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Abstract 

In accordance with Paris Agreement and European Union`s (EU) goal of carbon neutrality by 

2050, Slovenia`s two mostly affected coal regions – Zasavje and Savinjsko-Šaleška (SAŠA) 

will be subjected to “just transition” and implementation of Slovenia`s National Strategy for 

Transition from Coal of Slovenian Coal Regions in Accordance with Just Transition Principles 

(National Strategy). In the process of Strategic Impact Assessment of the National Strategy, 

attention was given to environmental, social and economic impacts of coal phase-out, where 

the risk of greater social insecurity was detected.  

This article explains the legislative background of coal phase-out and how is it going to be 

financially supported at EU level. Furthermore, the Slovenian legislation and specifics of the 

two Slovenian coal regions and the socio-economic impacts related to implementation of the 

National Strategy are discussed. Findings of the socio-economic part of the Strategic Impact 

Assessment are presented related to just transition of coal regions in Slovenia. 
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1 Introduction 

The issue of just transition in the coal phase-out processes is one of the current attempts of 

achieving climate neutrality and the goals of Paris Agreement.  

International Labour Organization defines just transition as: 

“A Just Transition means greening the economy in a way that is as fair and inclusive as possible 

to everyone concerned, creating decent work opportunities and leaving no one behind. 

 

A Just Transition involves maximizing the social and economic opportunities of climate action, 

while minimizing and carefully managing any challenges – including through effective social 

dialogue among all groups impacted, and respect for fundamental labour principles and rights.” 

(ILO, 2022)  

This article presents the case of Slovenia, its approach to coal phase-out starting from European 

Union (EU) policy and financial aspects of just transition towards national legislation and 

specific characteristics of Slovenian coal regions. The scope has been placed on socio-

economic aspects of just transition within the preparation of the National Strategy for 

Transition from Coal of Slovenian Coal Regions in Accordance with Just Transition Principles 

(hereby referred to as “National Strategy”). The attempt to identify the possible pitfalls and 

opportunities for just transition has been documented regarding the case study of Slovenia.  

2 Legislative background at EU level 

Paris Agreement, a legally binding international treaty on climate change, entered into force 

on November 4th, 2016. It has one goal – limit global warming below 2°C, preferably to 1.5°C, 

compared to pre-industrial levels. Implementation of the agreement is based on best available 

science and requires economic and social transformation (UNFCCC, 2022). As a response, EU 

launched the European Green Deal, which is a set of policy initiatives, a strategy to transform 

the EU into a “sustainable, fair and prosperous society, with a modern, circular and competitive 

economy and zero net emissions of greenhouse gases in 2050” (EC, 2021). 

European Climate Law was adopted in June 2021 – it includes binding objective of climate 

neutrality in the EU by 2050, with an intermediary target of net domestic reduction in 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions of at least 55% compared to 1990 levels by 2030. Legislative 

package with measures and proposals to achieve this goal, also known as “Fit for 55” was 

proposed in July 2021 (ibid). Fit for 55 includes numerous areas where EU could implement 

the highest reductions of GHG emissions – transportation, traffic, energy efficiency, renewable 

energy, etc.  

Changing society as we know it will require strong political will and legislative packages, as 

well as sizeable financial investment. The European Green Deal Investment plan, also known 

as Sustainable Europe Investment Plan, is the investment pillar intended to achieve the Green 

Deal goals. Part of the plan is the Just Transition Mechanism (JTM), which will help the most 

affected regions going through the transition. In total, it will mobilize at least 100 billion EUR. 

(Sustainable Europe Investment Plan, 2020, p. 5). One of the main paths towards 

decarbonization of energy production is starting the coal phase-out across EU as soon as 

possible. 

mailto:info@irdo.si


Opportunities and Pitfalls of Coal Phase-out and Just Transition  

 
 

 

 

 
INVITATION – CALL FOR PAPERS: 17th IRDO International Conference, SOCIALLY RESPONSIBILE SOCIETY 

CHALLENGES 2022: Green, digital, and inclusive transition: how to make it happen? 

2−3 June 2022, Maribor, Slovenia, EU, ONLINE, www.irdo.si, info@irdo.si 

 
 

Diagram 1 indicates the timeline in which different European countries decided to implement 

the coal phase-out: 

Diagram 1: Coal phase-out commitments in the EU 

 

Source: (European Commission – Coal regions in transition, 2022) 

3 Financial aspects of just transition 

Financing of the Just Transition Mechanism on the EU level is comprised of three pillars. First, 

Just Transition Fund (JTF) is intended to be used for primary grants. Winning one requires the 

member state to present territorial Just Transition Plans (JTP) – these are plans and projects 

Member State proposes as crucial for the implementation of the transition. These can include 

spatial reconstructions, investment in education and training etc. For every 1 EUR from JTF, 

1,5 to 3 EUR Member State adds to the project / investment; either from European Regional 

Development Fund (ERDF) / European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) schemes or through national 

co-financing. Second, the InvestEU dedicated transition scheme (private investments) is 

intended to trigger private and public investment in support of these policy objectives through 

EU guarantee of 38 billion EUR. Third, public financing will be covered by public sector loan 

facility for projects, that are benefitting the coal phase-out impacted territories (Sustainable 

Europe Investment Plan, 2020, p. 19). Technical assistance and advisory support will be 
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provided via Just Transition Platform. Slovenian government plans to spend 248.38 mio EUR 

of JTF. 

Apart from this, member states are encouraged to invest into different ways to support 

decarbonization beyond coal phase-out procedures, such as investments into renewable energy 

schemes, roll-out of cheaper and publicly accessible charging infrastructure, investing in SMEs 

and start-ups to reskill and upskill workers (ibid., p. 14) 

There are financial resources available at the EU level, however with the structure of EU plans 

to support the regions through coal phase-out period, significant investment of Member States 

is needed, not only in financial means, but specifically through strategic policies and legislative 

support for projects that are at the core of just transition process. 

4 Just transition in Slovenia 

4.1 Legislation 

In 2017, Slovenian Development Strategy 2030 (SDS 2030) was adopted. Slovenia puts high 

quality of life for all in the center of its future development. This should be achieved via five 

strategic orientations, namely: inclusive, healthy, safe, and responsible society; highly 

productive economy creates value for all; learning for and through life; high level of 

cooperation, competence and governance efficiency and well-preserved and healthy natural 

environment. Conditions would be created for systemic approach to sustainable development 

(Slovenian Development Strategy 2030, 2017). Resolution on the Slovenian climate long-term 

strategy 2050 (2021) includes climate neutrality by 2050 and talks about inclusive and just 

transition towards this goal in its vision.  

With SDS 2030 in mind, Slovenia prepared National Energy and Climate Plan (NECN) in years 

2019 and 2020, which tackles five main dimensions of the Energy Union: decarbonization, 

energy efficiency, energy security, the internal energy market, and research, innovation, and 

competitiveness (NECN, 2020).  

Slovenia prepared a National Strategy for Transition from Coal of Slovenian Coal Regions 

(National Strategy), that was approved by the Government in January 2022. The National 

Strategy includes a range of wholesome measures that encompass all elements of coal phase-

out and are actively addressing transition into climate neutral economy (GOV.SI, 2022). It is 

structured around four main elements: energy, environment, economy and human resources 

with social infrastructure.  

- Energy: National Strategy deals with sustainable transformation of district heating and 

energy including energy locations that remain one of the pillars of regional 

development.  

- Environment: fully spatially and environmentally rehabilitated and reorganized 

degraded areas (brownfield development), which enable further spatial development 

and quality of natural and living environment. 

- Economy: diversified and resilient regional economy, based on principles of 

sustainable development and circular economy, smart and technological progress. 
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- Human resources and social infrastructure: satisfied, motivated residents and competent 

employees that not only remain in both regions but return to the regions or immigrate 

from elsewhere due to high level of services and opportunities. It pays special attention 

to establishment of safeguards to directly and indirectly ensure social security due to 

coal phase-out for people working in coal and energy sectors (National Strategy, 2021, 

p. 21). 

Parallel to the preparation of National Strategy, Action plans for both coal regions were 

prepared that include a list of possible projects/areas of activities within the just transition. 

Action plans present a base for preparation and adoption of territorial Just Transition Plans 

(prepared by Government Office for Development and European Cohesion) for each coal 

region. Together with operation plan, the territorial Just Transition Plans will present a base for 

acquisition of funds from JTF (MZI, 2022). 

Slovenia`s energy sector presents a very miniscule part of the EU`s carbon footprint. Still, the 

latest available data indicate that EU primary energy consumption declined by 1.9% and final 

energy consumption by 0.6% in 2019 compared to 2018 (State of the Energy Union Report, 

2021). In Slovenia, final use in 2021 will amount to 191,4 PJ and will be 1,9% larger compared 

to 2020 and 7,5% smaller than in year 2019. (Energetska bilanca RS, 2021). Under the Effort-

sharing Decision (2013-2020), Slovenia was allowed to increase emissions in sectors not 

included in the EU emissions trading system by 4%, compared with 2005 levels, and is on a 

track to achieve this target. The Effort-sharing Regulation (2021-2030) requires Slovenia to 

reduce these emissions by 15% (EPRS, 2021).  

Regardless of size of Slovenia`s GHG as part of the EU and internal arrangements regarding 

emissions, the coal phase-out will have a severe impact on local community.  

With fairness and solidarity being defining principles of the European Green deal, putting 

people at the heart of the green transition is crucial for successful coal phase-out process. 

National Strategy was subjected to Strategic Impact Assessment. Apart from impact of 

National Strategy on natural environment, impact on social wellbeing and health of local 

communities has been assessed and is discussed in the following chapters. 

4.2 Coal Regions of Slovenia and just transition 

EU has recognized two regions in Slovenia as coal regions, and areas eligible to receive the 

EU funds for just transition. Those are Zasavje region and Savinjsko-Šaleška (SAŠA) region. 

Below are descriptions of both regions with their specificity within coal phase-out and just 

transition. 

4.2.1 Zasavje region 

Zasavje is a region with 250 years of mining history, where closing of the first mines started in 

1990. The last mine was closed in 2014 together with Trbovlje thermal power plant.  

In Zasavje region the closing activities were focused narrowly on the mine closure procedures 

and mitigating the challenges related to the social status of redundant workers. In doing so, the 

socio-economic aspects of the transition remained unresolved. (Action Plan Zasavje, 2021, p.6) 
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In the transition from coal, the socio-economic transition on the regional level of Zasavje is not 

finished. The gross domestic product (GDP) and employment rates are both below the 

Slovenian average. Zasavje is one of the poorest regions in Slovenia. Moreover, since 2013, 

some 5,000 jobs have been lost in mining and mining related economic activities. Today, most 

of the inhabitants commute daily to neighbouring cities for work due to significant lack of 

employment opportunities in the region, particularly in high value-added jobs. (ibid, p. 5 and 

6). 

Based on the experience in Zasavje, a coal phase-out transition can be a pitfall in itself, when 

not implemented properly. However, when holistically and systemically considering all three 

pillars of sustainable development (environmental, economic and social), a coal phase-out 

presents an opportunity to reach carbon neutrality and improve the livelihoods of people 

locally, regionally, nationally, etc. Just transition presents the second opportunity for Zasavje 

region and Slovenia to invest in socio-economic development and improve the livelihoods of 

the region`s inhabitants. National Strategy includes for example: investments in the 

infrastructure (for inhabitants, businesses, vulnerable groups), supporting environment for 

research, development and innovation, and start-up ecosystems, sustainable tourism, 

investments in renewable energy production, energy efficiency in industry, improved road 

infrastructure and means of sustainable transport. 

4.2.2. Savinsko-Šaleška (SAŠA) region  

The whole SAŠA region consists of ten municipalities. Among those three municipalities of 

that will be most affected by the transition are Velenje, Šoštanj and Šmartno ob Paki. In SAŠA 

region the coal mine Velenje still operates providing coal for thermal power plant Šoštanj 

producing electricity and heat. The energy sector directly employs app. 2.300 inhabitants and 

indirectly additional 1.500-2.000 inhabitants of the region. Coal related industry directly and 

indirectly generated 30% of regions income in 2018 (National Strategy, 2021, p.10). Despite 

seemingly small numbers, these jobs represent 2.300 or more families that will be impacted by 

coal phase-out. In three biggest municipalities in the region, between 7% and 13% of working 

population is employed in the coal industry (ibid.).  

In SAŠA region, coal phase-out will be implemented by closing Production Unit 6 of Šoštanj 

Thermal Power Plant (TEŠ6) and Velenje coal mine (PV), that is the main supplier of lignite 

to Unit 6 in SAŠA region. Year 2033 was set as the latest when coal phase-out should happen. 

The National Strategy puts strong emphasis on social and economic transformation of the 

SAŠA region. The region is strategically important for whole Slovenia that will need to 

substitute the electricity and heat produced at thermal powerplant Šoštanj with alternative 

sources. For SAŠA region the coal phase-out represents social and economic transformation of 

the region.  

National Strategy addresses the issues of substituting heat production in the region, maximizing 

renewable energies potential, renovation of buildings, management of degraded areas, 

investments in research and development, supporting networking between major employers 

and small and medium enterprises (SMEs), development of road infrastructure and support for 

sustainable transport, sustainable tourism, supporting wood processing chain, digitalization of 

economy, education, etc. Special attention has been placed on the just transition for current 
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employees in the energy sector for whom the National Strategy reassures their social safety 

through possible retraining, possibilities to work in other sectors, creation of new jobs, etc.  

 

5 Strategic Impact Assessment of the National Strategy 

 

The National Strategy has been subjected to Strategic Impact Assessment, where 

environmental but also social and economic impacts of the National Strategy to the 

environment and inhabitants have been investigated. Regarding socio-economic aspects of the 

National Strategy`s impacts, focus has been placed upon social and material welfare and health 

of citizens in the two Slovenian coal regions (Zasavje and SAŠA region). At the same time the 

phenomenon of energy poverty has been investigated as well. Based on the findings, mitigation 

measures have been proposed and incorporated into the National Strategy. 

Main conclusions resulting from Strategic Impact Assessment in the above-mentioned areas 

were that the implementation of the National Strategy will generally have a positive impact on 

social welfare in both regions (measures related to creation of new jobs, investments in 

infrastructure for business, inhabitants, etc.). Main mitigation measures were proposed related 

to vulnerable groups and health. Vulnerable groups were addressed due to the fact that both 

regions demonstrate high risk for social exclusion and high level of serious material 

deprivation; therefore, a special attention should be placed on monitoring and including 

vulnerable groups in the just transition. In the same way energy poverty has been addressed.  

Energy poverty affects up to 31 million people in the EU with persisting differences across 

Member States and income levels. This underlines the importance of shielding the vulnerable 

from the current price spike and ensure a just transition towards climate neutrality (State of the 

Energy Union Report 2021, p.3). 

With regard to health the emphasis has been placed upon the care for healthy lifestyle and 

mental health for the groups that will be affected by coal phase-out. (CPVO, 2020, National 

Strategy, 2021). 

Mitigation measures have been included in the National Strategy, and when fully implemented, 

the just transition can be achieved. 

 

6 Discussion and Conclusion 

Coal phase-out in 2033 in Slovenia is an ambitious and necessary goal that requires political 

will and collaboration with local communities, NGOs and the local governments, while coal 

industry meets the challenge of a tight deadline. 

Looking at different aspects of just transition through the sustainability pillars, the following 

characteristics are defined: 

Financial challenges for just transition are work in progress where strategic planning and 

collaboration is needed to implement the right projects that will drive the transformation to 

carbon-neutral society. European and national financial resources are needed. EU has a plan 

that includes both public and private sector, direct financial support, as well as opportunity for 
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own investment. All EU countries, Including Slovenia can use the chance to wisely invest the 

JTF and other financial resources in coal phase-out. At the same time, it is important to remain 

flexible and ressilient, being able to adapt to sudden changes. 

State of the Energy Union Report (2021) talks about inevitable and already present spikes in 

energy prices (gas, oil); with inflation and price increases, as well as the war in Ukraine as 

factors that will undoubtedly contribute to socio-economic challenges. These will be even more 

visible in the two regions among people who are already considered to be a vulnerable 

population. Acting quickly and efficiently but having the principles of just transition in mind 

is crucial to avoid repetition of scenario from Zasavje region, which faced a steep decline. 

Environmental challenges are the driving force of the whole process and systemic approach to 

rehabilitation of degraded areas and moreover the transformation to carbon neutral solutions 

and strong support for renewable energies in Slovenia is necessary. Regarding investments in 

renewable energies Slovenia still lacks strong political will for steering the development in the 

right direction with the speed it requires. It is the impact of climate change that demands from 

us to act quickly and strategically in achieving climate neutrality for the benefit of us all. 

Looking at the social transformation, the challenge is the biggest and requires ample time. The 

coal regions will need to build new identities, which presents a long social process requiring 

generational leap to be fully implemented. SAŠA region has almost 150 years of mining history 

and Zasavje 250 years of coal history that shaped their culture and development.      

Coal powered the industrial revolution and played an important part in development of the 

industry as we know it today. This heritage is a source of pride and should be handled with 

care in order to avoid negative effects, as it happened in Zasavje region. A new opportunity has 

arrived to correct the damage and prevent it in SAŠA region through just transition. 

Most importantly, many stakeholders are involved in all processes related to coal phase-out 

whose voices need to be heard. There have been various meetings with stakeholders within the 

preparation of the National Strategy and Strategic Impact Assessment, however there are more 

to come, when implementation phase begins. The most affected communities, their industries, 

trade unions, regional development agencies, NGOs and others are proactive and concerned at 

the same time. The government, its institutions and individuals working in those institutions 

need to provide assurance that the people of these regions will be safe, will have homes to live 

in, jobs to work at, and clean environment to enjoy. Everything has been written documented, 

and now it needs to be put into practice. Only after transition period is over, it will be truly 

clear, was it a pitfall or an opportunity that was seized. 
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