Seismic Display Cases:

Question:

A challenge has developed at the Port Moody Station Museum.  We want to replace fixed display cases with mobile ones to create a flexible program area.  Problem is how to make mobile display cases seismic for public concern.  I haven't been able to find any regulations, but don't want any court action after an earthquake either.

Any thoughts?

Jim Millar, Port Moody Station Museum, March 24, 2006.
Responses:

1. Lockable wheels would be an option.

Kris Andersen, St. Ann's Academy Historic Site, March 24, 2006.

2. Eyebolts and anchoring to walls is a possibility. Even chocks on the floor nailed down.

Colin MacGregor Stevens, New Westminster Museum and Archives, March 28, 2006.

3. Have a look at http://palimpsest.stanford.edu/waac/wn/wn13/wn13-3/wn13-306.html.  It is a good primer for earthquake preparedness. It suggests that part of the trick is to be sure the centre of mass of the case is as close to the floor as possible. That will tend to keep the case upright. Remember Rolly-Polly dolls.

I don't seem to see it in this article, but I have seen others that suggest that heavy objects be on casters. The theory is that when the floor is moving horizontally, the mass of the case tends to want to keep in place. The casters allow the case to roll over the moving floor. 

Tethering your cases might be a good idea as well, so that when the big one comes they don't all decide they want to be at one end of the room. There must be combinations of chains, eyebolts and snap fasteners that will still leave your cases easily moveable.

 
The article also gives suggestions about how to secure objects within the cases.

Is it any surprise that some of the best thinking about earthquake preparedness comes out of California?

 
John Stuart, North Vancouver Museum, March 28, 2006.

4. Without details of Port Moody Station display cases it's not possible to offer a specific solution to your design problem, however, a simple conceptual solution exists based on two assumptions.

1.) You plan to use wheels for mobility.

2.) You have plywood or particle board display cases.

First choose the largest and strongest castors possible (shopping cart size at least) and secure them to the base (3 / 4 inch or 1" plywood) of your display case. This will make the display taller, so you may want to inset the base a bit. Next make a baseboard for each case any height that suits - miter the ends. You will need to attach each with 2 "waxed" screws minimum. The trick: to the inside of your base board attach (glue and nail) a 3/4 inch support rail for the display case that is about 1/8 or ¼ inch taller that the distance from the bottom of the display case ( now on wheels ) to the floor, a little taller than the wheel height i.e. the wheels don't touch the ground when the baseboard is attached. The case can't roll and the wheels don't squash from the weight of your cases. When you would like to move a display case simply remove the supporting baseboard and reattach at it's new destination.

Consult with conservation services. You can contact me if you need a picture.

Option two: redesign your cases, so they are easily moved with a "pallet jack."

Allen Patten, Point Ellice House Museum, March 29, 2006.

5. And now that you have looked into protecting the display cases in case of earthquake, the REAL challenge is in protecting what is inside them, as the cases are in fact are expendable (unless they too are artifacts). In many situations the artifacts are sitting on shelves and can slide or vibrate off them. Monofilament fish line would be useful to secure the artifacts, but the reality is the difficulty in finding the time to secure everything. There is also the question of where to anchor the fish line, especially on display cases that have sliding back access panels.

Don't forget about your storage areas. If you are fortunate enough to have rolling shelving, you can roll the shelves together, so at least a lot of items will not fall on the floor. The reality is that they are usually left with the open aisle in the last position used. I purchased raised lips for the shelves for the mobile shelving I bought at Burnaby Village Museum when I was Curator there, but after testing it, I found that the supplied lips were 3 to 4" high and that we risked frequent hitting of the high lip by artifacts when inserting and removing them, so we did not install them. A lower lip about 1" high would have been preferable. There is no perfect answer.

Colin MacGregor Stevens, New Westminster Museum and Archives, March 30, 2006.

