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Developing a Museum Collections Emergency Operations Plan, Part 1 

 
MCEOP:  What is an MCEOP and why do museums need one? No, it is not some newly discovered ancient Greek monster 
al la the Odyssey.  So what is it?  
 
It stands for Museum Collection Emergency Operations Plan.  To some of you that might sound even worse than a new 
discovered monster, but it is a critical piece of your emergency preparedness plan.  Even if you do not have an Emergency 
Operations Plan for your entire institution (which you should, by the way), an MCEOP is essential if you have collections 
and want to protect them during an incident.  
 
Where do you start developing an MCEOP?  
Start by identifying risks: 

 Risks posed by your facilities: How many individual buildings does your institution have that hold collections?  
What condition are they in and is the maintenance up to date? Look at the location of your main building or any 
other properties and the risks posed by each location.  If you only have one building, are there any issues related to 
the building’s fabric or your security that might affect the collections.  Examine all potential issues. 

 Environmental risks related to your location: is your institution near a body of water such that flooding is an issue? 
Are there weather related issues like hurricanes or tornadoes; heavy snow; heavy rain; microbursts or other 
environmental hazards near your institution?   

 Human caused risks to your Institution or collection: vandals; civil unrest; protests, etc.  There are also the risks 
posed by events—internal events or use of facilities for weddings, meetings, and other external events. 

 
Remember that LIFE SAFETY is your first concern! 
 
As you examine potential risks, look at your security related to those risks. 

 Is there a need to upgrade your security policies and procedures?  For example: Key control (who has keys to the 
building(s); collection areas; other secure areas); do you allow after hours access—if yes, in which areas of the 
facility; is your security during events adequate for the event, etc. 

 Do you have fire detection and suppression systems? Are they monitored and tested at least yearly; does the 
institution have a practiced response to alarms?  

 Technology: do you have Cameras, alarms; motion sensors; glass break sensors, etc. Are the systems tested 
regularly (at least once a year), monitored and working correctly? 

 

Also look at your overall security to determine any vulnerabilities that might pose risks to collections, buildings and people.  
 
Collection Priorities 
Can you save everything? No.  What can you save and does that entail grabbing anything that is to hand or should you plan 
for what to evacuate?  How do you decide? 
 
The process of deciding what will be relocated or salvaged first is something that needs to be done in advance of emergency 
incidents. There are many criteria for deciding what is First Priority to evacuate or salvage and they are not mutually 
exclusive.  These are the top two criteria: 

 Is the item mission critical?  Start with your mission—your collection should all be mission related, but some 
items reflect that mission more than others—what we call mission critical.  Begin with your Scope of Collections 
and Collection Policy along with your documentation to determine which items are mission critical. If you had to 
start over, which 10 or 20 items would allow the museum to do that?   Which items best tell the story central to the 
museum’s mission.      

 Is the item on loan to the institution?  All Loans are considered High Priority because they do not belong to the 
Institution 

 
In addition, it is critical to have your accession and deaccession records on your priority list and have backups of your 
collection documentation and other vital records stored off-site. 
 
In alphabetical order, here are some additional criteria used by the National Park Service: 

 Associated with Eminent Individual(s) or Event(s) or Resource(s) 
 High Frequency of Use 
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