śniegocki, 2017). Achieving success in 
this field requires however the acceptance of certain general rules and restraint from questioning 
the common denominator that is recognised by the rest of the countries, i.e. European economy 
transition to low-emission pathway by 2050. Thirdly, in recent years, the possibility of negotiating 
solidarity mechanisms that facilitates funding for the low-emission transition in relatively less 
developed EU member states, including Poland, gained importance. It seems that the window of 
opportunity in this regard won’t remain open for long. If Poland does not accept the foundations 
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of the EU climate policy and keeps refraining from moving on to negotiating concrete means of 
reaching the reduction targets domestically, it is hard to expect that it might gain strong financial 
support for transitioning to low-emission economy from other EU member states. Finally, while 
negotiating derogations and other transitional mechanisms, one has to be aware of the fact that 
they can delay changes by dozen years at the most, rather than by decades. This means that the 
remaining time should be used to actually restructure Polish energy sector, rather than to rein-
force the status quo.

Scheme 7. Key advantages and disadvantages of Polish participation in the EU’s common 
climate policy

Source: WiseEuropa’s own elaboration

The developments of the last decade show that disregarding the long-term nature of the 
climate protection policies creates problems in terms of the national energy strategy, as well as 
interferes with actions needed to successfully pursue Polish interests on the European arena. The 
fundamental discrepancy between the inclination to keep the current energy sector’s develop-
ment model and the external factors, both regulatory and technological, which defines the real 
area of choice for the energy policy results in lack of any strategic decision-making and leads to 
the sector’s stagnation. State impotence in this regard will continue as long as the need to initi-
ate deep restructuring of the energy system that is in line with the climate policy is not accepted 
by Polish decision makers and experts. Until then, the EU regulations might, in the best-case 
scenario, protect Polish consumers from costly and failed investments aimed at maintaining the 
emission-intensive development model of the energy sector. They won’t, however, ensure stable 
conditions for the development of new solutions and the transition to low-emission models in a 
way needed to encourage a broader modernisation of the Polish economy. This will be possible 
only if the stimulus for real change of development models is established domestically and builds 
on the Polish elites’ awareness of the fact that the country has no other choice but to adapt to 
one of the key challenges of the 21st century.
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5. Summary

In the following decades, demographic shifts, technological change and resource- and climate-re-
lated challenges will determine the conditions for development in the majority of world’s coun-
tries. These challenges require the decision makers’ foresight in terms of long-term development 
policy planning, as well as the awareness of strong interrelations between the prosperity and 
stability, and the way they are affected by all of the three global megatrends described in this 
publication. Focusing solely on quick-win actions, as well as avoiding efforts that allow for the 
pre-emptive adaptation to the changing environment, leads to the long-lasting marginalisation 
of the country.

In order to successfully adjust to demographic, technological and resource changes, the 
state needs to take three measures: 1) understand and accept the real and supra-local nature of 
these phenomena 2) formulate an appropriate strategic response, and 3) consistently implement 
planned actions in agreement with other countries. What’s important, without understanding and 
acknowledgement of the inevitability of the ongoing processes early enough, the timely imple-
mentation of the necessary measures can’t be expected. These will be blocked by the lack of 
willingness to change the status quo (transition to a low-emission economy), fear of public reac-
tion (adaptation of the labour market policy and the pension system to population ageing), or ig-
nored due to satisfying short-term development prospects within the old paradigm (technological 
advances). 

With the policymakers and experts being not convinced about the need for change, reforms 
in the above-mentioned areas are often implemented only as an answer to the external pressure. 
Such solutions are, by their nature, poorly grounded and might be prone to changes throughout 
the electoral cycle, which in recent years could be observed in Poland in the area of pension and 
energy policies. Such weakness of domestic public policy does not necessarily have to be per-
manent, what is supported by the fact that innovation and technological advances in the devel-
opment policy are gaining importance in the majority of Central European countries. A selective 
approach to the strategic megatrend analysis can be, at the most, partially effective, because 
international competitiveness is a complex, multi-faceted phenomenon and losing leverage in one 
of the areas can rarely be compensated by a strong performance in another. 

In the case of Poland, a field where many weaknesses of the domestic approach to megatrends 
are especially concentrated is the climate policy. The superficial approach to the emission reduc-
tion that is predominant in the national debate, does not contemplate its strategic dimension for 
Europe and other global superpowers such as China or India, and allows to deny the international 
agenda in this regard. This translates into lack of clear strategy within the domestic energy sec-
tor and the other emission-generating sectors, as well as into the low efficiency of public policy 
instruments that are built on it. It also results in long-standing lack of negotiating success in the 
European arena, which can be only partially compensated by some limited and rather symbolic 
concessions made by the other counterparts in relation to the Polish position. This approach has 
already been abandoned by the other Central European countries, which similarly to the Western 
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states have ceased the debates on “whether” the European economy should be decarbonised 
and rather discuss “how” to do it. Nowadays, the change in attitude towards climate protection, 
especially the acceptance of the environmental dimension of the climate policy, seems to be a 
prerequisite for real initiation of low-emission modernisation in Poland and is essential in order 
to use the opportunity to pursue it not only at a relatively low cost but also with considerable 
support from the wealthier EU member states.

The response to the indicated weaknesses, not only in the climate and energy area, would be 
to ensure consistency in the design of the public policy and strategic analyses, stronger integration 
with the European and international research on socio-economic challenges faced by the modern 
states, as well as greater engagement of stakeholders from outside public administration already 
at the early stage of the development of new regulations. It is of extreme importance to provide 
stable rules for public policy and build, also in cooperation with other actors, a solid analytical 
base. Over time, this will create opportunities needed to reach a consensus that would be firmly 
grounded in reality regarding the general diagnosis and the key course of action within the public 
policy. As long as this policy is based on stereotypes rather than diagnoses, the gap between the 
quality of solutions proposed by Poland and by other European countries will remain significant. 
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