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National Democratic 

Governance 
3.25 3.50 3.25 3.25 2.75 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.75 

Electoral Process 2.00 2.00 2.00 1.75 1.50 1.25 1.25 1.25 1.50 1.50 

Civil Society 1.50 1.25 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 

Independent Media 2.25 2.25 2.00 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.75 

Local Democratic 

Governance 
2.25 2.25 2.00 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.50 1.50 1.50 

Judicial Framework 

and Independence 
2.25 2.50 2.25 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.75 

Corruption 3.00 3.00 2.75 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50 3.50 3.50 

Democracy Score 2.36 2.39 2.25 2.32 2.21 2.14 2.18 2.18 2.21 2.32 

 

 
 

NOTE: The ratings reflect the consensus of Freedom House, its academic advisers, and the author(s) of this report. 

If consensus cannot be reached, Freedom House is responsible for the final ratings. The ratings are based on a scale 

of 1 to 7, with 1 representing the highest level of democratic progress and 7 the lowest. The Democracy Score is an 

average of ratings for the categories tracked in a given year. The opinions expressed in this report are those of the 

author(s). 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The year 2015 brought immense political change in Poland. It marked the end of two terms in power for 

the coalition of the center-right Civic Platform (PO) and Polish People’s Party (PSL), as the socially 

conservative Law and Justice (PiS) won the May presidential election and secured a majority of seats in 

the parliament in October. The new government immediately embarked on an ambitious plan for 

institutional and constitutional reforms in the judiciary, media, and educational system, as well as in 

policy toward the European Union (EU). 

 PiS’s victories were hardly expected at the beginning of the year. Prime Minister Ewa Kopacz 

had managed to keep PO ahead in the polls for several months, the economy continued to improve, and in 

June, the European Commission ended the application of the “excessive deficit procedure” to Poland, 

which had led to tight budget controls. The PO-PSL coalition remained generally committed to the liberal 

democratic status quo, although it was reluctant to openly advocate for domestically controversial issues, 

such as the adoption of the Istanbul Convention on violence against women. 

Incumbent president Bronisław Komorowski, supported by the PO, seemed to have no serious 

contenders leading into the May elections. However, an uninspiring electoral campaign featuring a 

number of gaffes on Komorowski’s part and the rise of protest voters who supported maverick populist 

and rock musician Paweł Kukiz caused Komorowski to narrowly lose to the PiS member of the European 

Parliament, Andrzej Duda.  

 The results of the presidential election were symptomatic of growing popular dissatisfaction with 

the ruling coalition. Just as Komorowski failed to retain his 2010 electorate, the PO’s ratings started to 

decline. The coalition was unable to counter the momentum fueled by Duda’s victory, Kukiz’s anti-

establishment rhetoric, and PiS’s skillful parliamentary campaign, which revolved around a promise of 

“positive change.” While the coalition was handling multiple crises, including major protests by miners, 

teachers, and nurses, it was dealt another blow in June, when secret recordings of its prominent politicians 

started to emerge once again, reigniting the 2014 “Waitergate” scandal. A prompt cabinet reshuffle only 

strengthened the impression of weakness. 

The October parliamentary elections were a resounding victory for the PiS, which won 235 of 

460 seats and formed Poland’s first one-party government since 1989. The results still left the PiS 72 

seats short of the supermajority needed to amend the constitution, but this did not stop the new 

government from taking on an agenda that many considered nothing short of revolutionary. In 

cooperation with President Duda, the PiS effectively nullified the October election of five judges to the 

Constitutional Tribunal and passed a law that is widely expected to paralyze the work of the court. Before 

the end of the year, it also passed amendments politicizing public media appointments and firing en masse 

all senior civil servants in ministries and central public institutions.  

The new government passed all of these legislative acts with a swift nonstandard parliamentary 

path, bypassing public consultations and regulatory tests. Most importantly, the chief decision-maker 

behind PiS’s agenda has been party chairman Jarosław Kaczyński, who has dominated both President 

Duda and Prime Minister Beata Szydło’s decisions while formally remaining outside of the regular 

system of checks and balances.  

 Responding to the PiS’s aggressive agenda, in late November citizens formed a new grassroots 

civic movement called the Committee for the Defense of Democracy (KOD). With support from liberal 

media outlets and opposition parties (.Nowoczesna and the PO), KOD quickly organized mass protests in 

Warsaw and other major cities, with additional demonstrations expected in 2016. 
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Score Changes: 

 

 National Democratic Governance rating declined from 2.50 to 2.75 due to the rapid passage 

of major reforms at the end of the year without adequate consultations with civil society or in 

parliament. 

 Independent Media rating declined from 2.50 to 2.75 due to the swift, politically motivated 

reshuffle of public media following the change of government. The reform leaves the government 

in a position to further expand its control over public and private outlets in 2016. 

 Judicial Framework and Independence rating declined from 2.50 to 2.75 due to the far-

reaching reform of the Constitutional Tribunal that is expected to curb its functioning as an 

effective oversight body; abuses of law associated with the election of the Tribunal’s judges; and 

the unfolding reform threatening the independence of the public prosecutor’s office. 

 

As a result, Poland’s Democracy Score declined from 2.21 to 2.32. 

 

 

Outlook for 2016: With a parliamentary majority and a supportive president, PiS will tighten its control 

over state institutions. Far-reaching reforms have already started in the judiciary, public media, and civil 

service; in 2016 there will be vivid public debate on reforms in education, healthcare, and the pension 

system. PiS is also likely to reform the electoral system. The government will be forced to confront public 

dissent, which could begin to take more radical forms. In foreign policy, Poland will maintain its 

Atlanticist orientation but will act more assertively toward the EU and Germany than the previous 

government and may adopt a more hawkish stance toward Russia. Given the ruling party’s track record of 

rule-bending and disregard for public consultations, the state of Polish democracy will continue to 

deteriorate.   
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MAIN REPORT 
 

 

National Democratic Governance 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

3.25 3.50 3.25 3.25 2.75 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.75 

 

 The October 2015 parliamentary victory of the socially conservative Law and Justice (PiS) came after 

eight years of governance by the center-right Civic Platform (PO) and the agrarian Polish People’s 

Party (PSL) that was gradually bogged down in scandals and protests. After the European Union (EU) 

ended the application of the “excessive deficit procedure” that had constrained Poland’s public 

spending, the PO-led government increased spending in what became its last year in office. The 

lowest pensions were indexed more favorably, a program of day care centers for the elderly began, 

and the government introduced free legal aid and a flexible rule for social benefits so that more 

people would be eligible. It also implemented an “Apartment for the Young” program, passed a new 

tax law based on the principle of resolving issues to the taxpayer’s benefit, extended the de minimis 

program to increase funding for entrepreneurship, and supported exporters who had been hit by 

Russia’s embargo on Polish exports.
1
 

 At the same time, however, the 2014 “Waitergate”
2
 scandal finally caught up with the PO 

government. In June 2015, Zbigniew Stonoga, a little-known businessman and antiestablishment 

activist, published online over 2,000 pages of files from the Public Prosecutor’s Office concerning 

one of the most publicized scandals of 2014. In reaction to the publication, Prime Minister Ewa 

Kopacz apologized to the nation four months before the parliamentary elections, and speaker of the 

parliament and former foreign affairs minister Radosław Sikorski, as well as the ministers in charge 

of health, treasury, and sport, resigned.
3
 The resignations were seen as too little too late, especially as 

the publication of the Stonoga files did not include new facts.
4
  

 The PiS’s victory was also due to its focus on bread-and-butter issues during the campaign. New PiS 

prime minister Beata Szydło promised welfare reforms in her first 100 days in office, and in 

November, she announced that her cabinet will introduce a monthly subsidy of PLN 500 ($125) to 

families for each child after the first. Additionally, she announced that the government would lower 

the retirement age to 65 years for men and 60 for women (it is currently set to increase every year to 

reach 67 in 2040 for both sexes), double the income tax threshold to PLN 8,000 ($2,000), provide free 

pharmaceuticals for people above 75, and introduce a minimum hourly wage of PLN 12 ($3). She 

also promised to lower corporate taxes from 19 to 15 percent and additional education and health 

reforms.
5
  

 At the end of December, the new government changed the law on the recruitment of senior civil 

servants, lifting the ban on political party membership and terminating the contracts of all senior 

officials within 30 days.
6
 The PiS’s electoral victory marked not only a shift in power in the 

government but also a turn to informal governance. Rather than becoming prime minister, PiS 

chairman Jarosław Kaczyński remained only a member of parliament (MP), although it is widely 

agreed that he is now the most influential person in the country.
7
 This has created a situation where 

the country’s top decision-maker has no constitutional accountability for his decisions and exercises 

virtually unchecked power through his influence over the parliament and the president, himself a 

protégé of Kaczyński.
8
 Kaczyński’s critics maintain that this shift of power, coupled with 

Kaczyński’s commanding leadership style, is undermining liberal democracy in Poland.
9
  

 The European refugee crisis dominated Poland’s foreign affairs agenda in the second half of the year. 

In September, the government secured a waiver from the EU’s mandatory quota system with the help 

of other Central European countries but in the end agreed to admit 7,000 refugees.
10

 Even though 

Poland remained distanced from main transit routes and was required to admit a small number of 



5 

 

refugees relative to its population, anti-migrant and anti-Muslim attitudes strengthened and fed into 

the popularity of far-right activists, a few of whom entered parliament. Temporary migration from 

Ukraine also increased two-fold in the first half of 2015, as about 400,000 Ukrainians worked in 

Poland compared to about 200,000 during the same period in 2014.
11

 Some experts predicted mass 

immigration to Poland from Ukraine in the near future.
12

   

 Apart from several protests by teachers and nurses for higher pay, the biggest economic issue of 2015 

was the coal crisis in Silesia. In January, the government adopted a plan to rescue the mines of the 

state-owned Kompania Węglowa by closing four out 14 mines. Trade unions opposed the decision, 

and major strikes broke out across Silesia. Following long negotiations, the government eventually 

backed out of the decision to close the mines and adopted a plan to transfer 11 mines from Kompania 

Węglowa to a new entity, Nowa Kompania Węglowa, and sell the remaining three mines to private 

investors. For the plan to work, however, Nowa Kompania Weglowa would need around PLN 2 

billion ($490 million), which would be impossible without the involvement of state-owned energy 

companies.
13

 The issue remained unresolved at the end of 2015. 

 

 

Electoral Process 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

2.00 2.00 2.00 1.75 1.50 1.25 1.25 1.25 1.50 1.50 

 

 When Andrzej Duda, a member of European Parliament from PiS, unexpectedly won during the first 

round of the presidential elections in May, outperforming most preelection polls and receiving 34.8 

percent of the vote, the stage was set for a new political order in Poland.
14

 Incumbent president 

Bronisław Komorowski, who only six months earlier enjoyed the trust of more than 75 percent of the 

public and had polled at above 50 percent, finished second with 33.8 percent of the vote. In contrast 

to Duda’s significant online presence and his very active campaign that leaned heavily on the legacy 

of former president Lech Kaczyński, Komorowski’s campaign was passive and filled with gaffes.
15

 

Duda’s first-round victory gave him a tactical advantage over Komorowski in the second round, 

which he won with 51.6 percent of the popular vote. 

 Besides Duda’s victory, the other surprise during the elections was the strong performance of “tribune 

of the people” and rock-musician Paweł Kukiz, who received 20.8 percent of the vote in the first 

round. With populist slogans and a promise to change the electoral system from proportional to 

majoritarian, the “authentic” outsider became the choice for many people who were fed up with the 

main political parties.
16

 The elections were also a prelude to the demise of the left and the PSL. 

Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) candidate Magdalena Ogórek received 2.4 percent of the vote, the 

lowest-ever result for an SLD presidential candidate, and PSL’s Adam Jarubas got 1.6 percent. 

Poland’s other political maverick, Janusz Palikot, received 1.4 percent of the vote.
17

 

 The October parliamentary elections confirmed a change in power and turn to the right in Polish 

politics. PiS received 37.58 percent of the vote, which gave them 235 MPs (78 more than in 2011) 

and a majority in the Sejm.
18

 PO managed to maintain the support of 24.09 percent of the voters 

(earning them 138 MPs), while the newly founded liberal party .Nowoczesna (Modern) took 7.6 

percent of the vote (28 MPs). Paweł Kukiz’s Kukiz’15 movement became the third power in the 

parliament with 8.81 percent of the popular vote and 42 MPs, including a number of radicals, such as 

far-right leader of the National Movement, Robert Winnicki.
19

 PSL managed to receive just enough 

votes to enter parliament (5.13 percent, 16 MPs).  

 Meanwhile the new parliament will be the first since 1989 without a left-wing party. The United Left 

(Zjednoczona Lewica) coalition received only 7.55 percent of the vote, just short of the coalition 

threshold of eight percent. A new social democratic grassroots initiative, Together (Razem), captured 
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at least some of the left’s votes. Although it failed to clear the five percent threshold for parties, it 

won enough to secure public funding for the next four years.
20

  

 The electoral institutions fulfilled their duties in 2015. Following problems with the vote count in the 

2014 local elections, electoral commissions strengthened internal controls, and there were no major 

irregularities in 2015. On a few occasions, however, politicians tried to use national referendums for 

their own ends. In a surprising move following the first round of presidential elections in May, 

Komorowski called for a nationwide referendum on three topics, including the introduction of single-

member electoral districts. Many interpreted the move as an abuse of the referendum mechanism 

aimed at attracting Kukiz’s protest voters in the second round. In September, after Komorowski’s 

presidential bid had already tanked, the referendum failed with an embarrassingly low turnout of 7.8 

percent.
21

 Also in September, newly elected president Duda tried to call a referendum on issues 

important to PiS but eventually failed because of opposition from the PO-led Senate.
22

 

 

 

Civil Society 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

1.50 1.25 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 1.50 

 

 In general, people in Poland conflate nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) with charities and are 

reluctant to contribute to their work. According to a report published in early 2015, 40 percent of 

Poles have no association with the word “NGO,” while four out of five think that NGOs’ main goal is 

to help the poor or distribute charity.
23

 In reality, only 5 percent of Polish NGOs do social work. 

People are also uninformed about how NGOs receive funding—more than half of respondents said 

they are financed through the 1 percent tax write-off that every citizen can make,
24

 while in reality the 

write-offs make up only 7 percent of NGOs’ budgets. Half of their funding comes from public grants, 

including EU money,
25

 while only 14 percent comes from private funding, and only 7 percent from 

member contributions. Additionally, 63 percent of Poles think that NGOs should provide their 

services for free, and 54 percent think that their employees should work for free, too.
26

 

 Throughout the year, left- and right-wing initiatives collected hundreds of thousands of signatures and 

forced the Sejm to discuss them, although none of the proposals were adopted in the end. A group of 

liberal activists gathered 150,000 signatures for a bill to suspend state funding of religion lessons in 

schools, but at year’s end, the “Secular School” initiative had yet to be discussed.
27

 Two separate 

initiatives to penalize abortion and to ban the morning-after pill gained 400,000 and 200,000 

signatures, respectively, but neither became law under the PO government.
28

 

 In April, former president Bronisław Komorowski ratified the Council of Europe convention on 

preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence (the Istanbul Convention). 

The convention had been a major source of conflict between right-wing parties and those of the center 

and the left. Right-wing concerns, voiced mainly by PiS,
29

 included the association of religion and 

tradition with violence and the portrayal the family as a site of violence.
30

 The convention passed with 

support from PO and the left in February. 

 Anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim sentiment grew in the wake of the European refugee crisis. The 

influx of Syrian and other Middle Eastern and North African refugees to Europe and the obligation of 

each EU country to accept a quota of them fueled xenophobic behavior and bolstered the positions of 

right-wing activists and politicians. In September, a nationalist rally in Warsaw attracted 7,000 

people, three times more than a separate rally in favor of the admission of Syrians to Poland.
31

 The 

same attitudes were present in the annual Independence Day march, which gathered 20,000 

participants in November. That same month, a group of right-wing radicals burned an effigy of an 

Orthodox Jew holding an EU flag while protesting against refugee resettlement in Wroclaw.
32
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 In November, a grassroots movement called the Committee for the Defense of Democracy (KOD) 

was established to protest PiS’s actions, including its pardoning of secret services head Mariusz 

Kamiński (see Corruption section) and its alleged breach of the constitution. Started as a Facebook 

group, KOD organized mass protests of tens of thousands of people in Warsaw and other cities 

throughout November and December.
33

 The movement developed regional structures and was 

enjoying the support of opposition politicians. In December, a progovernment rally also attracted tens 

of thousands of people.
34

  

 There were some significant developments in regard to labor relations during the year. In July, the 

Constitutional Tribunal ruled that provisions on trade unions that allow only employees to form and 

join unions are unconstitutional. This decision means that the roughly 1 million Poles employed 

through contracts will also be able to join unions. No amendments to the relevant laws had been made 

by year’s end.
35

 In October, the new Council of Social Dialogue replaced the Trilateral Commission 

of trade unions, employer organizations, and the government. The commission had ceased to function 

two years ago when the unions stopped participating in its meetings. The council, which will be 

appointed by the president instead of the prime minister, will have a limited right to initiate legislation 

and will receive greater funding than the commission, but the participants and scope of dialogue will 

remain the same.
36

 

 

 

Independent Media 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

2.25 2.25 2.00 2.25 2.25 2.25 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.75 

  

 Media ownership has been a hotly debated topic in Poland. Right-wing politicians and commentators 

repeatedly point out what they see as an excessive share controlled by foreign-owned outlets,
37

 while 

others emphasize problems stemming from market concentration. For example, in 2014, the Bauer 

Publishing House had a 33 percent share in print media circulation and a 28 percent share of radio 

listeners.
38

 According to the National Broadcasting Council’s 2014 annual report,
39

 the television 

market is oligopolistic, with three commercial networks and the public broadcaster making up 95 

percent of it. The report also pointed out that the regional press market is “practically a monopoly” 

with the German-owned Polskapresse owning 21 out of 26 local newspapers.
40

 Sales and readership 

of print newspapers and newsmagazines continued to fall: in the first half of 2015, paid circulation of 

the top five weeklies fell by 6.5 percent on average.
41

 

 Defamation is a criminal offense. In September, the Constitutional Tribunal upheld the 

constitutionality of laws against defamation of the nation, state, and its institutions,
42

 and in October, 

upheld a similar law concerning the constitutionality of religious defamation laws.
43

 In 2014, there 

were 38 cases where people were prosecuted under the religious defamation law,
44

 but no official 

record is kept of the number of “state defamation” cases.
45

 

 During the parliamentary campaign, public television was accused of biased coverage of electoral 

committees. It gave vastly more airtime to PO and PiS committees than the other parties in the 

campaign.
46

 Additionally, the debate over whether the journalists who published materials in the 

“Waitergate” scandal (see NDG section) should testify continued in 2015. In October, a court 

effectively ordered the disclosure of their sources.
47

 The journalists involved said they would not 

cooperate, and the case was ongoing at year’s end.  

 There were cases of political layoffs in the public media throughout the year. In March, a presenter at 

Warsaw regional public radio RDC was sacked for criticizing Catholic institutions on air.
48

 In 

September, Ewa Wanat, chief editor of RDC, was dismissed on “disciplinary grounds” for posting a 

public comment on social media criticizing activists campaigning to lower the school age.
49

 In mid-

November, following the victory of PiS, new minister of culture Piotr Gliński scolded his interviewer 
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Karolina Lewicka live on-air on the public news channel TVP Info, saying that over the past couple 

of years the outlet had practiced “propaganda and manipulation” and that “this would now change.”
50

 

Lewicka, who had assertively questioned Gliński, was suspended by TVP and later lost her job. 

 The PiS’s plans for public media reform were already clear by the end of October: the party intended 

to change the legal status of public television and transform radio companies and the Polish Press 

Agency (PAP) from state-owned commercial companies to “national cultural institutions” 

subordinate to a brand-new National Media Council and financed mainly through a new audiovisual 

levy included in household electricity bills.
51

 Implementation of this plan will take place in 2016, but 

the take-over of public media began in the final days of December, when the Sejm passed a bill that 

terminated the mandates of all the current CEOs and executive boards of public media companies and 

temporarily transferred the power to appoint new ones from the National Broadcasting Council to the 

Minister of Treasury.
52

 The move was widely criticized as a crackdown on media independence, and 

on December 31 directors of the main public television channels resigned in protest.
53

 Meanwhile, 

prominent PiS politicians argued that public media had previously been partisan and that its criticism 

of the government was unacceptable.
54

 Commentators also pointed out that Polish public media had 

previously been subject to political control
55

 and that politically-motivated purges of journalists had 

happened before.
56

 

 

 

Local Democratic Governance 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

2.25 2.25 2.00 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.75 1.50 1.50 1.50 

 

 As a follow-up to the 2014 local elections, there were votes in another 384 municipalities, mainly in 

districts where single local council members needed to be reelected and where district courts had 

upheld objections to the fairness of the elections.
57

 The protests pertained to cases where there were 

demonstrated errors in electoral commissions’ protocols
58

 or where there was a narrow difference 

between the two candidates and ballot-stuffing was suspected.
59

 

 In September, Poland adopted a law on metropolitan districts. The law introduces a fourth type of 

local government entity, the metropolitan district, which can be established through a decree from the 

Council of Ministers in areas inhabited by at least a half a million people. Establishing a metropolitan 

district will require the consent of the councils of at least 50 percent of the municipalities and counties 

and 70 percent of the city counties that would enter it. The districts would be responsible for urban 

planning, public transport, and waste management, among other things, and would be financed 

through 9 percent of personal income tax paid by their inhabitants (split between the central budget 

and local municipalities).
60

 The law was much anticipated by local governments in the Silesian 

conurbation and the Tri-city metropolitan area in Pomerania. 

 The 2014–2020 EU financial framework, within which Poland was assigned €82.5 billion, provides a 

crucial source of investment funding for local governments. The European Commission accepted all 

of the Polish operational programs (OPs), including 16 regional ones, in February. The regional OPs’ 

budget for the whole period is €31.3 billion, and the first tenders for EU funding were opened in 

August. New policy instruments, such as integrated territorial investments and community-managed 

local development, were expected to increase cooperation between municipalities.
61

 

 In June, citizens in over 100 municipalities, including some major cities, such as Warsaw, Gdańsk, 

Łódź, and Wrocław, voted on another round of participatory budgeting, in which citizens choose how 

to spend public funds. In Warsaw, authorities set aside PLN 50 million ($12.7 million) for 644 

projects voted on by 173,000 citizens.
62

 There are currently no national evaluations of the procedure, 

although there are monitoring initiatives piloted by NGOs.
63
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Judicial Framework and Independence 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

2.25 2.50 2.25 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.50 2.75 

 

 In 2015 the PO-PSL coalition completed a systemic reform
64

 of Poland’s judicial system, changing it 

from an inquisitorial to an adversarial system in which the judge will now act as a neutral arbiter and 

the prosecutor’s office is responsible for gathering evidence. The new system introduces obligations 

to inform defendants about their rights and provide them with a right to a public attorney at the 

preliminary stage (PiS criticized the reform and started preparations to reverse it following the 

elections). There was also a significant Constitutional Tribunal (CT) ruling against a law allowing the 

Minister of Justice (MJ) to request access to case files.
65

  

 However, controversies concerning the appointment of CT judges and changes to the Law on the 

Constitutional Tribunal (LCT), particularly following the change of government, overshadowed these 

significant developments. In June, the PO-PSL coalition amended the LCT. President Bronisław 

Komorowski had originally proposed the amendment in 2013 with the intention to streamline the 

CT’s work.
66

 The coalition MPs, however, expanded the draft and added a transitional clause that 

shortened the deadline for proposing candidates to replace the CT judges whose terms were to expire 

later in the year.  

 The changes made possible the replacement of five judges right before the October parliamentary 

elections. On October 8, during the final session of the Sejm, the parliament elected five new judges 

out of the 15 total on the court. The vote was controversial because the terms in office of the 

incumbent judges were to expire after the elections: three in early November and two in early 

December. The PO-PSL coalition argued that because the new Sejm would not convene until 

November 12, the vote was necessary to preserve the CT’s continuity. The PiS, however, saw it as a 

politically-motivated attempt to prevent the new majority from electing the judges. President Duda 

refused to swear in the judges, and parliament adopted a law on November 19 that vacated the current 

seats of the chief justice and the vice chief and provided for the election of new judges. The CT later 

struck down the first part of the amendment.
67

 

 Just as the court was preparing to rule on the June amendments to the LCT, PiS’s new parliamentary 

majority elected another five CT judges late at night on December 2, and the president swore in four 

of them the following morning.
68

 That same day, the court ruled that the early election of two judges 

was unconstitutional, but that President Duda was obliged to immediately swear in the other three 

judges elected in October.
69

 In response, the chief of the prime minister’s chancellery delayed the 

official publication of the ruling which was necessary to give it binding force and implied a breach of 

the LCT clause requiring at least nine judges to rule on cases of “particular complexity or saliency.”
70

 

The ruling was eventually published on December 16, but the president did not comply with it. 

 Additionally, on December 15, PiS proposed significant changes to the LCT that essentially paralyzed 

the court. According to the amendments, the CT can give verdicts only with a two-thirds majority and 

at least 13 out of 15 judges present (instead of a simple majority with as few as three judges present in 

certain types of cases), have shorter proceedings, and is required to investigate cases in order of 

submission, making it necessary to work through a large backlog before handling new cases. PiS 

politicians argued that the reform was meant to increase the court’s prestige, although Kaczynski also 

pointed out that the old CT would block his party’s welfarist reforms.
71

 The new law did not undergo 

public consultations and was passed on December 24. 

 Earlier in December, PiS MPs submitted a draft law to regulate the immunity-waiving procedure 

aimed to facilitate the prosecution of certain officials elected by the Sejm, most notably the chief of 

the Supreme Audit Office, the Ombudsman, and the Inspector General for Personal Data Protection.
72

 

Under the proposed law, the immunity-waiving procedure could be triggered either by the Ministry of 
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Justice or a citizen complaint. Several commentators had pointed out that it could also be used to 

target Ombudsman Adam Bodnar, whose selection PiS had strongly criticized.
73

 

 In late December, PiS began proceedings on a new law on the Prosecutor General, according to which 

the Minister of Justice would also hold the post of Prosecutor General and directly control all public 

prosecutors, with the power to override investigators’ decisions and take over cases. Additionally, the 

National Prosecutors’ Council would be transformed into an advisory body, losing disciplinary 

powers over the Prosecutor General. The law was pending in parliament at year’s end.
74

 

 

 

Corruption 

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

3.00 3.00 2.75 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.25 3.50 3.50 3.50 

 

 Corruption and nepotism remain important issues in Polish public life. A September poll revealed that 

67 percent of Poles believe corruption is a serious problem, although 83 percent had not heard about 

any incidents in their local environments in 2015. According to respondents, the most corrupt 

occupations are doctors (65 percent), referees (59 percent), MPs (56 percent), self-government 

council members, and local government officials at various levels (55 percent). Least likely to be 

corrupt in the public eye are teachers (31 percent) and bank clerks (35 percent).
75

  

 Like in previous years, there were several corruption scandals in 2015. A large investigation into the 

privatization of chemical company Ciech that started in 2014 continued throughout the year.
76

 In 

April, Minister of Justice Cezary Grabarczyk had to step down following media allegations that he 

and some others obtained firearm permits without passing a practical exam.
77

 In September, former 

influential interior minister Krzysztof Janik was accused of receiving PLN 140,000 ($35,600) in 

bribes for helping a firm in dealings with the tax office in Katowice.
78

  

 In November, President Duda pardoned the former head of the Central Anticorruption Bureau (CBA) 

and current minister-coordinator of the secret services Mariusz Kamiński, along with three former 

officials of the bureau. In March 2015, the Warsaw-Śródmieście Regional Court convicted them of 

abuse of power in connection with the so-called land scandal, a 2007 sting operation that led to the 

resignation of then deputy prime minister Andrzej Lepper. Kamiński appealed the three-year prison 

sentence and ten-year ban on holding public office. The presidential pardon was heavily debated. 

Some experts argued that pardoning is impossible without a final sentence, since the president can 

only absolve of guilt, while others claimed the president’s pardon prerogative should be as broad as 

possible. In December, the regional court passed the appeal to the Warsaw District Court, thus 

disregarding the pardon and arguing that it can take effect only after the appeals process is 

exhausted.
79

 

 The longstanding “Podkarpackiegate” scandal resulted in charges to Jan Bury, the PSL’s former 

caucus head in the Sejm. The affair goes back to April 2013, when CBA agents detained the marshal 

of Podkarpacie, a PSL politician linked to Bury. In early July 2014, CBA agents detained two heads 

of a Podkarpacie fuel company. They were charged with influence-peddling involving Deputy 

Minister for Infrastructure Zbigniew Rynasiewicz, then a PO MP from Podkarpacie. Last year, CBA 

searched the offices of Rynasiewicz and Bury.
80

 Several other persons were charged, including one 

person from the Rzeszów prosecutor’s office.
81

 In September 2015, the prosecutor’s office wanted to 

open a case against Bury, but the ruling coalition’s MPs sustained his immunity.
82

 However, police 

promptly arrested him after he lost his mandate in the October parliamentary elections. 

 While wiretapped by the CBA, Bury had allegedly tried to influence the hiring process for posts in 

the Supreme Audit Office (NIK). NIK chief Krzysztof Kwiatkowski allegedly set up hiring processes 

for managerial posts in his office, and in August, the prosecution announced that charges had been 

opened against him as well. It is apparent from the CBA wiretaps that Kwiatkowski had agreed to 



11 

 

cancel the competition for the position of deputy head of the NIK’s delegation in Rzeszów so that 

Bury’s assistant from the 1990s could win in a new set of proceedings. The prosecutor’s office also 

accused Kwiatkowski of unlawful influence in the competition for positions in the NIK delegation in 

Łódź and the head office in Warsaw, and Bury of influencing NIK inspections in Podkarpacie.
83

 The 

Sejm did not waive the immunity of Kwiatkowski in 2015, but the new majority might vote again on 

the issue, and may vote to bring a case against him in the State Tribunal.
84
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