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Environment Issues in Bitola: Air Pollution  

 
Air pollution is a significant problem in cities and urban centers in the Republic of North 
Macedonia examines the nature and magnitude of ambient air pollution (AAP) in North 
Macedonia. It provides estimates of the health burden, and economic cost associated with the 
health impacts, of AAP, that is, particulate matter with a diameter of 2.5 micrometers or less 
(PM2.5) in North Macedonia. It also analyzes the roles of various sources of PM2.5 emissions on 
ambient air quality in North Macedonia at the national level. The institutional and policy 
framework for AQM in the country is examined, including contributions of other development 
institutions in supporting North Macedonia’s efforts to address air pollution. Furthermore, the 
report presents experiences of selected countries that have applied different policy, 
investment, and technical interventions for air pollution, prevention, reduction, and 
abatement. Finally, it provides recommendations for reducing air pollution in North Macedonia. 
  

 
 
Bitola, Kumanovo and Tetovo under suffocating air-pollution 
Source: https://english.republika.mk/news/macedonia 
 

People in North Macedonia and living in the Balkans and Eastern Europe is typically breathing 
more toxic particulate air pollution than their neighbors in Western Europe. This is due to fewer 
air pollution reduction policies and more solid fuel heating and cooking (meaning many more 
residential wood and coal stoves) in Eastern European and Balkan countries compared to the 
rest of Europe. Western Europe has mostly moved away from coal-fired power plants (or at 
least has pledged to reduce coal consumption to meet climate goals), but in the Balkans and in 
Eastern Europe they are still widely in use. In fact, the Balkan region is home to many coal and 
lignite-fired units and to 7 of the 10 most polluting coal-fired power stations in Europe. 
 
 

https://english.republika.mk/news/macedonia
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North Macedonia: Bitola coal plant charged for failing to prevent pollution from ash dump 
Source: https://bankwatch.org/campaign_update 

Mobile sources, about half of the passenger cars and buses in North Macedonia belong to the 

high emission category (Euro 0) with no emission control technology. The existing framework in 

North Macedonia contemplates the verification of mobile sources’ compliance with the 

rulebook on the technical conditions of vehicles during the process for each vehicle’s registration 

and inspection. In reality, these inspections have not helped reduce vehicle emissions especially 

associated with aging and growing fleets. The government could consider interventions such as 

(a) promoting lower sulfur content fuels; (b) implementing vehicle scrappage programs to 

replace older, polluting vehicles with newer, less polluting vehicles; (c) promoting conversion 

of vehicles through technological measures and financial incentives; (d) strengthening vehicle 

inspection and maintenance programs; and (e) strengthening enforcement of measures to 

reduce importation of older, polluting vehicles. 

In the recent years people on Balkan has become aware that air pollution is a significant 

problem. According to observations from the system of air quality monitoring stations in whole 

Balkan region and more, particulate matter concentrations have repeatedly exceeded EU 

standards. Highly urbanized and industrialized centers such are significant contributors to the 

background air quality conditions in these areas. There is a software application c.alled 

“MojVozduh” developed by young person in North Macedonia (https://tinyurl.com/ ycgk3w55), 

which can tell you the quality of air at any time in: Albania, B&H, Bulgaria, Croatia, North 

Macedonia, Greece, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia and Ukraine. People have been 

using this data online to raise awareness of the problem, but somehow we still haven’t found a 

solution. Also important to mention Airly,( https://airly.org/en/) is an internet company that 

specializes in providing hyper-local data about air pollution. Airly sensors measure the air 

quality inimmediate surroundings. Easy to install, Airly calibrated and continuously verified to 

guarantee reliable information which can be viewed in real time from a mobile or computer. 
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What is the current level of air pollution in Bitola? 

Bitola is a city in the south western part of North Macedonia. It is surrounded by the Baba, 
Nidže and Kajmakčalan mountains and is in the southern part of the Pelargonia Valley. 
According to a census which was conducted in 2002, Bitola had an estimated population of 
approximately 75,000 people. 
Towards the middle of 2021, Bitola was experiencing a period of “Moderate” quality air with a 
US AQI reading of 57. This United States Air Quality Index is a globally recognized system that 
allows the comparison of air quality between different locations using the same metrics to get a 
true idea. Usually, data is collected about the six most common air pollutants and this US AQI 
number is calculated from there. However, if figures for all six are not available, the number can 
still be calculated using what figures there are.  

With levels such as these, the advice is to close doors and windows to prevent the ingress of 
more polluted air. Those of a sensitive disposition are advised to remain indoors or if travel 
outside is unavoidable, and then a good quality mask is recommended. The table published at 
the top of this page will help with the decision. 

What are the sources of all this polluted air in Bitola? 

Bitola is an industrial city, located close to the Greek border. Bitola 1 station is located in the 
outskirts of the city with nearby minor industries like the production of food and beverages. 
The major air pollutant source in Bitola is the REK Bitola power plant located 13 km east of the 
Bitola 1 station. Measured components are: ozone (O3), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), sulphur dioxide 
(SO2), carbon monoxide (CO) and PM10. This thermal power plant emits about 2,700 tons of 
PM2.5 particles in the air per year, making it the second largest in Europe, just behind the 
Kosovo A thermal power plant near Pristina. REK Bitola is at the top of Europe according to the 
emission of sulphur dioxide and carbon dioxide with about 67,000 tons per year.Coal-fired 
power plants release thousands of tons of harmful substances into the air each year. There are 
as many as seven out of 10 such thermal power plants in the Western Balkans region, which are 
estimated to be the biggest air pollutants in Europe. 
Cars and heating system on wood that we people have in Bitola is also one of the sources and 
the geo location that Bitola is between hills, so there is no air circulation in winter and the 
pollution is staying inside the valley where Bitola is located. 
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When is the best time of year to enjoy clean air in 
Bitola? 

According to the figures published in 2020, the best time of year for air quality is during the 
month of June when Bitola achieved the WHO target figure of less than 10 µg/m³. The figure 
recorded was 8 µg/m³. The previous month of May saw a “Good” figure of 11.7 µg/m³. Other 
than that, March and April, December and the months of July through until the end of October 
resulted in “Moderate” quality air with figures between 12.1 and 35.4 µg/m³. The two worst 
months were February and November when the air quality hit the “Unhealthy for sensitive 
groups” classification with figures of 45.2 and 42 µg/m³, respectively. 

What detrimental effects does the polluted air in Bitola 
have on human health? 

Air pollution exposure is related to numerous effects on the human health including 
impairments to the lungs, the heart, blood vessels and the nervous system. Health effects can 
vary from person to person. High risk groups, such as seniors, young children, pregnant women 
and those suffering from chronic heart and lung diseases are more sensitive to air pollution. 
Children especially have a higher risk of exposure, due to their out-of-home activities, and the 
still developing lungs. Air pollution exposure can cause acute and chronic health effects. The 
acute effects usually occur immediately and are often reversible once the pollution exposure 
ends. 

Chronic effects usually do not occur immediately and are not often reversible once the 
exposure to the pollutant has ended. Some of the chronic effects are reduced lung capacity and 
lung cancer, as a result of the long-term exposure to toxic air pollutants. The scientific 
techniques to assess health effects of air pollution include air pollution monitoring, exposure 
assessment, dosimetry, toxicology and epidemiology. 

Although, in humans, the pollutants may affect the skin, eyes and other systems, they mainly 
affect the respiratory system.  
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Can anything be done to lower pollution levels in 
Bitola? 

It has been suggested that in the EU by 2040 the production of electricity from coal should be 
completely excluded. The same recommendation applies to the Balkan countries. In March last 
year, the Government announced a tender for procurement and installation of new 
electrostatic precipitators in REK Bitola. The investment is estimated at 20.4m Euros. Existing 
electrostatic precipitators were made in 1979 and reconstructed and modernized after 1989. 
 

 
REK Bitola, Source: balkanengineer.com  

- With this modernization of the whole system, from the existing standards which are 100 
milligrams per normal cubic meter of dust emissions will be reduced by less than 20 
milligrams per cubic meter which is a European standard and will contribute to much 
greater environmental protection. 

- With thorough reconstruction of the system of electrostatic precipitators, with proper 
treatment of the ash coming from the production, with the spraying of those fields, with 
the application of quality excavation and transport of coal and everything that means 
meeting environmental standards. 

- Last but not least, possible the usage of electrical and/ or electricity heating system. 
Also renewable energy and possible subvention by the government.  
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North Macedonia could be first country in Western 
Balkans to exit coal 
 
 

 

North Macedonia’s government has approved a national energy strategy that makes it the first 
country in the Western Balkans to consider a coal phase-out before 2030. 

Two of the strategy’s scenarios entail a coal exit by 2025, with the third delaying the closure of 
the Bitola lignite power plant until 2040. A final decision on which pathway to take will be made 
later in the year. Lignite has been responsible for around half of the country’s electricity 
generation in recent years, contributing to chronic air pollution in the Western Balkans. The 
energy strategy now plans to significantly ramp up solar and wind power. 

A total of 120 MW of solar photovoltaic capacity is planned on the defunct open-cast lignite 
mine at Oslomej, where an obsolete power plant will soon be closed. The solar plant’s 
operators plan to use the same infrastructure and employees as the power plant. 10 MW is 
already under construction, and a tender has been launched for an additional 100 MW. 

Civil society groups have welcomed the adoption of the strategy as a decisive first step towards 
sustainable decarburization. 
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