Georgia Power’s Yates Plant to Shut Down Coal Units by Mid-April
by Sarah Fay Campbell
March 29, 2015 - Georgia Power’s Yates Plant will officially stop burning coal no later than April 15.  Units 1-5 have already stopped being used for “normal operational dispatch,” said John O’Brien, senior communications specialist for Georgia Power.
However, the units are still available to produce power – if needed – until April 15, the compliance date for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Mercury and Air Toxics Standards Rule.  According to O’Brien, Georgia Power began work earlier this month preparing units 1-5 for permanent retirement.  The units were kept online during the peak winter season.
In compliance with the rule, Georgia Power will transition Plant Yates from coal to natural gas, and will close other coal-fired power plants in the state.  Remaining coal-fired plants will receive pollution control upgrades.
Yates units 6 and 7, the largest units at the plant, will not be shut down, but will burn natural gas instead of coal.  The units can already burn natural gas temporarily.  Work will be done to convert the units to full-time natural gas usage.  “The conversion is well under way and is expected to be completed in the 1st half of this year,” reported O’Brien, who added that he is unable to say when the units will actually begin producing power with natural gas.  The lack of specifics is due to “competitive reasons.”
The cessation of coal-burning and transition to natural gas means a decrease in manpower needed to operate the plant’s production.  The employee base at Plant Yates will be reduced significantly.  Before the announcement of retiring coal-burning units, nearly 225 men and women were employed at the Plant, located off Ga. Hwy. 16 West at the Chattahoochee River.  Once the retirement and conversion are complete, approximately 60 employees will remain.
Employee numbers have decreased steadily since the announcement.  "Georgia Power has remained committed to transparent communication with affected employees and to placing any affected employee who wants to remain with the company in another role within the system,” O’Brien said.  "This effort is progressing well, with the orderly transition of employees well under way.”
There are ash pond systems and an ash landfill that is used to store coal ash on the Plant Yates property, as well as a gypsum landfill for gypsum from the pollution control “scrubbers.”
Georgia Power hasn’t yet made a final decision on how to close the ponds and landfill.  “We will consider all options when making final decisions,” O’Brien said, adding that the pond systems and landfill are actively managed and inspected, and that they have been used to safely manage ash for decades.  “We have a long history of ensuring that our handling, management and disposal practices, including recycling or sale for beneficial use, lead the industry,” O’Brien said.  New federal regulations on coal ash were issued in December 2014, but have yet to be published.
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