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Power plant put on ice

A 
demolition crew has brought the 
bulk of the Neil Simpson I coal-
fired power plant to the ground.

The plant’s exhaust stack fell two weeks 

ago, and the boiler followed the next day.

“As the demand for electricity has 

increased and clean-air regulations have 

intensified, our plans have grown to 

include the successful decommissioning of 

six of our older power plants,” Black Hills 

Power Co. spokeswoman Sharon Fain said.

The small 22 megawatt Gillette plant 

started running in 1969 and produced its 

last watt of electricity last year.

It was built before the Powder River 

Basin dominated so much of the nation’s 

coal production, and Gillette’s coal stack 

skyline remains intact with an open spot 

where Neil Simpson I was nestled in front 

of five larger and newer coal plants.

Just across Interstate 90, miners at the 

Wyodak coal mine continue to dig. It is 

the smallest mine in a region that produc-

es about 40 percent of the country’s coal 

every year.

At one-time a modern marvel, Neil Simpson I plant dismantled

Powered down
By MATTHEW STOTTLEMYRE S NEWS RECORD WRITER S mstottlemyre@gillettenewsrecord.net
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Crews with Independence Excavating Inc. of Independence, Ohio, work on tearing down Neil Simpson I on May 28.

The familiar sign atop the boiler unit of the Neil Simpson I power plant.

See NEIL SIMPSON I, Page  A10 
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PT, DPT, OWNER
Kayla was born and raised in Gillette and is now 

back to help better her hometown community!  

Kayla graduated with her Doctorate of Physical 

Therapy in 2010 from the University of North 

Dakota.   She is certiied in the LSVT BIG program 
for Parkinson’s and balance and in ASTYM; a spe-

cialized treatment for soft tissue injuries.  She has 

taken extensive continuing education coursework 

in the treatment for shoulders, knees, spine, and 

vestibular/vertigo.

Bringing the plant down

Crews are finishing work disman-
tling the plant in the next week or so, 
said Dan Ward, project manager for 
Independence Excavating Inc., the 
Independence, Ohio, company tearing 
the plant down.

“It’s pretty simple compared to 
building it,” Ward said. “It takes about 
two years to build something like this. 
It takes about three months to take it 
down.”

From a distance, the plant appeared 
to sit under a web of conveyors and 
other structures, but there was plenty 
of space to operate without dodging 
infrastructure for other plants on site, 
he said.

“There is fairly open and clear access 
compared to what we usually do,” Ward 
said.

The demolition has been a departure 
from his every day work, Black Hills 
project manager Gary Theis said. Day to 
day, he’s a Black Hills engineer, and this 
demolition is also the most attention 
he’s paid to the oldest plant on site in a 
while.

As one of the company’s smallest and 
oldest generating units, it hadn’t been a 
priority recently. Black Hills would have 
had to install emissions controls on the 
plant to keep it in compliance with new 
air quality regulations.

Weighing the costs of compliance and 
the short remaining lives of older plants 
against other options, Black Hills decid-
ed to shut down Neil Simpson I and five 
more of its small generating units.

A new natural gas plant near 
Cheyenne went online last year to 
replace the capacity Black Hills is losing 
with the six coal plants it is getting rid of.

The 25 megawatt Ben French unit 
in Rapid City, South Dakota, will be 
the next stop for the Independence 
crew Black Hills is contracting with. 
It already finished bringing down a 35 
megawatt plant in Osage.

Pueblo units 5 and 6 in Pueblo, 
Colorado, and the 42 megawatt W.N. 
Clark unit in Cañon City, Colorado, will 
also be taken down.

Some valves and pumps from Neil 
Simpson I are filling inventory for a 
pair of salvage companies, one based 
in Colorado and the other in Missouri. 
Salvage crews spent about two weeks 
at the plant before the demolition crews 
started work in mid-April.

Rail cars will carry about 3,000 
tons of scrap to a steel mill in Pueblo, 
Colorado, run by Evraz Group, a 
Russian company.

It’s tough to predict how much scrap 
will come out of the building, Ward said. 
Officials won’t know for sure until they 
get an invoice from the steel mill.

As the structures come down, work-
ers sort mangled metal into different 
grades of scrap, cut it down to prede-
termined sizes and get it ready to ship 
away.

Workers use excavators with demoli-
tion attachments for most of the work. 
A few structural cuts with cutting torch-
es are needed, but it’s mostly hands off, 

Ward said.

Part of a trend

As more coal plants follow Neil 
Simpson’s fate, the future scale of the 
Powder River Basin’s coal production is 
as uncertain as ever.

Independence is tearing the plants 
down for Black Hills, and the company 
just put in bids for nine more coal plant 
demolitions, Ward said.

Before the Black Hills project, he had 
been part of seven or eight power plant 
demolitions in his 15 years with the 
company, and now there’s more demand 
for the work, he said.

Efforts to limit damage caused by sul-
fur dioxide emissions from coal plants 
helped the basin achieve its dominance 
in the industry. PRB coal has less sulfur 
than coal in Appalachia and Illinois, so 
it came into favor after the Clean Air 
Act of 1990.

Utilities could burn PRB coal without 
adding costly sulfur dioxide scrubbers 
and still meet pollution limits that pre-
vent acid rain and health problems. The 
expanded market and favorable geology 
in the basin helped companies push 
down mining costs and the labor force 

needed to fuel coal plants.
PRB coal costs less per ton than coal 

from any other region. It has the most 
staying power when competing with 
natural gas, despite limits because of 
high transport costs associated with its 
remote location.

Peabody Energy executives project 
that, while coal demand nationwide will 
drop off, PRB mines will take about 40 
million tons of annual demand from 
other basins in the next few years.

Despite competitive advantages, pol-
lution regulations that gave the basin 
a leg up in the 1990s are threatening 
the scale of the nation’s coal industry, 
including in the PRB.

With air quality rules taking hold 
and carbon dioxide limits in the works, 
investors have responded to looming 
curtailment of electricity production 
with coal. Stocks for the four major 
coal companies in the basin have been 
battered.

Alpha Natural Resources and 
Arch Coal, which operate PRB and 
Appalachian mines, face delisting from 
the New York Stock Exchange because 
their shares have dipped to less than $1 
for too long.

In the United States, Peabody Energy 
operates mines in the PRB and Illinois 
Basin. Its shares hit more than $60 in 
2011 and have fallen to less than $4 
recently.

Cloud Peak Energy only operates 
mines in the PRB. Its shares were 
almost $20 each as recently as a year 
ago, but have fallen to less than $6.

The stocks took a dive even steeper 
than their longer-term decline when the 
International Monetary Fund released 
a report that, in a first for the group, 
quantified the environmental and health 
costs that coal use shoulders society 
with.

Coal use worldwide, with the most 
coming from China, costs about $2.5 
trillion in forced health and environ-
mental spending and loss from illness 
and premature death, with the majority 
of the damage coming from local air 
pollution. Less than $500 billion of that 

damage is attributed to effects of climate 
change.

A cycle of change

Neil Simpson I’s nameplate remains 
intact. It was damaged when it fell 
from its perch above the plant’s boiler 
150 feet off the ground, but it may be 
repaired and left on site, Theis, the 
Black Hills engineer said.

A few minor components from the 
plant were also salvaged, but little else 
remains intact. The majority of the plant 
is bound for high heat followed by new 
forms.

A lot of people are put off by the 
destruction in the demolition process, 
Ward said. He sees it as a crucial step in 
cycles of change.

Some of the steel scrap could see new 
life as rails like the ones it rode in on or 
as drill pipe for a rig working to produce 
the natural gas encroaching on coal’s 
share of the energy picture.

Some of the plant’s copper could 
carry electricity between a Wyoming 

wind farm and a power market.
Under existing regulations, the 

country is expected to retire 40 giga-
watts of coal plant capacity by 2040, 
according to an Energy Information 
Administration analysis. The country 
would also retire 46 gigawatts of natural 
gas capacity, add no new coal plants, 
167 gigawatts of new natural gas capaci-
ty, 49 gigawatts of wind capacity and 48 
gigawatts of solar capacity during that 
time.

If the Environmental Protection 
Agency’s proposed Clean Power Plan 
to limit carbon dioxide emissions goes 
into effect, it would more than double 
coal plant retirements to 90 gigawatts, 
according to the EIA analysis.

It would also increase wind additions 
to 145 gigawatts and solar additions to 
124 gigawatts.

Faster economic growth, increased 
oil and gas production, technological 
disruption and myriad other factors can 
push the projections higher or lower for 
a given source.

Continued from Page  A1

Neil Simpson I:  
In 1968, it became the first 

air-cooled plant built in 
the United States

Crews with Independence Exca-
vating Inc. sort and cut pieces of 
scrap metal from Neil Simpson I 
on May 28. About 3,000 tons of 
scrap metal are being hauled to a 
mill in Pueblo, Colorado.
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Photo courtesy of Ryan Lunde of Flightline Inc. 

Neil Simpson I seen from the air in this March 1, 2014, file photo taken before decades-old power plant began the months-long process of tearing 
down.

Welders cut through the main supports for the boiler of Neil Simpson I 
power plant on May 28.

Photo Courtesy of the Black Hills Power Co.

The Neil Simpson power plant in August 1968. It was the first air-cooled 
unit built in the United States.
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