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Fire damages plant

By GIFF JOHNSON

A fire that broke out in one of the two power plant buildings in Majuro last Friday severely damaged three of the five generators, causing two island-wide power outages the same day.

Two of the three fire-damaged engines may be too badly burned to repair, according to Marshalls Energy Company general manager Billy Roberts. 

He said the cause of the fire was still unknown, though it is believed that it started in the “trenches” below engine number three.

The power company has two connected power plant buildings, both with an approximately 12-megawatt power generating capacity. Normally, power is delivered to Majuro’s 28,000 population using a combination of the five generators in the “old” plant, built in 1982, and the two generators in the new facility, opened in 1999.

Roberts said that two of the five generators in the old plant appeared to be virtually unscathed by the fire and engineers hoped to have those back on line this week, which is critical to preventing power rationing during engine maintenance. While the new power plant can meet island power demands by itself, the engines in the old plant are needed as back up so the other engines can be shut down for regular maintenance, Roberts said.

Quick response by MEC’s power plant crew and Public Safety’s fire department helped to save two of the five engines in the old plant from the fire, Roberts said. “The damage is extensive, though it could have been a lot worse if it hadn’t been for the quick actions of MEC personnel and the fire department,” Roberts said.

The old power plant building will need to be rebuilt “and due to extensive fire damage two of the four ‘pielstik’ engines are in MEC’s opinion beyond repair,” he said. Of the other two pielstik engines, Roberts said: “Number one can be repaired in-house with some wiring modifications. This could take anything from one week to one month, depending on what damages are discovered to external auxiliaries and wiring. It will also require some mechanical modifications to separate it from its sister engine that is damaged though shares the same cooling and fuel system.

“Number two pielstik is repairable, though will take some months as a large number of parts are required to bring it back into service and it will also cost a considerable amount of money for the necessary parts.”

The Caterpillar engine, the fifth one in the old power plant, was not damaged. But all the electrical wiring from the engine to the control room that runs through the fire damaged building need to be inspected.

Roberts was optimistic that the Caterpillar could be turned back on by the end of this week, but said inspections this week will confirm this.

Power was cut off to the entire island for about four hours when the fire broke out early last Friday morning, and then shut off again for about two hours in the late afternoon.

Roberts confirmed that the two “Deutz” engines in the new power plant can power the entire island. “The problem will be if there is a running fault or maintenance is required on the Deutz engines,” he said. “In either case, it will mean rolling brown outs until we get the two damaged units (in the old power plant) back on line.”

But, said Roberts, even when MEC engineers can get the two smaller engines in the old plant repaired and back in action, MEC may still be forced to “shed some load” — meaning it may not be able to meet the Majuro power demand without both of the big engines in the new plant. This is because the two engines in the old plant are only able producing 3.5 megawatts compared to a single Deutz engine in the new plant that produces 6.4 MW.

Facility insured

MEC general manager Billy Roberts confirmed that the power plant facility is insured for both the building and the engines. 

“Moylan’s has been notified and will be sending an investigator,” he said. Moylan’s assessment “will determine how much we will receive to repair the building or replace and repair the damaged engines.”

Roberts said that Chief Secretary Bobby Muller has notified the US Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) for disaster assistance. FEMA is expected to dispatch an investigator to make an assessment of the situation at the power plant.

