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Alarm systems are an important part of a museum’s defence of the collections against fire 
and criminality. However, any alarm system is only effective if it is part of an integrated 
approach to security which encompasses a full range of physical and procedural measures 
against threats, such as alarm response procedures, alarm maintenance and checking, 
layout of exhibits, and physical structure of the building.

Balanced and reliable systems that meet the needs of museums and their collections 
are only achieved if all relevant parties are involved in the planning process for alarm 
systems. This might include an architect, curatorial staff, the person responsible for the 
building’s management, the insurance company, a security consultant and the local 
police representative. Remember, when setting up alarm systems, the installation and 
maintenance of alarm systems is a highly competitive business in which the customer has 
a strong negotiating position.

Broadly, there are two types of alarm: 

• a bells-only alarm, or audible-only alarm, which may alert those in the vicinity if it is 
activated 

• a monitored alarm, where the system is connected via telephone line or radio network 
to an Alarm Receiving Centre (ARC) which monitors signals received from alarms 24 
hours a day. A monitored alarm will incur monthly or annual service charges on top 
of the installation costs. In the event of an alarm activation, the ARC will phone the 
contact for your museum and tell you that an alarm has been activated. Under higher 
level contracts they will also notify the Police and request their attendance 

All alarm systems should be maintained at least annually and those linked to an ARC for 
police response every six months. 

Fire detection

As a business, venues must have a fire-detection and warning system: without early 
warning of fire, entire collections and buildings may be lost. You may need different types of 
detectors, depending on the type of building and the work carried out in the building. 
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Smoke alarms are self-contained devices which incorporate a means of detecting a fire 
and setting off an alarm. They are about the size of a hand and are normally fitted to the 
ceiling, and can detect fires in their early stages. 

There are three types of smoke alarm currently on the market: 

• ionisation alarms, these are the cheapest. They are very sensitive to small particles 
of smoke produced by flaming fires and will detect this type of fire before the smoke 
gets too thick. They are marginally less sensitive to slow burning and smouldering 
fires which give off larger quantities of smoke before flaming occurs

• optical alarms, these are more expensive but more effective at detecting larger 
particles of smoke produced by slow-burning fires, such as overheated PVC wiring. 
They are marginally less sensitive to free burning flaming fires

• combined alarms, these are effective at detecting slow-burning as well as flaming fires

The type of smoke detector you require will largely depend on the size and type of your 
premises. Each type looks similar and is powered either by a battery, mains electricity, or a 
combination of both. Some are inter-connectable so that any smoke detected at one point 
can raise the alarm at all others.

To ensure the Fire Service respond to a fire alarm, the system should be addressable or 
sequential, and automatically call the Fire Service without having to delay by calling out 
a key holder who in turn dials 999 to call out the service. In this period valuable time is 
wasted: collections and the building could be damaged or lost forever. 

Intruder Alarms

Intruder alarm systems can vary. They operate a range of detection devices, the most 
common being passive infra-red detectors or microwave detectors, or a combination of 
the two known as ‘dual tecs’. These systems can also help monitor detectors on windows, 
doors, roof voids, and external perimeter intruder detection devices. The best alarm system 
for a museum, gallery, library or archive will be one which is linked through to an ARC and 
will directly request the Police to attend. 

Most intruder systems offer a combination of perimeter and trap protection:

• perimeter protection is generally understood to include devices activated by intrusion, 
or by forcible attack on the security perimeter. All the openings in the fabric of the 
building such as doors, windows, rooflights and ventilation shafts, including those 
giving access from adjacent accommodation, need to be covered. Systems should 
be attached to all levels of the building as fifty percent of all thefts take place on the 
upper floors of a building, or even from the roof
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Your alarm system will need to take environmental factors into account, such as location of buildings, 
but where possible the earliest notification of an attack to the perimeter should be signalled. If the 
system only detects once the perimeter has been breached, valuable time will have been lost.

• trap detection covers devices activated once the intruder has penetrated into the premises 
and relies on the identification of movement and /or body heat. A Passive Infrared (PIR) 
motion detector is used to sense movement. PIRs (or PIDs for Passive Infrared Detectors) are 
commonly used to trigger burglar alarms and in automatically-activated lighting systems

Trembler alarms 

Stand-alone alarms can be installed in wall mounted displays, objects on open display and objects in 
cases. These are either powered externally or by battery. 

Wireless transmitters that sense vibration may also be attached museum objects. If the object is 
moved, an alarm is activated immediately. As an option, some transmitters may be set up to not alarm 
as long as the piece is in a user defined area, but as soon as the piece leaves the area it will sound 
an audible alarm or transmit a signal to a control room or to a staff member over a radio or pager. 

Anti touch barriers

These consist of passive infrared barriers which create an invisible ‘curtain’ around an object, and 
under certain circumstances replace a rope barrier. This kind of alarm will ‘beep’ if someone stands 
too close, or transmit a signal to a control room or to a staff member over a radio or pager.
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