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When the Grid Calls for Backup: Why Fire Safety Can't Be an
Afterthought for Mobile Power

Honestly, after two decades on sites from California to Bavaria, I've learned one thing the hard way: when a utility
manager calls for a mobile storage unit, they're already in a bind. It's never a casual request. The pressure is on, and the
last thing anyone wants to worry about is whether the solution they're rolling in introduces a new set of risks. I've seen
this firsthandthe frantic deployment, the tight spaces near existing infrastructure, the scrutiny from local fire marshals.
That's where the conversation around fire suppression, specifically with agents like Novec 1230, moves from a
compliance checkbox to a critical operational enabler.
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The Real Problem: Speed vs. Safety in Emergency Response

The phenomenon is clear across the US and Europe: utilities are increasingly turning to mobile Battery Energy Storage
Systems (BESS) for grid resilience. They're used for peak shaving, backup during transmission outages, or integrating
intermittent renewables. The mandate is "deploy fast and work reliably." But here's the rub. Traditional fire safety
approaches for stationary systems often don't translate well to mobile containers. You're placing a high-energy density
system, sometimes in close proximity to substations, public areas, or other critical assets. Local fire codes, especially in
the US under NFPA and UL 9540A, and in Europe under IEC standards, are rightly strict. The time spent getting
approvals, or worse, dealing with a fire marshal's concerns on-site, can completely negate the "rapid response" benefit of
a mobile unit.

Beyond the Checklist: The Agitation of Hidden Liabilities

Let's agitate that pain point a bit. It's not just about paperwork. From a pure engineering and risk management
perspective, water-based or even some clean agent systems in a confined, mobile container present challenges. Space is
at an absolute premium. You need a system that's compact, effective, and leaves no residue that could damage sensitive
electronics or complicate cleanup and redeployment. More importantly, you need an agent that can tackle the specific
threat of lithium-ion battery thermal runawaya chain reaction that's tough to stop. According to a 2021 NREL report
on energy storage safety, addressing propagation within a module or rack is a key focus area for system design. In a
mobile container, isolated on a trailer, you don't have the luxury of infinite countermeasures. The financial and
reputational cost of an incident in a high-visibility, emergency deployment scenario is well, let's just say it's career-
defining, and not in a good way.

https://www.nrel.gov/news/program/2021/energy-storage-safety.html
https://www.nrel.gov/news/program/2021/energy-storage-safety.html


  

A Case in Point: The Midwest Winter Storm Response

I want to walk you through a scenario we encountered, which mirrors many across the utility sector. A major
Midwestern utility in the US had contracted several mobile BESS units for winter grid support. The challenge was
twofold: extreme cold-weather performance and stringent local fire code requirements that demanded a listed, clean
agent system capable of addressing electrical fires and offering some mitigation for battery events. The initial units
proposed used a different agent that required a much larger storage cylinder footprint, eating into valuable battery space
and increasing the overall trailer weight and sizepushing it into a different regulatory class for transportation.

Our team at Highjoule worked with the integrator to redesign the safety compartment around a Novec 1230 fluid
system. The key was its high volumetric efficiencyit simply takes up less space for the same protection level. This allowed
us to maintain the planned battery capacity (a critical factor for their LCOE calculation on the project) without
redesigning the entire trailer. Furthermore, because Novec 1230 is a liquid that vaporizes upon discharge, it leaves no
residue. This was a huge selling point for the utility's operations team, who needed to be able to inspect and potentially
service the unit quickly after a discharge event, without dealing with a corrosive or powdery mess. The system was tested
to relevant UL and IEEE standards, which gave the local Authority Having Jurisdiction (AHJ) the confidence to fast-
track the permit. The units were deployed on schedule and performed flawously during the season's major ice storm.

The Novec 1230 Advantage: More Than Just an Extinguisher

So, why does this solution resonate so well in these high-stakes mobile applications? Let's break it down without the
jargon.

First, think about thermal management holistically. A BESS has a cooling system to manage everyday heat. A fire
suppression system is for the catastrophic "what-if." Novec 1230 works by removing heat incredibly fastit's a physical
cooling process that disrupts the fire triangle. For a battery cell going into thermal runaway, that rapid heat absorption
can be the difference between a single cell failing and the entire module cascading.

Second, consider total cost of ownership for a mobile asset. It's not just the CapEx. It's the downtime, the maintenance,



the redeployment readiness. A system that doesn't damage other components and requires minimal cleanup keeps your
asset earning money. At Highjoule, when we design our mobile power platforms, we factor in this operational agility
from the start. The safety system isn't bolted on; it's integrated in a way that supports the unit's overall reliability and
quick turnaround.

Finally, there's the regulatory pathway. Using an agent like Novec 1230, which has a long history of use in mission-
critical electronics spaces (think data centers, control rooms), and is recognized in major standards like NFPA 2001,
provides a familiar reference point for AHJs. It reduces the educational burden on you, the operator. You're not
proposing something exotic; you're applying a proven technology in a new, logical context.

  

What This Means for Your Next Deployment

The takeaway isn't that Novec 1230 is a magic bullet. It's that the choice of fire suppression is a strategic design decision
for mobile BESS, deeply tied to the unit's operational and business purpose. It affects your footprint, your weight, your
maintenance protocols, and your speed to deployment.

When you're evaluating mobile power solutions for grid support, ask the hard questions early: "How is the fire
suppression system integrated? What standards does it meet (UL 9540A, IEC 62933-5-2)? What's the cleanup and
recovery process after activation?" The answers will tell you a lot about how much the provider has really thought
through the real-world, gritty details of making that asset work for you under pressure.

Based on what I've seen on site, the utilities that get this right are the ones who treat their mobile storage not as
temporary equipment, but as a first-class, resilient asset. And that mindset starts with fundamentals like safety. What's
the one safety or deployment hurdle you've faced that nobody seems to talk about in product brochures?
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