
Unnecessary pollution in the last 4 years: EU governments fail to
curb emissions from most toxic plants

Most lignite plants in the EU have waited until the very last minute to implement
pollution-control technologies that were available and economically viable already
4 years ago, leaving a massive bill on people’s health and pockets.
What is happening?
17 August 2021 is the deadline for EU member states to comply with EU pollution limits for
large combustion plants – the so called LCP BREF. Countries had four years to bring
national industry in line with the standards they agreed on back in 2017 [1], on the basis of
the current best available techniques to prevent pollution (BATs) [2]. Yet, one day from the
deadline, countries are still far from achieving what is required by the Industrial Emissions
Directive. 
The LCP BREF foresees emission ranges for the worst pollutants, including NOx, SO2,
particulate matter and mercury, that need to be reflected in the permit limits. Whereas the
lowest and less dangerous levels have been considered economically and technically viable
by the industry already over 4 years ago [3], EEB research shows that permitting authorities
and operators have, most of the time, gone for the highest legally permissible
levels, releasing in the atmosphere, waters and soil tons of harmful pollutants that
could have been avoided.
In many countries, authorities and lignite operators have also waited until the last minute to
enforce the LCP BREF pollution standards, leaving citizens with 4 years of unnecessary
pollution along the way.
In some cases, complacent public authorities have not yet updated the permits, allowing
plants to emit beyond EU pollution limits, and have systematically granted derogations to
allow installations to emit more than allowed. Derogations are foreseen in the Industrial
Emissions Directive as exceptions, but in many countries they have become the norm.
At the same time, most countries are failing to disclose crucial information about the real
environmental performance of large combustion plants, while many are not even meeting
the minimum transparency requirements and are breaching reporting deadlines [4]. 
Why is it important?
LCPs burning solid fuels, and notably lignite and coal, are not only the worst climate
offenders, they are also the largest source of SO2 and mercury emissions in Europe, and one
of the main sources of NOx and other heavy metals. The health impacts of coal-fired LCPs
are estimated at more than 16,150 premature deaths, about 7,600 extra cases of chronic
bronchitis and over 4.8 million lost working days each year in the EU and Western Balkans.
What do we call for?
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Comply or close. Operators of Large Combustion Plants must now immediately implement
the stricter levels of air pollution control  standards, or close. Public permitting authorities
should stop agreeing derogations “on demand” and use their power to enforce the most
ambitious BREF limits and protect public health.
Raise the bar. The European Commission should enforce the stricter level of current
standards, while also raising the ambition to safeguard public health and the environment.
We expect this to happen through the revised BAT-Conclusions due before January 2022,
the ongoing EU Minamata Regulation and the IED review.
Enter the digital age [6]. The European Commission should overhaul EU reporting rules
to enable centralised EU benchmarking and compliance promotion, to monitor industry’s
environmental performance and track progress towards the EU Green Deal objectives.

Quote us
“Four years of inaction, complacency and derogations are costing citizens millions in terms
of health and environmental costs. Where are the national laws, the implementation and the
enforcement? Why have polluting activities always come before public health and
environmental protection? There is no more time to waste: toxic plants must comply or
close”, said Riccardo Nigro, Campaign Coordinator for coal combustion and mines at the
European Environmental Bureau.
National examples

Germany is the worst EU country in making data on pollution performance of LCPs publicly
available. Emission data from 2018 and 2019 is still not reported to the European
Commission (breaching reporting deadline by more than one year). The Commission is not
taking any action to rectify this situation.
Romania’s government is planning a multi-million state aid to allow the refurbishment of
plants to make them BAT compliant. At the moment, two lignite plants, Isalnita and Craiova,
are still waiting to get the permit update according to the BAT [7].
In Slovenia, the Sostanj 6 lignite plant  is not using its state-of-the-art secondary NOx
reduction equipment (SCR), according to our sources, for purely economic reasons. The
operator prefers to daily fine-tune the amount of lignite to be burned in order to remain on
the higher BAT limit instead of abating decisively pollutants with the DeNox technology they
already have.
Poland’s Minister of Climate and Environment granted post-2021 exemptions to the Pątnów
I and Konin power plants belonging to ZE PAK. Thanks to Greenpeace Poland and Frank
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Bold, the Administrative Court of Warsaw overturned the decision of the Ministry, which
now has to reconsider the issue.
In Bulgaria, derogations are in the business plans of the operators: the Bulgarian Executive
Environmental Agency has been systematically granting derogations to polluting lignite
power plants upon request. For poisonous mercury, the derogation is granted for an endless
period, despite the EU requirement to phase it out by 2027 the latest. The decision on the
derogation request of the notorious polluter Brikel is still pending on the eve of the 17
August deadline.
Czech coal and lignite plants decided to depend on the “BAT derogations” – exemptions
from the new emission limits which can be permitted by the regional authorities. In total, 18
Czech plants have applied for such derogations.
In the United Kingdom, permit writers have systematically granted air pollution
derogations to protect coal operations throughout their operating lifetime. Even the one and
only plant fitted with secondary DeNox (Ratcliffe – owned by E.ON, then UNIPER) is not
required to use that abatement system, able to cut NOx emissions by at least 85%.
Considering that this plant will finally close in 2025 (when the LCP BREF derogation will
end), this translates to up to an additional health cost transfer bill to citizens up to € 96
million just due to the NOX parameter.

Source: EEB


