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Marsden B – A Bad Idea 
 
Mighty River Power, a Government owned 
power company, has applied to build New 
Zealand’s first major coal fired power 
station in over 25 years. If built, it would be 
only the second station of its kind in the 
country (the first is Huntly, in the Waikato). 
 
Mighty River Power (MRP) have applied 
for consents to discharge an array of toxic 
chemicals into the land air and water as 
well as huge quantities of carbon dioxide 
as part of their plans to recommission the 
old ‘think big’ era Marsden B power station 
as a coal-fired power plant. 
 
Coal is the dirtiest way to generate 
electricity producing more carbon dioxide, 
the main greenhouse gas, than any other 
fossil fuel. It releases 72% more C02 than 
gas when burnt. 
 
Scientists and insurance agencies regard 
climate change as the biggest 
environmental and economic threat of our 
time. Yet MRP plans to build a polluting 
coal-fired power station when the world’s 
fastest growing energy source is clean, 
sustainable wind energy.  
 
New Zealand, including Northland, has 
one of the best yet most underutilised wind 
resources in the world. A Government 
report from 2001 showed that New 
Zealand has enough wind energy potential 
to generate three times the amount of 
electricity it currently produces1. 
 
New Zealand has no need for polluting, 
climate change causing power stations like 
Marsden B. If wind energy together with 
an array of other renewable energy 
options such as solar, biomass, existing 
hydro and geothermal, as well as energy 
efficiency and conservation measures 
were implemented within a well designed 
energy system New Zealand, we could 
move to a truly sustainable energy future. 
                                                 
1 Review of New Zealand’s Wind Energy Potential to 
2015, Energy Efficiency and Conservation Authority, 
May 2001. 

Some facts about Marsden B 
 
Climate change 

The world is becoming acutely aware of 
the immense threat posed by human-
induced climate change and every month 
the warnings from international climate 
scientists get more and more dire.  

In early 2005 the Climate Change 
Taskforce warned that we may have only 
10 years to avoid disastrous climate 
change which will occur beyond an 
increase in global temperatures of just 2 
degrees Celsius. Beyond this point there is 
a much bigger risk of substantial 
agricultural losses, widespread adverse 
health effects, water shortage and many 
coral reefs and even the Amazon 
rainforest could suffer irreversible damage. 
In New Zealand we can expect more 
extreme weather events like droughts, 
floods and storms, impacts of sea level 
rise on coastal properties and increased 
agricultural pests and diseases such as 
malaria. 

It is urgent that immediate reductions in 
greenhouse emissions be made now, and 
that the world including New Zealand, 
starts heading towards a future of low or 
zero emissions. 

Marsden B coal-fired power station takes 
us in the opposite direction and will 
contribute even more carbon dioxide for 
the next two decades, feeding even more 
climate change. 

The coal 
 
Marsden B would consume 850,000 
tonnes of coal a year which would need a 
35,000 tonne shipment of coal every two 
weeks. Over the lifetime of the plant it 
would release 2 million tonnes of carbon 
dioxide.  A three km conveyor belt will 
carry the coal from the port.  It is not 
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stated where the coal will come from or 
how low grade it will be but it is likely to 
come from Indonesia or Australia.  The 
quality of the coal will determine how 
much sulphur, arsenic, dioxin, lead and 
other substances are released.  MRP will 
want to buy the cheapest coal they can. 
 
The toxins 
 
Coal is a very dirty energy source.  From 
mining it to burning it pollutes and poisons 
the environment and people.  Marsden B 
is will produce on average 17,000 tonnes 
of sulphur, 16 tonnes of lead, 14 tonnes of 
arsenic, a tonne of cadmium and 400kg of 
mercury every year. Mercury is the most 
serious toxin from coal fired power stations 
in terms of public health and there is no 
method to remove it from emissions. Also 
of concern are smog forming nitrous 
oxides and fine particulate emissions. In 
the US, 30,000 people die every year due 
to fine particulates released from coal-fired 
power stations. 
 
Much of the arsenic, lead, cadmium and 
mercury that would be released from 
Marsden B would be released through the 
smoke stack to fall on the land and ocean 
around Bream Bay. The remainder would 
end up in a toxic ash heap. Runoff from 
the ash pile would be discharged 
untreated into Bream Bay with the cooling 
water. MRP plans to release 8,700kg of 
arsenic, 260kg of cadmium and 200kg of 
mercury into Bream Bay every year. 
 
Most of the sulphur, 14,000 tonnes per 
year, would be pumped directly into Bream 
Bay, causing the water to become more 
acidic. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The ash pile 
 
The proposed ash pile would contain the 
waste ash from the burning of the coal.  
One fifth of the coal becomes ash, which 
contains most of the toxins.  The ash will 
be dumped in a giant heap beside the 
Marsden Highway in an area covering 50 
hectares.  The pile will be 15 metres high. 
1cubic metre of ash weighs 2 tonnes 
which equates to 30 tonnes per square 
meter.  There will be a PVC ‘pool liner’ 
underneath the ash to supposedly stop the 
toxins leaking out into the ground.  But the 
ground beneath the ash pile is peat to four 
meters deep and this is likely to subside 
under such huge weight causing tears in 
the liner allowing the toxins to leach out. 
Even MRP says that it can’t guarantee the 
liner won’t break.  
 
Even before it breaks, rainwater that has 
run through the ash picking up toxins will 
collect at the bottom ontop of the “pool 
liner”. This will then be pumped into a 
holding pond and then flushed together 
with the cooling water directly into Bream 
Bay without any treatment to remove the 
heavy metals.  
 
Marsden B is due to end operation in 25 
years after which the company is not likely 
to take any interest in the state of the ash 
pile which would represent the most 
prominent toxic legacy of Marsden B.           
 
 
Water 
 
Sea water will be used to clean the coal, 
collect the toxic ‘fly ash’ and cool the 
system after which, it will be pumped back 
into Bream Bay.  Sea water is the 
cheapest way for the company of cleaning 
and cooling but it will also cause the 
largest toxic release and most harm to the 
environment. 13 meters of water per 
second will be sucked out and pumped 
back into Bream Bay. 

 


