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This week is European Mental Health Awareness week, which aims
to raise understanding of mental health. In Estonia, mental
health problems are significant. Adult suicide rates are high
and above most OECD countries (Figure 1). The first Estonian
National Mental Health Survey in 2022 found that a quarter of
adults was at risk of anxiety and depression. Lower income
groups, particularly men, were more likely to be affected
(OECD, 2024). Among adolescent children, almost 30% report
feeling depressed every week, and this has risen over time
(TAI, 2025). Ill mental health carries a high human toll and
is estimated to cost Estonia 2.8% of GDP each year (OECD,
2021).

Estonia  has  recognised  this  and  expanded  its  efforts  to
improve mental health. The 2021 Green Paper on Mental Health
developed the foundations and is being implemented through the
Mental Health Action Plan for 2023-26. A new mental health
department has been established within the Ministry of Social
Affairs and funding for mental healthcare services has more
than tripled to EUR 7 million in 2023. New surveys to monitor
and better understand the issues have been put in place. This
year, Estonia adopted its first Suicide Prevention Action Plan
for 2025–2028.
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These policies aim to create a comprehensive, intersectoral
and multi-level mental health system and broaden access to
both community-based and specialist healthcare services.

Better health of Estonia’s people, highlighted by the OECD’s
2024 Economic Survey, can be achieved in other areas as well.
Life expectancy at birth has risen by around 8 years over the
past two decades to 78.8 years by 2023. This is higher than in
neighbouring Baltic countries but below most European and OECD
countries. Around a third of the deaths can be avoided through
faster treatment and more prevention. For example, with more
than half of adults obese, physical activity levels need to
increase and nutrition could be healthier. To address this,
Estonia should introduce a tax on sugar-sweetened beverages
and could tax unhealthy foods more broadly as done in Hungary.

Furthermore, alcohol consumption is among the highest in the
OECD. Reducing affordability by raising alcohol excise duties
and linking them to inflation as well as reducing availability
through restricting opening hours and density of alcohol sales
outlets  can  help  lower  consumption.  To  maximise  their
effectiveness, policies on alcohol need to be coordinated with
other Baltic countries.

The number of healthcare staff, crucial to improving health
outcomes,  should  increase.  The  number  of  health  workers
relative  to  the  population  is  low  compared  to  other  OECD
countries. In 2022, there were 6.6 practising nurses per 1 000
people, well below most OECD and EU countries. The ratio of
practising doctors was 3.5 per
1 000 people, slightly below the OECD average and lower than
in  most  EU  countries.  More  nurses,  school  and  clinical
psychologists, and psychiatrists are needed in particular to
deliver more mental health services (Sisask, 2023). Given that
the workforce is ageing quickly, raising nurse and doctor
training levels is paramount. This should be complemented by
better  remuneration  and  working  conditions  to  make  the
healthcare profession more attractive, as discussed in the
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2024 OECD Economic Survey of Estonia.

Estonia’s total spending on healthcare is among the lowest in
the OECD (Figure 2). Population ageing is driving up demand
for more healthcare and new services will ultimately require
additional  resources.  Better  use  of  technology,  improved
administration and enhanced financial incentives can free up
more  resources.  This  year’s  increase  in  user  charges  for
specialised care is a step in the right direction as it will
help both raise revenues and lead to more efficient use of
specialist  services.  Nevertheless,  more  revenues  will  be
needed to fund public healthcare services and to ensure out-
of-pocket spending does not cause financial difficulties for
vulnerable households.

Better healthcare will improve the quality of life in Estonia,
allow  people  to  stay  active  longer  and  contribute  to  a
stronger economy with higher tax revenues.

For further information, please visit the Estonia Economic
Snapshot page.

Learn more about Mental Health Awareness Week.
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On today’s World Health Day Poland can celebrate the highest
level of life expectancy in its history, after it bounced back
from the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 1). It is now 74.8 years
for men and 82.4 years for women, longer than in many Central
and Eastern European and Baltic countries. But Poland still
lags behind the majority of OECD countries. Circulatory system
diseases,  such  as  heart  disease,  hypertension  and  stroke,
account  for  nearly  half  of  all  deaths,  while  cancer
contributes to around a further fifth. As our latest Economic
Survey discusses, Poland can do more to boost healthcare.

Figure 1 – Life expectancy in Poland is historically
high but there is room to catch up with average OECD
life expectancy
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Note: The data shown is for average life expectancy at birth.
The OECD average is weighted. The latest data point is 2023.
Source: OECD Health Statistics.
Poland has historically been among the lowest spenders on
healthcare in the OECD. Before the pandemic, overall health
spending accounted for 6.5% of GDP. Successive governments
have  recognised  the  need  to  improve  healthcare  and  are
implementing  reforms.  Current  plans  are  to  bring  overall
health spending closer to the OECD average of around 9% by
2027.  Policy  efforts  should  focus  on  key  priorities  to
maximise the positive impact of additional spending on health
outcomes. 

To deliver quality healthcare services an adequate healthcare
workforce is essential. While the relative number of doctors
in Poland is around the OECD average, the number of nurses is
comparatively low (Figure 2). The number of training places
for nurses has risen, but more are needed especially because
many  nurses  are  close  to  or  over  retirement  age.  Recent
increases in salaries should help: in 2022 (the latest year
for which the OECD has data), nurses’ salaries stood at 1.6
the national average wage, among the highest in the OECD in
relative terms. When adjusted for purchasing power, salaries
are  now  higher  in  Poland  than  in  countries  Polish  nurses
traditionally  emigrated  to,  such  as  the  UK  and  Ireland.
However,  working  conditions  matter  as  well.  More  explicit
guidance on working practices, such as setting limits on the



number  of  patient  consultations  and  overtime  hours,  could
improve working conditions and help attract more people to
healthcare.

Figure 2 – The number nurses is relatively low compared
to other OECD countries
2022, or latest available

Note: The OECD average is unweighted.
Source: OECD Health Statistics.
Improving health requires faster treatment. Poland has given
cancer patients priority in the health system and there is no
cap on treatment costs. Yet cancer is often detected too late.
Despite free nationwide screening programmes available since
the early 2000s, participation rates are below the EU average,
particularly  among  less  educated  people.  Targeted  outreach
would help raise participation.

In the medium to long term, better prevention of key risky
health  behaviours  could  lead  to  better  health.  Alcohol
consumption is among the highest in the OECD and smoking rates
should be lowered further (Figure 3). Excise duties to make
alcohol and tobacco less affordable are rising, and this could
be complemented by restricting their availability to maximise
the  impact  on  consumption.  Introducing  taxes  on  unhealthy
foods with high content of salt, sugar and fat could steer
people towards healthier eating as has been done in Mexico and



Hungary.

Figure 3 – Reducing alcohol and tobacco consumption
would improve health outcomes
2022, or latest available

Note: The green circles represent the minimum and the orange
circles  the  maximum  observation  in  the  OECD  for  each
variable. Data for alcohol, smoking and obesity is for 2022.
Source:  OECD  Health  Statistics  2023,  OECD  Environment
Statistics 2020, WHO Global Health Observatory. 
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Learn more by visiting the OECD’s Poland Economic Snapshot
page.
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In  recent  decades,  Ireland  made  impressive  strides  in
developing its economy and raising living standards. However,
structural reforms remain key to prepare for Ireland’s future
fiscal pressures due to rising ageing costs, and the need to
ensure adequate supply of affordable housing and enable a
sustainable green transition.
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The  COVID-19  crisis  has  spotlighted  Poland’s  environmental
challenges,  notably  the  heavy  air  pollution  at  which  the
Polish population is exposed, as it makes individuals more
vulnerable to acute respiratory illnesses and to the ongoing
sanitary crisis. As the government prepares its recovery plan
to revive the economy in the aftermath of COVID-19, there is a
unique opportunity to bring forward needed public investments
into clean energy projects. “Green” investment projects would
not only stimulate employment and aggregate demand, but also
make growth more sustainable in the longer-term. The newly
agreed “Next Generation EU” recovery plan will have dedicated
funds to support the transition to climate neutrality and
Poland should grasp the opportunity to enhance the resilience
of its economy and society. The newly published 2020 OECD
Economic Survey of Poland provides some advice on policies
that could help supporting the transition to a greener and
fairer economy.

Poland has made little progress to improve air quality. In
many cities and regions, the level of atmospheric pollution
remains well above the limits established in the European
Union Air Quality Directive: an alarming 36 out of 50 most
polluted European cities are located in Poland. The population
exposure to fine particles is among the highest in the OECD

https://oecdecoscope.blog/2021/01/28/every-breath-you-take-reducing-exposure-to-environmental-health-risks-in-poland/
https://oecdecoscope.blog/2021/01/28/every-breath-you-take-reducing-exposure-to-environmental-health-risks-in-poland/
https://oecdecoscope.blog/2021/01/28/every-breath-you-take-reducing-exposure-to-environmental-health-risks-in-poland/
https://oecdecoscope.blog/2021/01/28/every-breath-you-take-reducing-exposure-to-environmental-health-risks-in-poland/
http://www.oecd.org/economy/poland-economic-snapshot/
http://www.oecd.org/economy/poland-economic-snapshot/


(Figure 1), which causes a variety of adverse health outcomes
and premature deaths (WHO, 2019).

CEEC is the average of Hungary and the Czech and Slovak1.
Republics.
Source:  OECD  (2020),  OECD  Green  Growth  Indicators
(database).

The residential sector is responsible for high air pollution
and levels of energy consumption. The burning of poor-quality
coal,  wood,  or  even  waste,  in  old  boilers  used  to  heat
individual houses is the main contributor for the high level
of particulate matter in the air. The incomplete combustion of
solid fuel in low-efficiency stoves and lamps used for cooking
and  lighting  also  releases  a  significant  amount  of  fine
particles. Moreover, a large share of the existing residential
and commercial buildings date back from before 1990 and have
poor thermal insulation. As a result, space heating requires a
significant amount of energy and there is a lot of heat loss
through the building envelope. In fact, the energy intensity
of  space  heating  in  Poland  is  one  of  the  highest  among
European Union (EU) countries.

The transport sector is another key driver of air pollution.
In 2018, the average vehicle age in Poland was 14 years,
compared to 11 years in the European Union. That same year,
80% of passenger cars in Poland’s roads were more than 10



years  old  (European  Commission,  2019).  The  average  CO2
emissions from new passenger cars sold in Poland are among the
highest in Europe. In 2019, only 0.5% of newly registered
passenger cars were electric vehicles, compared to an average
of 3.6% in the European Union (International Council on Clean
Transportation, 2020). Polish authorities have set welcome and
ambitious targets to increase the fleet of electric vehicles
in the coming years. These targets should be met. In June this
year, the government made efforts in that sense and introduced
Poland’s first fiscal incentive programme for the purchase of
cleaner cars.

Progress to decarbonise electricity production in Poland has
also stalled over the past few years. Coal still accounts for
around 78% of gross electricity generation, compared to about
25%, on average, in other Visegrád countries and the OECD.
Furthermore, most Polish coal-fired power plants are over 25
years old. The industry lags behind in terms of production
efficiency and in the adoption of new technologies that could
reduce  the  emission  of  pollutants.Coal  mining  is  another
source of air pollution as it releases fine particles in the
air, such as dust, soot and smoke, which can be carried to
nearby  towns  by  the  wind.  Despite  all  the  environmental
challenges implied, Poland is still one of the largest coal
producer in the world. The authorities have recently agreed to
phase  out  coal  mining  by  2049,  but  plan  to  continue
subsidising coal production until then (European Council for
an Energy Efficient Economy, 2020).

Polish authorities need to step-up their efforts to improve
air  quality  and  reduce  the  health  risks  associated  with
ambient air pollution. The latest OECD Economic Survey of
Poland  establishes  three  policy  priorities  that  can  boost
Poland’s transition to a greener economy and, in particular,
bring the country on the path to meeting higher air quality
standards:

Support  building  renovation  to  improve  energy1.
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performance in the residential sector.

Two years ago, the government introduced a programme to offer
means-tested financial grants and loans for the replacement of
obsolete stoves and for thermal retrofits to single-family
houses. However, the take-up rate has been far much lower than
anticipated. Complex application procedures and low income-
threshold for the highest grants have been pointed as possible
reasons for the low take-up.

Polish  authorities  could  consider  extending  nationwide  the
recently  introduced  anti-smog  regulations  in  some  regions
(“voivodeships”) that aim at limiting the burning of fossil
fuels  in  furnaces,  as  well  as  introducing  fines  for
noncompliance.  Continuing  to  simplify  the  administrative
procedures associated with the loans and grants for replacing
old heating and cooking equipment as well as easing access for
low-income  households  would  help  to  increase  take-up.
Expanding the use of smart meters would also contribute to
reduce  the  energy  consumption  of  the  residential  sector.
Finally,  improving  the  energy  standards  for  new  buildings
(e.g.  more  stringent  building  energy  codes,  additional
performance-based  requirements  or  more  demanding  energy
performance  certificates)  and  imposing  minimum  requirements
for the creation of reserve funds in multi-flat buildings
dedicated to building renovation and thermal insulation, could
significantly improve buildings’ energy efficiency.

Increase the effective tax carbon rate and the pricing2.
of environmental externalities.

Tax rates on energy use in the residential sector and the
electricity excise tax are low for international standards.
Furthermore, there are several exemptions from energy taxes,
such as from the tax on coal in the agricultural sector, from
the tax on coal for households’ consumption, and from the coal
and gas excise duties in some energy-intensive industries.
Poland is also one of the very few OECD countries without a



specific CO2-related vehicle tax and diesel is still taxed at
a lower rate than petrol. Overall, this results in low carbon
prices on road and non-road GHG emissions (Figure 2).

To  encourage  the  takeup  of  greener  technologies,  the
government should progressively phase out exemptions to energy
taxes  and  gradually  increase  explicit  carbon  taxes,  while
using the generated revenues to support the transition of low-
income households towards greener technologies and increase
social adhesion.

Improve  the  regulatory  environment  surrounding  the3.
production and distribution of renewable energy.

Stringent  regulation  prevents  the  use  of  larger  and  more
efficient turbines to generate electricity from onshore wind.
The development of offshore wind, on the other hand, is held
back by low energy transmission capacity, especially in the
northern  part  of  Poland.  Frequent  changes  in  regulations
create a lot of uncertainty and reduce incentives for private
investment in renewable energies.

A  stable  regulatory  environment  and  further  incentives  to



develop alternative sources of energy would help to reduce the
reliance on coal for energy production. The renewable energy
sector can quickly absorb capital investments and generate
employment in both construction and manufacturing.
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Department

Health  outcomes  in  the  Czech  Republic  have  improved
considerably over the last decade. Life expectancy rose by 2.6
years to 78.7 years between 2005 and 2015 towards the OECD
average of 80.6 years. This was achieved with relatively low
expenditures on health care of about 7% of GDP. However, the
population is ageing challenging the financial sustainability
of the health care system. As the old-age dependency ratio
deteriorates, so do revenues of the health care system as they
rely heavily on social security contributions of the working
population. Ageing is expected to account for roughly half of
the future rise in health care spending, which would reach
about to 40% of the government budget by 2060 (OECD 2018).

To maintain and  improve health outcomes and to set a basis



for healthy ageing, healthier lifestyles need to be promoted.
Risky  behaviour,  such  as  smoking,  alcohol  consumption  and
obesity are close or above the OECD average. Excise taxes on
alcohol are among the lowest in the OECD, contributing to the
relatively high alcohol consumption that reached 11.5 litres
per capita in 2015 – compared to an OECD average of 9 litres
per  capita.  Price  incentives  through  higher  taxation  of
tobacco,  alocohol  and  unhealthy  food  and  beverages  could
reduce  consumption.  Policy  measures  to  promote  healthier
lifestyles should however follow an integrated approach beyond
tax  incentives  and  include  further  development  of  health
education, disease prevention and screening programmes.

A  well  functioning  primary  care  sector  can  bring  both
efficiency gains through reducing avoidable use of hospital
facilities,  and  better  quality  of  care  through  better
management  of  patients’  pathways.  However,  in  the  Czech
Republic,  the  efficiency  of  delivery  of  primary  care  is
suffering from lack of co-ordination. Patients’ ability to
access specialist care without a prior general practitioner
(GP) consultation, poorly defined mutual responsibilities of
outpatient specialists and GPs and current payment systems
mean  that  primary  care’s  potential  to  lead  for  instance
chronic disease management is not being fulfilled. GPs should



be entrusted with a greater gate-keeping and co-ordination
role to ensure that patients are better directed to the most
appropriate  place  for  their  treatment.  User  fees  for
specialist  visits  without  referral  could  be  introduced  to
strengthen GP’s gate-keeping role.

As the economy is doing well, reforms to the health care
system and its financing should be adressed now. The Czech
health system is heavily regulated by the government through
the Reimbursement Decree. Through this decree, most prices and
volume limitations of activities of health providers are set.
Having  a  genuine  negotiation  process  between  health  care
providers and insurance funds would help reduce some of the
inefficiencies in service delivery. Overall, there is a need
to  rebalance  the  system  towards  more  competition  between
health providers and insurance funds and private funding to
improve quality, efficiency and reduce the reliance on public
funding.
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