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Aberthaw power station saves 

£350,000 on oil costs with ABB drives 
Aberthaw Power Station in Wales is saving £350,000 a year on its oil costs 

following the installation of ABB variable-speed drives. 

The power station, operated by RWE npower, just west of Cardiff on the north bank of the Bristol Chan-

nel, is a coal-fired power station with a capacity of 1,600 MW. To light the coal-fired boilers, the power 

station uses 36 oil injecting lances on each of its three boilers, with half mounted on each side of the 

vessel. Oil from the lances is blown into the boiler by fans at two rates – a high flow rate to light the coal 

and a low flow rate to sustain and support the burn. 

 

Previously, the fans were driven by direct-on-line motors, which made it difficult to get the correct oil 

flow rate required. Kevin Smyth, Assistant Electrical Engineer at the power station, says: “The flame size 

is dependent on the oil-to-air ratio – too much air and the flame will blow out, while too little air and 

there is the danger of too much oil entering the boiler, causing potentially dangerous combustion condi-

tions.” 

 

As part of an energy saving drive as well as a plan to improve the power station’s environmental creden-

tials, Smyth looked into the possibility of using variable-speed drives to control the combustion air flow. 

“We looked at several vendors’ products,” says Smyth, “but only the ABB drive had the required robust-

ness we needed. The power station is a very challenging environment with a lot of coal dust and water, 

so we needed a drive that offered an IP66 enclosure to withstand the dust and the threat of water in-

gress. We also needed a drive with high heat dissipation, as the drives need to operate in an ambient 

temperature of 30 degrees centigrade.” 

 

ABB Drives Alliance member, APDS of Bristol, recommended 7.5 kW ABB standard drives. 32 ABB drives 

were installed on particular oil injecting lances with a plan to install 16 more, their location depending on 

the required oil flow rate at certain points on the boiler. 

 

“With the drives, we can run the motors at either of two speeds,” says Smyth. “50 Hz corresponds to the 

high or normal flow rate, which is used for lighting the boiler. This flow rate will normally be used for 10 

hours. The 35 Hz speed is used to maintain a flow rate that sustains the burn. The duration of this can 

vary depending on the coal type - some are less volatile than others. Some coal loads may be wet, which 

can see the low flow rate being used for up to 20 hours a week.” 

 

Adds Smyth: “As well as saving £350,000 on oil costs, we anticipate that savings could rise even further 

as oil prices escalate and we are also improving our environmental credentials.” 

 

ABB (ABBN: SIX Swiss Ex) is a pioneering technology leader in power grids, electrification products, in-

dustrial automation and robotics and motion, serving customers in utilities, industry and transport & 

infrastructure globally. Continuing a history of innovation spanning more than 130 years, ABB today is 

writing the future of industrial digitalization with two clear value propositions: bringing electricity 

from any power plant to any plug and automating industries from natural resources to finished prod-

ucts. As title partner in ABB Formula E, the fully electric international FIA motorsport class, ABB is 
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pushing the boundaries of e-mobility to contribute to a sustainable future. ABB operates in more than 

100 countries with about 147,000 employees. www.abb.com 

  
 

Caption:  Aberthaw Power Station is saving £350,000 a year on its oil costs following the installation of 

ABB variable-speed drives. 
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