
 
 

 
 
 

Monterey Bay National Marine 
Sanctuary Advisory Council 
99 Pacific Street, Building 455 
Monterey, CA 93940 
 
 
May 23, 2025 

 
Dear Superintendent Wooninck,  
 
We are writing on behalf of the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary Advisory 
Council (Advisory Council) to express our concerns and recommendations for 
inter-agency monitoring of environmental impacts after the recent Moss Landing 
Vistra Power Plant Battery Fire “Ashfall Incident.”  
 
As the Advisory Council, we represent a broad group of stakeholders in the Central 
Coast region and the Sanctuary, including research, businesses, tourism, fishing, 
recreation, local government, and education, as well as representatives from state 
and federal agencies that overlap in various ways with the Sanctuary.  
 
We are writing to express our concerns about the potential short and long-term 
impacts of the Ashfall Incident that occurred during the January 2025 Moss Landing 
Vistra Power Plant fire.  
 
The Ashfall Incident demonstrated the need for robust, statewide, inter-agency 
protocols for environmental data monitoring surrounding battery storage 
facilities.  
 
The 2025 Ashfall Incident refers to a lithium battery storage fire that erupted on 
January 15-17, 2025 and again February 18-20, 2025 at the Energy Storage Facility 
operated by Vistra Corporation. As the lithium batteries caught fire and burned, ash 
and soot spread throughout the local area, depositing chemicals of concern including 
metals (lithium as a salt, cobalt, copper, nickel, and manganese), per- and 
polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), dioxins and furans, and polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAHs).  
 
In addition to concerns about air quality, the Council is deeply concerned about the 
risk of chemicals of concern impacting surface and groundwater quality. In addition to 
being immediately adjacent to the Moss Landing Harbor, the Energy Storage Facility 
sits on land where shallow groundwater can flow through sandy sediments to both 



the Elkhorn Slough and Monterey Bay. The risk of fire suppressant water and 
chemicals in stormwater runoff and infiltration to the subsurface are startlingly high, 
not just to water quality but to the larger ecosystem and its biodiversity, including 
protected and threatened species, now and in the long term.  
 
Significant impacts to soil chemistry from the Ashfall Incident have already been 
detected. As part of a multi-year marsh restoration project, Elkhorn Slough National 
Estuarine Research Reserve (ESNERR) researchers and collaborators had been 
measuring soil elements and other ecological and environmental features for years, 
and were therefore able to compare before-the-fire and after-the-fire levels of various 
metals found in batteries. 
 
According to a collaborating researcher at the Moss Landing Marine Laboratories, 
sampling of the soil surface (1 to 5 mm) after the Ashfall Incident showed 
dramatically elevated levels of heavy metals consistent with ion-battery contents, 

specifically cobalt, nickel, and manganese. Along with these increases in metals in the soil samples, 
there was visible evidence of soot on the Reserve and in nearby agricultural fields after the fire. 
Additionally, metal levels were measured decreasing in concentrations in soil samples after rainfall, 
leading to concerns of infiltration and runoff into the Elkhorn Slough and Monterey Bay. A scientific 
peer-reviewed article about these results is underway.  
 
Thanks to this existing restoration and monitoring program, baseline monitoring and elevated levels 
were measured before and after the Ashfall Incident. However, no current regulatory requirements 
exist for analogous monitoring programs associated with Energy Storage Facilities. We believe the 
Ashfall Incident highlights the need for robust, ongoing environmental data monitoring protocols for 
this facility and other similar storage facilities.  
 
In the case of the Moss Landing Vistra Battery Storage Facility Fire, local scientific research 
institutions were able to secure one-time funding for environmental monitoring of the soil in and 
around the Elkhorn Slough directly after the Ashfall Incident, as well as water and benthic invertebrate 
monitoring. However, those funding sources are not permanent, and even now, samples have been 
collected in the region that have yet to be processed. We recommend regulatory agencies identify 
and secure funding mechanisms for pre-incident baseline monitoring and post-incident, rapid 
environmental monitoring, including field sampling, lab processing, statistical analyses, and public 
reporting. 
 
The Ashfall Incident demonstrates that despite battery facilities not having substantial day-to-day 
impacts with their watersheds and local ecosystems during normal operations, ashfall from fires can 
temporarily convert facilities into point sources of air and water pollution. Battery storage facilities 
should therefore be held to a similar level of scrutiny and duties of care as with other significant point 
sources of pollution. 
 
Notably, neither ESNERR nor the National Marine Sanctuary were included in the Energy Storage 
Facility’s environmental review in 2020. However, the Ashfall Incident clearly demonstrates there is a 
nexus between the Facility and both of these critical natural resources.  
 
The Advisory Council is writing to request the following: 



1)​ In the future, the Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary should be promptly and directly 
notified of any fires or other incidents with the potential environmental impact at the Moss 
Landing Vistra Battery Storage Facility, or any other energy facilities that are developed within 
its coastal zone.  
 

2)​ State and/or local regulatory agencies incorporate robust environmental monitoring plans into 
energy storage regulations, to determine the impact of incidents on natural resources. Based 
on our areas of expertise and research, we specifically recommend the following: 

     
●​ Development and implementation of sampling protocols that are specifically designed to 

effectively measure surface soil, surface water, and groundwater quality (e.g., only 
utilizing analytical laboratories accredited for the methodologies being used and/or 
conducting all monitoring in accordance with an approved quality assurance program 
plan). Monitoring must occur before (baseline), during, and after Ashfall Incidents from 
energy facilities. Testing shall be separate from current state testing requirements for 
environmental incidents that are primarily designed for oil spills or other such 
catastrophic events . At a high level, sampling methods shall take into account 
high-resolution methods that measure surface contamination levels without diluting 
them.  

 
●​ Requirements for adequate baseline environmental sampling prior to a facility coming 

online, as well as post-incident data to accurately measure changes in the 
concentrations of heavy metals and other contaminants in the surface soil, surface 
water, and groundwater within five miles of the facility. It is imperative that the sampling 
design account for the inevitable spatial variability associated with drifting airborne 
particulate matter and ashfall, in a robust way with adequate statistical power. 

 
●​ Requirements for environmental sampling of both short and long-term impacts of Ashfall 

Incidents on biota, including testing of tissues of multiple trophic levels (i.e., plants and 
algae, filter feeders, mid-level consumers, and higher-level predators) for at least five 
years to determine the impact of chemicals of concern on entire food webs, including 
possible bioamplification at higher trophic levels, and ecosystems in the impacted 
vicinities. Because ground residues can be quickly washed into waterways, timely 
sampling – including in known ashfall areas – are also critical to measuring impacts. 

 
Per these principles, the Advisory Council would like to specifically recommend state and/or 
local authorities require robust, ongoing, long-term environmental monitoring of biota in the 
Elkhorn Slough and Monterey Bay, preferably by independent groups overseen by state and/or 
local and federal regulatory agencies.  
 
We hope the Sanctuary will continue its collaboration with the inter-agency Biota Working Group to 
strengthen safeguards for species in the Elkhorn Slough and the Monterey Bay. 
 
Over 700 species of marine mammals, invertebrates, plants, algae, and other aquatic life make their 
home in the Elkhorn Slough and Monterey Bay. The threatened Southern sea otter, for example, may 
be especially impacted by the Ashfall Incident and subsequent runoff/infiltration. The Elkhorn Slough 

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science/articles/10.3389/fenvs.2021.643367/full


harbors the highest density of sea otters in their range, and is especially important as a pupping and 
nursery habitat. Unfortunately, due to their tremendous consumption of clams, worms, crustaceans, 
and other benthic invertebrates, all of which may absorb chemicals of concern through filter feeding 
and/or contract with contaminated sediments, sea otters may further bioamplify such toxins in their 
bodies. Sea otters, in turn, are keystone species that have major effects on their biological 
communities and habitats. Therefore, as potential contaminants work their way through local food 
webs and ecosystems, the impacts to ecosystem health may be widespread and severe.  
 
While we hope the Ashfall Incident will help policymakers develop Environmental Monitoring 
Requirements for future energy storage facilities, we also urge that they establish funding 
mechanisms and requirements for ongoing environmental monitoring of existing facilities in our vital 
and precious ecosystems. 
 
In conclusion, effective, specific, statewide monitoring protocols for Ashfall Incidents are 
essential to protecting our precious natural resources and increasing public trust and 
confidence in alternative energy storage development.  
 
Please let us know if the Advisory Council can provide any additional information or perspectives.  
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Pamela Neeb Wade 
Chair, MBNMS Advisory Council 


