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On 28 September 2021, the Cercle de l’Union Interalliée in Paris hosted an event to celebrate the Franco-Polish bilateral cooperation. The
event was organised by FAIRVALUE CORPORATE & PUBLIC AFFAIRS in association with the Polish Chamber of Commerce and Industry in
France, under the patronage of the Polish Embassy in France and gathered about one hundred of the two countries’ most important
enterprises, including CHEMET, PRONAR, EKOENERGETYKA, COMARCH for Poland and ILIAD, BOUYGUES CONSTRUCTION, ORANGE for
France. Many political figures took part, such as French senator Ms Valérie BOYER, President of the France-Poland Friendship Group of the
French Senate; Pierre GATTAZ, President of BUSINESS EUROPE; Bernard SPITZ, chair of MEDEF’s European and international cluster; Andrzej
MALINOWSKI, President of EMPLOYERS OF POLAND; Andre WÓJCIK, President of the Polish Chamber of Commerce and Industry abroad;
Jean-Baptiste CHAUVEL, strategic partnership advisor to French Minister Franck RIESTER; Rafał HRYNIEWIECKI, economic attaché to the
Ambassador of Poland in France.

September 28, 2021
Cercle de l'Union Intéralliée



What role does Poland play?

Poland aims at playing a primary role in the Three Seas Initiative. After all, the
whole initiative stems from Józef Piłsudski’s idea of the Intermarium
(“Between-Seas” or “Miedzymorze” in Polish). This geopolitical project
developed between the two world wars sought to create a federation of
Central European states to counter the influence of the Soviet Union and
Germany. Although these Polish references are sometimes omitted so as not
to arouse suspicion, Poland clearly intends to be primus inter pares among
the twelve states. And Polish President Andrzej Duda’s speech at the 2016
summit proves it. In that speech, President Duda put the spotlight on
infrastructure, insisting on creating a North-South gas corridor connecting
the LNG terminal in Świnoujście, Poland, with the terminal on Croatia’s island
of Krk. To this end, Poland has recently consolidated its cooperation with
Baltic states to deal with the migrant crisis at the Belarusian border.

But differences over funding and the risk of ASEANisation may be an
obstacle to the project

Despite its potential, the Three Seas Initiative still has many challenges to
overcome. First of all, it needs to foster cooperation in joint projects, carrying
them through to completion. But this means that the twelve states have to
agree to contribute to their funding. In this regard, the Czech Republic offers
a telling example. This country had been reluctant to invest in the Initiative’s
projects until the government of former Prime Minister Andrej Babiš
announced a strategic € 20 million investment in October 2021. 
In the long term, the biggest challenge for the Three Seas will be to shift from
an economic agreement to political cooperation and from talks to facts,
ensuring Central European cooperation. But achieving these goals entails
increasing convergence and defining a common doctrine. In other words, the
Three Seas must steer clear from the pitfall of ASEANisation. Failing, like
ASEAN, to go beyond an economic agreement and hostility towards a
common enemy would limit concrete actions.

New horizons in Central Europe

In October 2022, Riga will host the seventh Three Seas Initiative Summit,
the first of which took place in August 2016 in Dubrovnik, Croatia. The
Three Seas Initiative promotes cooperation in energy and infrastructure. It
gathers twelve countries – mainly EU or NATO member states – running
along a north-south axis from the Baltic Sea to the Adriatic and Black Seas.

A project based on sovereignty and economic integration

Central Europe has been more divided between empires than unified
around joint projects. In addition, this region needs massive investments.
That’s why the Three Seas Initiative brought forward by sovereign states
has both economic and geopolitical relevance. 
According to Three Seas, Central Europe’s investment gap in infrastructure,
energy, and digitisation has grown to € 1150 bn in recent years. On the
other hand, it is worth stressing that most member states remain quite
hostile against Russia, which aims to maintain its grip on neighbouring
countries. This situation does bring to mind ASEAN, the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations which was initially established to counter China’s
influence. The Three Seas Initiative can create a new centre of attraction in
Europe.
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Poland backtracks on coal phasing-out commitment

COP26 was regarded by many as a last-chance saloon for reinforcing global pledges to mitigate climate change and accelerate the transition towards
greener and more sustainable energy sources. From global leaders, NGOs and businesses to journalists, lobbyists, negotiators and protesters, over
20,000 attendees were present to discuss the environmental emergency facing the world. In the words of UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson who
inaugurated the open ceremony: “It’s one minute to midnight on that Doomsday clock and we need to act now”.

With fossil fuels making up almost 70% of the country’s energy mix, Poland naturally found itself among the group of ‘bad students’ in the firing line of the
criticisms of ecologists and global leaders for not doing more to reduce this dependence and for delaying the transition to cleaner energy. Indeed, despite the
EU becoming the first economy in the world to adopt the goal of climate neutrality by 2050, Poland remains the only member state not to have signed up to
that target. 

Poland vs. EU

The 2050 climate neutrality goal and the EU’s Green Pact agenda have
been instrumentalised by the Polish government as a key bargaining chip
at EU level to obtain a greater share of EU finances in the framework of the
Modernisation Fund (financed by the sale of 2% of the EU Emissions
Trading System – the Polish government wants to bring this up to 8%), as
well as the Just Transition Fund (€4 billion has been earmarked for Poland
but half of this has been blocked by the EU until Poland agrees to the 2050
climate neutrality objective).
More poignantly, Poland has threatened to deliberately veto parts of the
EU Green Pact, including the ‘Fit for 55’ agenda (55% emission reduction
target which the EU has set for 2030), if its economic recovery plan is not
approved by the European Commission. The stakes are high on both sides.
As a cornerstone of the European Commission’s current mandate, the
successful implementation of the Green Deal has become a political
marker, that if derailed would be a major blow to the image and the
perceived efficacy of the institutions. For Poland, despite the resilience of
its economic tissue to the pandemic, the EU recovery funds are essential
to boost strategic investments and finance important national economic
and social reforms.
Opposing environmental ambitions are therefore part of a delicate political
strategy to both eek out increased funding, and to soften EU retaliation in
the midst of ongoing tensions between Poland and the EU over issues
pertaining to the rule of law and the primacy of EU law.

The coal industry as a driver of the Polish economy

As a cheap energy source, fossil fuels and especially coal, of which Poland
has an abundance of, have contributed to the competitiveness of Polish
industry and to the rapid development of its economy since the end of
communist rule. With the advent of the EU emissions trading scheme,
which will significantly increase the cost of burning fossil fuels, the
competitiveness of this economic model seems untenable, even more so
considering the ever-decreasing costs of installing renewable energy
infrastructure.
In this respect, Poland’s reluctance to sign off on ambitious climate goals
can rather be explained by the highly-politicised nature of the energy
sector in Poland that make a transition to greener energies all the more
challenging. For instance, the Polish energy sector is dominated by a
handful of state-owned energy companies closely intertwined with political
power. In addition, the Polish coal industry itself, which currently employs
around 100,000 workers, is heavily unionised and has an enduring
influence on the public authorities.
Coal is therefore kept alive in Poland by a combination of path
dependence, political influence, and distorted markets.

COP26 did though seem to
produce a breakthrough by getting
Poland on-board the Global Clean
Power Transition Statement, a
pledge to put an end to coal
investments, scale up clean power,
ensure a just transition, and phase
out coal by the 2030s in major
economies, and in the 2040s
elsewhere. Poland was amongst
the 190 signatories of the pledge,
however hours after signing the
declaration, the Polish government
clarified that it still considered itself
within this second category, and
therefore that it intends to carry on
producing coal energy until 2049 in
line with the social contract that
was signed this year with social
partners.
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Regulation, investment and the role of business in the Green
Transition

In Poland, businesses have often taken the lead on reducing carbon
emissions. This is notably the case for larger firms which are able to invest
in cleaner technologies. such as oil giant PKN Orlen. Last year, it
committed itself to climate neutrality by 2050. Its strategy consists of
tailoring current business activities towards emission efficiency
improvements and the development of new business segments such as
biofuels, wind and solar power, as well as hydrogen. Smaller companies
are on the other hand understandably limited in their capacity to reorient
their activities in such a way and therefore are reliant on external funding
to improve the quality of their green management practices.
Tighter corporate governance regulations are on the horizon. The
upcoming EU Directive on ESG due diligence and the Corporate
Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) will both be transposed into
national law. Companies of all sizes will have to comply with more stringent
environmental, social and governance (ESG) requirements across their
global value chains. Although the requirements will certainly differ
according to company size, the increased costs that will be incurred to fulfil
this diligence work, on top of the investment necessary to transition to
greener and more sustainable practices, represent a significant financial
burden for much of the Polish economy. It will thus be necessary to
accompany regulation with targeted investment if the green transition in
Poland is to be a success throughout the economy.
Only by encouraging companies to actively participate and assume their
responsibility in this global effort to combat climate change – rather than
unjustly penalising them – can the doomsday scenario evoked at COP26
be avoided.

Nuclear energy as the solution?

Despite Poland’s resistance to signing off on lofty climate
goals, that as mentioned previously, result principally from
political rather than economic considerations, it is important
not to undermine the efforts that have been undertaken and
that demonstrate Poland’s willingness to increase the
sustainability of its energy source. The message is clear – the
green transition will be managed, but on Poland’s own terms. 
In recent years, the Polish government has decided upon a
target of reducing coal to 60% of the energy mix by 2030 and
potentially as low as 11% by 2040. This has been accompanied
by the rapid development of renewable energies, including
solar and wind energy, as well as a strong impetus on nuclear
energy as part of efforts to reduce carbon emissions.
In regards to the latter, Poland is planning to construct six
nuclear power stations by 2043, that once operational would
decarbonise 40% of Poland’s electricity, with private and state-
owned energy companies pursuing their own nuclear projects.
The shift towards nuclear energy is not without its obstacles.
At the moment, nuclear power is not recognised as a ‘green
technology’ or ‘transition energy’ in the framework of the
European energy taxonomy, meaning that it does not qualify
for sustainable investment. In this sense, Poland, along with
nine other European countries, have formed a pro-nuclear
alliance to lobby the European Commission into including
nuclear energy on the list, so as to make the development of
the industry more economically viable. 
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A regional variation of certain universal principles of collective security (regulation by law, free trade, human rights and democracy);

An update of the integrating and supranational projects expressing a specific European civilisation that gives an important place to
individuals and solidarity;

The constitution of a West European pillar of the liberal transatlantic West (as expressed by John F. Kennedy on 4 July 1962 in his "grand
design" of a two-pillar transatlantic community).

President Emmanuel Macron, who will take over the presidency of the European Union on 1 January 2022, strongly affirmed in his speech on 9 December
that the answer to all health and economic challenges, but also geopolitical and climatic ones, lies in European sovereignty. He also declared: "The French
Presidency will be a moment of projection. The urgency of the moment but also the sense of the future by opening, in the wake of the Conference on
the Future of Europe, new European projects: for young people, on the defence of our democracies and our values, to strengthen the feeling of
belonging to a European culture and history that we share. A vast programme, as General de Gaulle would have said, especially in a period as
unstable as it is uncertain”.

The year 2022 will therefore be the European Year of Youth, to make young people love and understand the importance of the European Union, what they
are entitled to expect from it and what their duties are towards it. This is indeed a major decision because European youth also represents the future of the
European Union. And these young people must be able to live and prosper in conditions of peace and collective security as well as prosperity and economic
growth. This is a major challenge that the European Commission, the Parliament and the European Council have set themselves in trialogue. And it will not be
easy.

The image of the Union has indeed been considerably eroded in recent years. If the foundations of the communities, in particular that of the European
Economic Community of 1957, which consisted of developing free trade, organising economic cooperation and promoting economic and social progress,
have become a reality over the last sixty years, it is undeniable that the various movements of the tectonic plates represented by the demands of a number
of Member States and their repercussions on the Union since 2010 have undermined the construction and stability of its relations.

Between the austerity crises imposed by Brussels to counter the drifts and upheavals of global finance, a resounding Brexit in 2016, albeit totally unfinished
to date, the controversial positions taken by Poland and Hungary with regard to the rule of law and respect for the treaties, the pressure exerted by certain
countries that would like to take advantage of the European force without having its values imposed on them, and finally, the daily difficulties in reaching
agreements between the Member States, despite certain undeniable convergences, altogether, these major hazards tend to prove the limits of the 27-
member exercise, coupled with the exacerbated technocratic red tape of a machine that no longer has anything to do with the European concept dreamed
of and desired by the founding fathers of Europe, Jean Monnet, Robert Schuman, General de Gaulle and Chancellor Konrad Adenauer.

But this would be to forget the peace that is the very essence of European construction. After two devastating world wars, Europe wished to transform the
plurality and rivalry of states into a sometimes difficult but fruitful coexistence in the service of the common good. 
Recent events in Ukraine and Belarus should remind us of this. 

And remind the most sceptical Europeans that the Community project actually combines three fundamental elements that underpin the strength of the
Union but also its power:

 

True European sovereignty will be built at the cost of respecting these fundamentals.
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