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1 Institute of Economics and Finance, University of Rzeszów, 35-601 Rzeszów, Poland
2 The Faculty of Management, Rzeszów University of Technology, 35-959 Rzeszów, Poland
3 Department of Physics and Medical Engineering, Rzeszów University of Technology, 35-959 Rzeszów, Poland
4 Department of Marketing Management and Tourism, University of Economics in Katowice,

40-287 Katowice, Poland
5 Department of Organisational Relationship Management, University of Economics in Katowice,

40-287 Katowice, Poland
6 Department of Marketing and Entrepreneurship, University of Rzeszów, 35-601 Rzeszów, Poland
* Correspondence: d.twarog@stat.gov.pl

Abstract: Biogas production within cooperatives and energy clusters that include both food busi-
nesses and biogas plants seems to be a good way to both improve financial health and increase
energy self-sufficiency. The paper assesses the financial health of more than 2100 food businesses
operating during the period of 2014–2020; the analysis was based on data from public statistics.
The financial analysis carried out using the ROS (Return on Sale) indicator and the SI for the study
(saving indicator) showed that the average SI/ROS increased by more than 2.78-fold over the study
period. Moreover, for 185 powiats, the observed growth remained above average over a period of
one to five years. The application of the Data Envelopment Analysis (DEA) method allowed the
relative efficiency of biogas utilization to be calculated at the powiat level (former LAU level 1). It
was found that the utilization of biogas potential within cooperatives and energy clusters grouping
food businesses is most effective mainly for urban powiats.

Keywords: biogas; Data Envelopment Analysis (DEA); entrepreneurship; relationship

1. Introduction

The increase in consumption and prices of energy carriers is accompanied by a grow-
ing interest in renewable energy sources. The issue of energy efficiency in sustainable
development has become very important [1,2]. This problem can be addressed by using
renewable energy sources, which, in fact, is gaining much popularity recently. Among the
renewable sources currently in use, only low-grade heat [3]; geothermal and bioenergy (e.g.,
wood, straw, biodegradable waste, biogas, etc.) are independent from weather conditions.
This translates into stability of the energy supply, while, in the case of biogas use, it allows
waste management and a closed-loop economy [4,5]. In order to be able to reach the goals
of the European Union regarding energy and climate by 2030, all Member States must
rethink their policy on the production and use of energy sources. It is worth noting that
biogas is one of the more stable sources of renewable energy. A stable and predictable
energy policy and cross-sectoral cooperation are needed [6] to show the public the full
potential of biogas technology. It should be emphasized that Poland reduced the energy
production from coal to over 73% in 2019 by adapting its economy to the EU’s energy policy.
However, the concept of an energy mix being built is contributing the most to increasing
energy security and minimizing the emissions of greenhouse gases. Poland is aiming to
increase the share of renewable energy sources, including biogas. The energy transition
will be achieved, in part, through the creation of around 300 areas of independent energy
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cooperatives or energy clusters by 2030 [7]. Achieving this will require, among other things,
intensive development of the biogas sector. The development of this sector is widely known
in Poland, and many articles describing the potential or development of the biogas sector
on a national scale have been published to date [8–10]. In some publications, the authors
focused on describing investments in selected regions [11,12], the use of one product in a
circular economy [13] or described investment costs for selected biogas plants [14]. How-
ever, there is still a lack of studies describing the feasibility of energy transition at the
level of individual economic sectors in a more interdisciplinary way: combining energy
transition plans (government strategies [7], EU directives [15]), economic viability and
environmental requirements. The main aim of the paper is to characterize the potential
of biogas production at the level of Polish powiats and its impact on the improvement
of the effectiveness of operators with particular consideration of the food sector, which
could naturally become a partner and beneficiary of a successful energy transition. Taking
into consideration the literature studied and the collected research material, the following
research hypotheses were formulated in the paper:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The large diversity of biogas production potentials in the powiats based on
local resources, as well as waste generated by food business operators.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The significant impact of biogas potential on the profitability of powiat
operators’ sales, with a focus on waste-generating food business operators.

2. Research Methodology

The research was carried out from a local point of view, with the assumption that
biogas production is possible throughout the country. This results from the fact that each
powiat (former LAU level 1), irrespective of population, location or type of predominant
economic activity, is primarily a source of biodegradable waste. The spatial scope of this
study covered all powiats in Poland.

2.1. Biogas Potential—Data Sources and Estimation Methods

Biogas is a result of a process called the anaerobic digestion of organic waste, during
which organic substances are separated into simple compounds by bacteria. Biogas has
its own ecological implications. It is organic in nature, comes from organic waste released
from plants (mainly food scraps) and can be used as a substitute for petroleum products
in power production. In this process, up to 60% of the organic matter is transformed into
biogas. Biogas consists of 50–70% methane (CH4), 25–45% carbon dioxide (CO2), 2–7%
water (H2O), 2–5% nitrogen (N2), 0–2% oxygen (O2), less than 1% hydrogen (H2), 0–1%
ammonia (NH3) and 0–6000 ppm hydrogen sulfur (H2S) [16]. In landfills, organic waste is
being fermented into biogas, which is then used for energy purposes. From the calculations,
it was assumed that one ton of waste can produce up to 200 m3 of biogas [17]. The waste
generated during agricultural production (manure and crop losses) can also be a source of
biogas. In livestock farms, significant amounts of natural fertilizers are produced, which
can be used to produce biogas. For the purpose of the calculations, it was assumed that, on
average, 1 ton of cattle manure can produce 13.6 m3 of methane, 1 ton of dairy cow manure
can produce 15.6 m3 of methane, 1 ton of pig manure can produce 14.4 m3 of methane,
1 ton of dairy sheep/goat manure can produce 48 m3 of methane and 1 ton of poultry
manure can produce 51.2 m3 of methane [18–22]. The basis for the calculation of biogas
emissions from animal manure originating from particular animal species was the statistical
data of Statistics Poland [23]. The analyzed data included livestock population by species
(cattle, swine, horses, sheep, poultry and goats) and by functional groups, as well as the
average annual production, natural fertilizers depending on the animal species, its age and
productivity and the maintenance system. Another source used for biogas production is
sludge in sewage treatment plants. According to the data of Statistics Poland [23], in Poland
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in 2014, there were 968 industrial treatment plants and 3288 municipal treatment plants.
In 2018, the number of industrial treatment plants decreased to 882, while the number of
municipal treatment plants increased to 3257. In order to calculate biogas emissions from
sewage treatment plants, it is assumed that 1 ton of organic dry matter (ODM) can yield
315–400 Nm3 of biogas and 190–240 Nm3 from secondary sludge or activated sludge [24].
In the calculations of the biogas potential from crop losses, the following crops were used:
basic cereals with mixtures, potatoes, vegetables, fruits, maize, legumes and oil plants. The
data on the losses and wastage of these crops were taken from the Agricultural Statistical
Yearbooks [25,26]. In order to estimate the amount of biogas possible to obtain from a plant
biomass, data from the publication of S. Martinát et al. [27] and B. Bharathirajaa et al. [28]
were used. Further calculations assume that biogas is combusted in cogeneration systems,
providing a higher efficiency and allowing a more economical energy production. The
calorific value of biogas is about 23 MJ/m3, and further calculations assume that 2.1 kWh of
electricity and 9 MJ of heat can be produced from 1 m3 of biogas [29]. The obtained energy
production values were compared with the data included in the energy carriers and heating
infrastructure balance report prepared by Statistics Poland. Some powiats can have a high
consumption of electricity (the so-called parasite power) due to the locations of large utility
power plants there. Therefore, further calculations took into account the consumption
of electricity, excluding the power industry (Section “D” of the Polish Classification of
Activities—PKD) and lignite mining (lignite-fired power plants and lignite mines are, in
fact, the same complexes). The model in question assumes that all of the biogas obtained is
used to produce electricity and heat distributed using the existing infrastructure.

2.2. Evaluation of Financial Condition—Selected Indicators

In the examined model, it was decided to check to what extent the financial condition
of food companies could change in the event that local biogas plants buy biodegradable
waste from enterprises (annual average waste collection prices) in exchange by selling them
electricity at reduced costs. For the purpose of the calculations, the costs of an electricity
purchase were assumed to be 10% lower than the average annual prices of this energy
carrier in the competitive market [30]. This type of cooperation and lowering energy prices
is possible within cooperatives or energy clusters. This is due to the fact that the energy
cooperative does not charge a RES fee, capacity fee, cogeneration fee and excise duty,
provided that the total capacity of the installed RES installations does not exceed 1 MW.
On the other hand, the economic benefits of participation in the energy cluster translate,
among other things, into lower costs of their distribution service and allow to avoid the
capacity fee [31].

The calculations were made for operators in Section “C” (industrial processing) of the
PKD classification, limited to Divisions: 10 (production of foodstuffs covering: processing
and preserving of meat, processing and preservation of fish, processing and preservation
of fruit and vegetables, the production of oils and fats of vegetable and animal origin, the
manufacture of dairy products, manufacture of cereal milling products and manufacture
of bakery products); 11 (production of beverages, including: distillation, rectification and
mixing of spirits; production of grape wines, cider and other fruit wines; beer; malt and
soft drinks) and 12 (production of tobacco products, which includes the preprocessing
of raw tobacco), which produce biodegradable waste as a result of their production. By
examining the financial conditions of the operators, the ROS (Return on Sale) indicator
was calculated before and after the implementation of the proposed scenario. The ROS
indicator was calculated at the powiat level separately for each of the years under study
and for the sum of the results and sales revenue from the period 2014–2020, whereas the
savings indicator: SI (saving indicator) was calculated as follows:

SI =
result on sales + savings (waste sale and cheaper energy)

revenue f rom sales
(1)
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where: savings (waste sale and cheaper energy) is the sum resulting from the savings due to
the waste sale and purchase of electricity at a reduced price.

2.3. Relative Efficiency

The relative efficiency resulting from the implementation of the studied scenario for
the operators in Section “C” at the powiat level was demonstrated by using the Data
Envelopment Analysis (DEA) method. This method is based on a set of variables denoting
inputs and a set of variables denoting outputs. DEA is a nonparametric linear programming
method. The efficiency is given by the quotient of the weighted sum of outputs to the
weighted sum of inputs [32]. DEA calculates the maximal efficiency of each Decision-
Making Unit (DMU) by selecting weights assigned to inputs and outputs [33]. As a result,
relatively effective and ineffective units are identified. This approach also allows the
comparison of DMUs with very different structures, nature of outputs and inputs and
estimation of unobservable elements resulting from inputs and outputs without using
restrictive assumptions about the parameters of the production process [34]. At least one
object is always 100% efficient. All units with efficiencies below 100% are compared with
the units, which are 100% efficient. This gives the relative efficiencies.

In presenting the idea of the basic DEA model, it should be pointed out that:
yjk (j = 1, . . . , n) stands for the outputs, and xik (i = 1, . . . , m) denotes inputs; k-this are the
DMU (k = 1, . . . , r). In DEA, for each fixed DMU (say t), an array of weights must be found
for the inputs vit (i = 1, . . . , m) and outputs wjt (j = 1, . . . , n), maximizing the expression:

E ft =
∑n

j wjtyjt

∑m
i vitxit

(2)

and satisfying a set of conditions:

wjt > 0 (j = 1, . . . , n), vit > 0 (i = 1, . . . , m) ∑m
i vitxit = 1

E fk =
∑n

j wjtyjk

∑m
i vitxik

≤ 1 (3)

where: k = 1, . . . , r.
In this study, the CCR model [35,36] with constant returns to scale described above,

with one input and one output, was applied. The inputs were assumed to be sales results,
while the outputs were assumed to be savings resulting from sales of biodegradable waste
and the purchase of electricity at a lower price.

3. Results

This section presents the results of the ROS calculation by powiat and the impact of the
resulting savings (SI—saving indicator). The main focus is on presenting the savings made
by the selected operators (Section “C”) as a result of a waste sale for biogas production and
the possibility to purchase energy produced from waste at a 10% lower cost.

Figure 1 shows the relationship of the ROS index to SI for the sum of 2285 powiats from
the period 2014–2020. Powiats in which operators of Section “C” of the PKD classification
operate were taken into account. From among this group, only 290 powiats show a negative
value of ROS. Taking into account the savings resulting from the sale of biodegradable
waste by food business operators and the purchase of electricity from biogas plants at
a cost lower by 10% results in a reduction of this number to 118 powiats. Among this
group, one rural powiat shows a negative SI value in as many as five years, whereas one
urban powiat (city) and three rural powiats show negative values in three researched
years. In the examined years, the most powiats show negative values of SI in 2015, but
only 6 of these 25 powiats show negative values of SI in the remaining years. It should be
noted that the introduction of the studied scenario results in an increase in SI/ROS > 1 for
2167 powiats. Within this group, 108 powiats record a value of SI/ROS > 1 for a period of
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7 years, 184 powiats for a period of 6 years, 35 powiats for a period of 5 years, 18 powiats
for a period of 4 years, 13 powiats for a period of 3 years, 8 powiats for a period of 2 years
and 5 powiats for a period of 1 year. On the other hand, the group showing an increase in
SI/ROS < 1 includes 118 powiats, of which only one rural powiat shows such an increase
for five years.
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Figure 1. Relationship of the ROS index to SI (powiat level).

The average ROS value seen in Figure 1 is 2.02%, while applying the savings scenario
results in an increase to a value of 5.62% (SI ratio). Thus, applying the savings scenario
results in an increase of the SI/ROS indicator by more than 2.78 times. This is also the
value above which the implementation of the savings scenario would be most advisable.
The group of powiats showing an increase in SI/ROS > 2.78 is shown in Figure 2. In 2014,
59 powiats showed values of an increase in SI/ROS > 2.78; in 2015, it was 18 powiats
(incomplete national data), 50 powiats in 2016, 63 powiats in 2017, 55 powiats in 2018,
58 powiats in 2019 and 50 powiats in 2020.

Thus, a slight upward trend can be noticed in the studied period. In turn, Figure 3
shows the spatial distribution of the same group of powiats, where the selected colors
indicate the powiats showing growth (SI/ROS > 2.78) for a period of one to five years.

During the study period, 353 powiats show more than a 2.78-fold increase in the
SI/ROS, out of which only 3 rural and 1 urban powiats maintained this increase for a
period of five years, while, for a period of four years, the number increased to 15 powiats
(5 urban powiats and 7 rural powiats); for a period of three years, it was 24 powiats and
59 powiats for a period of two years. Spatially, a clustering of powiats showing a 1 to 2-year
increase in SI/ROS values > 2.78 is evident in the northern areas of the state.

In the study, the authors also wanted to check and show to what extent the energy
produced from biogas (derived from their own waste) will cover the energy demand of
these operators. This is represented by the production potential, which describes the per-
centage coverage of the electricity demand produced from biogas relative to the electricity
consumption of food business operators generating biodegradable waste. In Figure 4,
this indicator is compared with the biogas production potential divided by the number of
operators in a given powiat. The coverage of electricity demand from biogas obtainable
from their own waste is shown in the table below. Table 1 shows the number of operators
that cover their energy demand from their own waste in percentages.
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Figure 4. Biogas production potential from biodegradable waste according to the number of operators.

Table 1. Number of food business operators able to cover the energy consumption based on biogas
from their own waste. Source: Own study.

Coverage of Electricity Requirements 2014 2015 * 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 total

>100% 45 20 44 42 48 52 56 307
50–100% 31 7 34 33 27 27 40 199
25–50% 43 18 39 45 42 45 44 276
10–25% 88 35 85 75 83 84 81 531
<10% 160 68 157 160 152 145 130 972

* Incomplete data for 2015.

The data collected in Table 1 show that, in each of the years under study, the largest
group of powiats are those for which biogas would cover less than 10% of the electricity
demand (in the 2014–2020 study period, this is more than 42.5% of the powiats). On the
other hand, the total coverage of the electricity demand for food business operators with
the possibility of selling the surplus energy would be possible for 13.4% of the powiats (the
first row of Table 1). Taking into account another 8.7% from the range of electricity demand
coverage from 50% to 100%, we obtained a total group of powiats representing a total of
22.1% for which this type of investment would be most advisable. The relative efficiency of
the powiats, calculated using the DEA method, is shown in Figure 5.
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The upper border of relative effectiveness visible in Figure 5 (orange curve) is formed
by the urban powiats: the city of Toruń (a), the city of Sopot (b) and the city of Świętochłow-
ice (c). The powiat—the capital city of Warsaw (d), which shows the largest potential of
biogas production in the country, reaching 130 million m3 yearly, is also close to the border
of effectiveness. Good effectiveness values are also characteristic of such cities as Olsztyn
(e), Lublin (f), Katowice (g) and Siedlce (h). The abovementioned group of powiats shows
the highest relative effectiveness resulting from a waste sale and the purchase of electricity
at a lower price. On the other hand, rural powiats, because of agricultural production, often
possessing greater biogas production potential than urban powiats, are gathered mainly
near the beginning of the coordinate system (Figure 5). A higher relative effectiveness
of urban powiats in relation to rural powiats results from the fact that many large food
business operators are located in urban centers. In the case of rural powiats, we do not
observe this kind of concentration. Moreover, the operators located there usually stand out
with lower sales and income results.

The concentration of operators in cities results from the fact that, in the case of calcu-
lating the relative efficiency for all operators in powiats (excluding Section “D”—the power
industry), the boundary of relative efficiency is also built by urban powiats: the capital
city of Warsaw (a), the city of Bielsko-Biała (b) and the city of Mysłowice (c). Close to the
efficiency border, there are also rural powiats: the city of Płock (d) and Lubinski powiat
(e) (Figure 6). Therefore, both in the case of a single sector of operators (Section “C”), as
well as their larger group (excluding Section “D”), the factor determining the possibility
of increasing the relative efficiency is the tendency for industrial operators to cluster in
urban centers. This phenomenon is not observed in the case of rural powiats, which, on the
one hand, have a large potential of biogas production and, on the other hand, lack larger
industrial plants. To confirm this fact, we can cite the research on renewable energy sources
conducted by Statistics Poland. Figure 7 shows the number of biogas plants located in cities
and rural areas in 2020.
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As can be seen in Figure 7, in 2020, most of the biogas plants were located in urban
areas (252 out of a total of 306 installations). In the Mazowieckie region, as many as 47 out
of 54 biogas plants in operation were located in cities, while, in the Śląskie region, 34
out of 35 biogas plants were urban installations. In the Łódzkie and Lubuskie regions,
all the biogas plants in operation were located in urban areas. On the other hand, the
great potential of the agricultural regions built mainly on natural fertilizers (e.g., Podlaskie
region, with the largest number of cattle per agricultural area in the country) is not reflected



Energies 2022, 15, 5797 10 of 13

in the number of rural biogas plants located there. Moreover, such a tendency concerning
the location of biogas plants was maintained throughout the entire period studied. In
order to better illustrate this disproportion, the biogas production potential calculated
according to the methodology presented in Section 2.1 was compared to the current energy
consumption. The results are presented graphically in Figure 8. On a national scale, the
production of electricity from biogas can cover more than 11% of electricity consumption.
The leader among the regions (NUTS 2) is Podlaskie, where biogas could cover about 53%
of the electricity consumption. This is mainly connected with intensive cattle breeding in
that region but also with the lack of energy-intensive industries. The following regions
also have a high potential of electricity production from biogas: Warmińsko-Mazurskie
(27.8%) and Wielkopolskie (21.4%), which is also connected with the intensive agricultural
production in these areas. The smallest potential in terms of the biogas energy production
is that of the Śląskie region (3.6%), whose biogas production potential is more than double
that of the Podlaskie region, but the electricity consumption due to the heavy industry
located there is more than nine times greater [23].
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in 2020.

The results of the calculations show that, in the case of biogas use for electricity
production, only 42 powiats with a developed agricultural economy could achieve energy
independence. Most of them were located in Central and Northeastern Poland. In many
powiats located in the Mazowieckie and Podlaskie regions, the value of this indicator
exceeds 100%.

However, as it was presented before, the benefits for the operators (especially in Section
“C”—dealing with food processing and generating biodegradable waste) are much greater
in urban centers with a light industry, and the location of biogas plants in these powiats
will translate into an increase in the economic indicators of this section of the economy.

4. Conclusions

According to Statistics Poland (GUS), there were 306 biogas plants operating in Poland
in 2020, producing a total of approximately 450 million m3 of biogas. More than 44.2% of
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this biogas was produced in sewage treatment plants, while agricultural biogas accounted
for more than 47.2%, with the utilization of food processing waste and process sludge from
the agro-food industry in the case of agricultural biogas plants, totaling approximately 14%
(approx. 29.6 million m3 biogas). When comparing this value with the potential of food
industry waste (~586 million m3 biogas), it is clear that this source is only being used in
about 5%. In an era of rising energy prices (in 2014, the cost of 1 MWh for consumers was
39.41 EUR; in 2020, it was 55.53 EUR, and in the first quarter of 2022, the price reached
98.39 EUR) [37], it can be seen that the production of electricity within cooperatives or
clusters could provide a remedy for food producers by effectively improving their financial
performance.

The electricity coverage ratio for Section “C” (Table 1) shows that there are many
powiats where the biogas covers less than 10% of electricity demand. However, the group
of powiats for which the coverage of energy consumption exceeds 100% constitutes more
than 13.4% of the total examined population. For another 8.7%, the coverage of electricity
demand is between 50 and 100%. This gives a total of 22.1% of all the powiats in which this
kind of cooperation in the frame of energy clusters would be the most profitable. Therefore,
Hypothesis 2 was positively verified.

In the case of selected aspects of the analysis of the financial condition of the operators
of Section “C”, it should be noted that only 290 powiats (out of 2285) achieved a negative
financial result in 2014–2020. On the other hand, taking into account the savings resulting
from biodegradable waste sale by local biogas plants and the purchase of electricity from
them at a cost of 10% less results in a reduction of this number to 118 powiats. Considering
the impact of biogas potential on the profitability of operators’ sales, it turned out that the
proposed “saving scenario” can significantly change the picture of the financial situation of
the operators located in these powiats.

The financial analysis carried out using the SI/ROS indicator showed an average
increase of more than 2.78-fold over the study period (2014–2020); 185 powiats showed
growth above the average in the period from one to five years. This kind of informa-
tion on the financial health of the food sector should be helpful for the creation of nearly
300 cooperatives or energy clusters nationwide [7]. The proposed savings indicator (SI)
makes it possible to identify the group of powiats for which the scenarios of biodegradable
waste management will be the most cost-effective. This is also confirmed by the DEA
analysis, which shows the dominant role of urban powiats in the effective utilization of
biodegradable waste. In order to provide a comprehensive overview of the profitability of
waste management and its impact on the development of operators, the investment costs
associated with biogas plant construction and development of the transmission network
should be considered. Such an analysis should take into account different scenarios for fi-
nancing such investments (including the possibility of obtaining financing by operators), as
well as ways of implementing such investments, e.g., as part of public–private partnerships.
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