
 

 

 

 

 

 

ATLANTIC POWER WILLIAMS LAKE RENEWAL PROJECT 

FACT SHEET 
 

What is Atlantic Power Williams Lake? 
 

Atlantic Power owns and operates the Williams Lake Power Plant, a 66 Megawatt biomass-fuelled 
electricity generation station. The plant has been operating since 1993.   The Williams Lake Power 
Plant was developed in part to solve the significant air quality problems the City of Williams Lake was 
experiencing. A number of beehive burners operating in the valley were creating particulate emissions 
as a result of burning wood waste from local mills. When the power plant began operations, the region 
saw an almost immediate improvement in particulate emissions estimated at approximately 90% 
reduction.  The plant consumes up to approximately 600,000 tonnes of biomass annually, primarily 
consisting of wood residues from local sawmills. It supplies power to BC Hydro under a long-term 
energy purchase agreement (EPA). The amount of power which can be produced by the plant is 
enough to provide the electricity needs of 52,000 homes in British Columbia.  The plant has 32 full-time 
employees, earning above average salaries. Atlantic Power is the single largest taxpayer in the City of 
Williams Lake at $1.3 million dollars in taxes annually. Atlantic Power also spends 8 times that amount 
in the region through purchase of goods and services.  
 

The Atlantic Power Williams Lake Renewal Project 
 

The current EPA with BC Hydro expires in 2018 with an option for renewal. Both Atlantic Power and BC 
Hydro have expressed an interest in extending the EPA for an additional ten years.  Atlantic Power is 
considering the possibility of including shredded rail ties in the fibre it consumes in its Williams Lake 
Power Plant, in order to replace the diminishing local fibre supply and to make the commitments 
necessary to be able to enter into a contract extension with BC Hydro.  Other alternative fuels, such as 
roadside logging debris and other untreated waste wood, are also being considered.  
 

Why rail ties? 
 

Fibre constraints: The recent announcement by the provincial government of a reduction in the 
maximum timber harvest (Allowable Annual Cut), the ongoing impacts of the Mountain Pine Beetle 
infestation, and increasing competition for biomass fibre all diminishes the long-term availability of 
sawmill and forest residues for use by Atlantic Power.  While traditional fibre sources are diminishing, 
the continued operation of the Williams Lake Power Plant is essential to the long term viability of the 
remaining sawmills by economically disposing of residues. 
 
Economic stability: Not only will this secure a stable source of electricity for the BC Hydro grid, it will 
also guarantee long-term jobs and economic stability for our employees and the local economy.  
 
Environmental benefits: The significant improvements in air quality as a result of the Williams Lake 
Power Plant’s operations will continue to be enjoyed in the valley as a result of the clean-burning 
operations of the plant. The addition of rail ties to the fibre mix will not result in increased health or 
environmental risks to the employees or the citizens of Williams Lake and surrounding areas. In fact, 
the burning of rail ties will contribute additional environmental benefits by reducing the number of rail 
ties that accumulate along the rail tracks in Western Canada or find their way into landfills, which 
currently contributes to greenhouse gas emissions.  
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

What is Atlantic Power Williams Lake proposing? 
 

Atlantic Power currently operates under an environmental permit that allows the burning of up to 5% rail 
ties. The Williams Lake Power Plant did burn an average of between 3% and 4% rail ties between 2008 
and 2010. However, the plant has not burned any rail ties since 2010.  We are considering making an 
application to increase the volume of rail ties we are allowed to burn under our environmental permit.  
We anticipate burning 15-25% rail ties on an average annual basis but if needed, we would like the 
ability to burn a 50/50 mix of rail ties and traditional wood fibre on a periodic basis. 
 
We are confident the mixture of rail ties with traditional fibre will not create adverse health, safety or 
environmental impacts in the community. The Williams Lake Power Plant did a test burn in 2001 using 
100% rail ties. The results showed most pollutants were either destroyed at the high burn temperature 
in the boilers or removed using the plant’s environmental controls and were well within provincial 
standards. We are in the process of further modeling the impacts of burning rail ties on the Williams 
Lake area air quality, the results of which will be shared with the Ministry of Environment and the public.  
Shredding of the rail ties will be tightly controlled to eliminate concerns from prior chipping operations.  
Storage of shredded ties will be minimized and stored in small volumes in order to avoid any possible 
issues. 
 

Next steps 
 

 The Atlantic Power Williams Lake Renewal Project is a key component of our long-term 
sustainability and the support of First Nations and the community is important to us.   

 We want to ensure we consider our options in a respectful and transparent manner with all our 
partners such as neighbouring First Nations, the City of Williams Lake, the Cariboo Regional 
District and the members of the community. We are just in the beginning stages of what will be 
a full and open public consultation process. 

 We will meet regularly with First Nations, local government and community leaders to further 
discuss our plans before we initiate our permit application process. We will host a public open 
house in June. 

 Based on the feedback we receive, we will refine our project plan and expect to submit an 
application for an amendment to our Environmental Permit.  

 We will continue to engage First Nations, local government and community stakeholders 
throughout the process, including entering into the required 30-day public consultation process, 
mandated by the Ministry of Environment. That process would likely take place during the Fall. 

 

 

Fact Box 

 Williams Lake Power Plant commenced commercial operations in 1993 

 Employs 32 people 

 Contributes $1.3 million in taxes to Williams Lake 

 Produces 66 MW of power, enough to meet electricity needs of approximately 52,000 homes 

 Can consume up to 600,000 tonnes of wood waste, primarily from area sawmills 

 Reduced particulate emissions from beehive burners by over 90% 

 BC Hydro energy purchase agreement ends in 2018 

 Atlantic Power is seeking a 10-year extension to the EPA 

 Over one million rail ties are replaced in Western Canada each year 

 Atlantic Power Williams Lake can consume all rail ties safely and efficiently 


