Concerns over safety and environment stall NatPower’s lithium battery facility plans in North Yorkshire
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A proposed lithium battery storage facility near Northallerton in North Yorkshire has ignited significant opposition among local residents, raising concerns over safety, environmental impacts, and infrastructure. The project, spearheaded by NatPower, aims to establish the facility in the village of East Rounton. As the UK transitions towards its Net Zero target by 2050, the role of Battery Energy Storage Systems (BESS) is becoming increasingly critical. By January 2024, a total of 105 BESS units were operational across the UK, underscoring the government’s commitment to renewable energy storage as a means to enhance grid reliability.
Despite the push for such infrastructure, local sentiments are overwhelmingly negative, with 283 people voicing objections to NatPower's plans and only three supporting the project. A predominant concern among residents, particularly highlighted by Andrew Sheldon-Thomson—who initiated a Facebook group opposing the project that has now attracted over 450 members—is the significant fire risk associated with large-scale battery facilities. This apprehension has been exacerbated by recent incidents involving BESS; in 2025 alone, four fires were reported globally, three of which occurred in the UK at sites in Aberdeenshire, Cirencester, and East Tilbury, alongside a catastrophic fire at the Moss Landing facility in California.
The Moss Landing incident involved a large-scale fire that consumed 40% of the structure, prompting evacuation orders in surrounding areas due to the release of toxic fumes, including hydrogen fluoride. Such cases underline the potential hazards associated with conventional lithium-ion batteries, which are prone to thermal runaway—a phenomenon where batteries overheat and can catch fire. The Electric Power Institute has estimated that large BESS facilities can pose an annual fire risk of up to 27% at 1GW sites, a statistic that is alarming to residents in North Yorkshire, who fear the repercussive dangers highlighted by incidents at Moss Landing.
Local resident Venetia Bell voiced her concerns regarding the broader impact on nearby villages. She noted that the sole access road through East Rounton could be jeopardised by increased traffic from heavy goods vehicles (HGVs) and development staff. This could adversely affect local businesses and exacerbate noise levels, adding another layer of objection to the proposed facility.
Amidst these concerns, alternatives to traditional grid-scale energy storage are being explored. Jon Williams, CEO of Viridi, advocates for a shift towards distributed battery systems designed to mitigate fire risks. These state-of-the-art systems, which rely on fail-safe technology, aim to prevent the kind of catastrophic failures seen in larger BESS installations. Williams notes that conventional lithium-ion batteries have a notable risk of defects, with approximately one in ten million cells susceptible to creating dangerous conditions. His company’s solution seeks to manage the energy trapped in a failing cell, thus avoiding the uncontrolled release characteristic of traditional batteries.
Further exploring the efficacy and safety of distributed systems, Williams argues that connecting smaller battery units directly to consumers' energy meters could revolutionise energy consumption and grid resilience, offering a more stable solution. By harnessing smart technology, these systems can optimise energy flows and provide reliability during outages—a significant enhancement over current large-scale sites, like the one proposed by NatPower.
The environmentally sensitive nature of the area exacerbates public opposition. Kevin Hollinrake, MP for Thirsk and Malton, has acknowledged the local community's concerns, particularly regarding the potential loss of productive farmland, as well as environmental degradation associated with large infrastructure projects.
As public scrutiny intensifies and the conversation around energy storage evolves, it is clear that community concerns must be carefully evaluated against the backdrop of national energy goals. The balance between advancing renewable energy infrastructure and ensuring public safety remains a contentious issue, requiring a thoughtful approach to modern energy needs in North Yorkshire and beyond. 
Ultimately, the challenges posed by large-scale BESS projects exemplify the complexities of transitioning to sustainable energy solutions, as residents and authorities engage in crucial debates over safety standards, environmental stewardship, and innovative alternatives to conventional energy storage methods. 
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