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ABSTRACT 

 
 Built in 1966, the existing North Wing of the Monterey County Government Center is 

a 3-story steel structure with one basement level.  It is a free-standing structure with a 
gross area of 99,000 sf.  The North Wing houses eleven courtrooms, as well as offices 
and support facilities.   

 
 The building’s steel-framed system and precast concrete panels did not satisfy current 

building code seismic requirements.  The framing, the panels and their connections 
would most likely suffer severe damage in a major seismic event. 

 
The building is being retrofitted to alleviate structural deficiencies and meet life 
safety performance levels required by FEMA 356 guidelines.   The retrofit is taking 
place while the courtrooms at the third level remain operational. 

 
This paper describes the application of friction dampers and their impact on the 
seismic performance of the retrofitted building. 

 
Introduction 

 
 This project started as a simple tenant improvement project without any seismic retrofit.  In 
2003, the California Court Building Seismic Assessment Program of Trial Court Facilities Act of 
2002 (SB 1732) mandated a seismic evaluation of the building using the ASCE 31-02 guidelines.  
Based on the evaluation results, the building was assigned a seismic risk level of 5.  The 
evaluation summary is presented in Figure 1 and the seismic risk level definitions are presented 
in Figure 2.  
 
 Under the Trial Court Facilities Act, Monterey County was required to seismically retrofit 
the building to a seismic risk level of 4 before transferring ownership and management 
responsibility to the State of California.  As a result, the project scope expanded to include 
seismic strengthening of the building.   
 
 This building is the first court building to move forward with a seismic retrofit design and 
construction under the state’s Seismic Assessment Program.  The County’s project manager is 
Nova Partners.  The architect is HOK San Francisco and the general contractor is Skanska USA. 
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3Principal, Middlebrook + Louie, San Francisco, CA. www.mplusl.com 
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Figure 1. Seismic Evaluation Summary Figure 2. Seismic Risk Level Definition 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
 

 
Retrofit Program Description 

 
As-Built Condition 
 
 The 4 story court house (1 story basement plus 3 stories above ground) was constructed in 
1966.  The building is a steel frame structure clad with precast concrete panels.  The typical floor 
dimensions are 218 ft x 108 ft with an approximate floor area of 23,500 ft2.  Typical story height 
is +/- 14’-6”.   
 
 The typical floor framing consists of metal deck and concrete fill with supporting steel 
beams and columns.  The building is found on a 3 foot thick concrete mat.  A typical floor 
framing plan is shown in Figure 3.   
 
 The building skin consists of precast concrete panels which are two story high (from 
ground to the 3rd floor) and one story high (from the 3rd floor to the roof) as shown in Figures 4 
and 5.  These panels are interlocked with solid push-pull connections that do not allow for inter-
story drift. 
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Figure 3. 3rd Floor Framing Plan 

Figure 4. Typical precast panel elevation Figure 5. Typical Precast Panel Section 
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The existing lateral load resisting system is steel moment frames at the building perimeter.  
The moment frame beams have top and bottom flange cover plates as shown in Figure 6.  As 
concluded in the seismic evaluation shown in Figure 7, the moment frames do not conform to 
the current building code.  The effectiveness of the moment frames is further hindered by the 
inability of the precast panels to accommodate inter-story drift.  The stiffness of these precast 
panels is much higher than that of the steel moment frames.  In a major seismic event, the 
panels and their connections to the structure will most likely attract a large amount of seismic 
force and suffer severe damage.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     
 
 
 
Retrofit Schemes  
 
 The seismic retrofit scheme originally proposed was to place steel braced frames from 
the 1st floor to the roof at selected locations.  However, since incorporating any new braces 
on the 3rd floor would interfere with the on-going court proceedings, the scheme was 
rejected.  A second scheme, in which the braces on the 3rd floor were eliminated, was 
analyzed.  The results indicated the added stiffness from the remaining braces would attract a 
large seismic force and cause the structure above the 3rd floor to fail. 
 
 To satisfy the seismic retrofit requirement without interrupting the 3rd floor court 
proceeding, a third scheme to install seismic dampers below the 3rd floor was proposed and 
accepted by the County.  Seismic dampers provide the benefits of reducing seismic forces 
and movement in the structure by absorbing part of the seismic forces generated in the 
ground.  In this scheme, twenty four (24) 250kip friction dampers are placed at the ground 
level and twenty four (24) 200kip friction dampers are placed at the 2nd floor.  As a result, it 
was no longer necessary to seismically reinforce the structural framing at the 3rd level.   
 
 There are four major groups of seismic dampers currently used in the United States.  
They are fluid viscous dampers (FVDs), viscoelastic dampers (VEDs), friction dampers and 

Figure 6. Typical As-built Moment 
Connection  

Figure 7. Moment Frame Deficiency 
Summary 
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metallic yielding dampers (MYDs).  For this project, friction dampers as shown in Figures 8 
and 9 were chosen because of the following features: 
 
1. Friction dampers provide both damping and stiffness, and therefore, the least story drift. 
2. The energy dissipation of friction dampers is the greatest, for a given force level. 
3. Friction dampers are less expensive and do not require maintenance and post installation 

inspection. 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8.  250 kip friction damper in crate 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 9.  Installed 250 kip friction damper  
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 To accommodate the inter-story drift and allow the damper scheme to function 
properly, the interlocking precast panels were separated.  The existing roof connection 
(connection C1 in Figure 5) was modified to allow for in-plane movement as shown in 
Figure 10.  The existing 3rd floor connection (connection C2 in Figure 5) locking the upper 
and lower panels was separated to allow for independent in-plane movement as shown in 
Figure 11.  An example of the connection C2 before and after separation condition is shown 
in Figure 12. 
 
 
  

         
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           Figure 10.  C1 retrofit scheme           Figure 11.  C2 retrofit scheme 
 
 
 

      
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As built condition prior to separation   Condition after separation 
 

Figure 12.  Precast connection C2 retrofit scheme 
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Analysis Procedure 
 
 The analysis follows the guidelines of FEMA 351 - Steel Moment Frame Buildings: 
Evaluation and Upgrade Criteria for Existing Buildings and FEMA 356 - Prestandard and 
Commentary for The Seismic Rehabilitation of Buildings.  The target building performance 
level is life safety (3-C) under basic safety objective (section 1.4.1) per FEMA 356.  Existing 
structural components are analyzed per chapters 4, 5 and 6 of FEMA 356 and the existing 
precast panels and their connections to the building were analyzed per chapter 11 of FEMA 
356.  The friction dampers and their connections to the building were designed per chapter 9 
of FEMA 356. 
 
 3-D models were created using ETABS to analyze the building’s as-built and retrofitted 
conditions.  All structural elements from 3rd level down, except the friction dampers, were 
assumed to behave linearly and were analyzed accordingly.  All structural elements above 3rd 
level were assumed to behave nonlinearly and were analyzed accordingly.  Members below 
the 3rd floor were evaluated against Table 5-5 and members above the 3rd floor were 
evaluated against Table 5-6 of FEMA 356. 
 
 The models were analyzed with both BSE-1 and BSE-2 time histories as required in 
FEMA 356.  The results from the BSE-1 analysis were checked against the Life Safety (LS) 
Performance Level as required in FEMA 356. 
 
Performance Assessment 
 
 The analysis results indicate that the retrofitted structural framing is able to dissipate 
the seismic energy in a controllable manner due to the friction dampers’ capability to absorb 
a constant force with varying story displacement.  Graphic output of a 250 kip friction 
damper’s force and displacement is presented in Figures 13 and 14 respectively. 
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Figure 13.  250 kip damper force 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 14.  250 kip damper displacement 
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Story Displacement Comparison - E/W Direction
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Story Shear Comparison - E/W Direction
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 With the addition of the friction dampers, the story shear and the story displacement are 
reduced on all floors compared to the as-built condition.  A comparison of the story 
displacement and story shear of the three analysis schemes – braced frames on all levels 
(scheme A), braced frames with friction dampers (scheme C), and existing moment frames 
on all levels (scheme D) are shown in Figures 15 and 16 respectively.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 15.  Story Displacement Comparison 
 

Figure 16.  Story Shear Comparison 
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Conclusions 
 
 Based on the comparison of the existing steel moment frame and the friction damper 
performance, the friction damper retrofit scheme will significantly improve the structural 
performance of the building, both in terms of story displacement and story shear.  The story 
displacement is reduced by 50% and the story shear is reduced by 20% to 30%.   
 
 With the story displacement and shear reduction, the seismic force being transferred to 
the existing framing above the 3rd floor is greatly reduced.  As a result, the existing framing 
above the 3rd floor has sufficient capacity to resist the reduced seismic force and can be 
preserved without any interruption to the on-going court operations as required by the 
County. 
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