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MCCORMICK PLACE FIRE & SAFETY REGULATIONS 
 
The fire prevention and safety regulations enforced at McCormick Place are taken from the Chicago Fire 
Prevention Code, the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) and McCormick Place Operations 
Department. The McCormick Place Assistant Director of Fire Safety and the Chicago Fire Department 
Bureau of Fire Prevention reserve the right to make any final decisions regarding the outlined 
requirements, according to Section 12-20 of the Municipal Code of Chicago on Fire Prevention. 
 
Prior to the show opening, the Fire Marshal may inspect the booths to ensure these requirements are met. 
If they are not, adjustments can be costly, and if a booth imposes a significant fire hazard, it will be 
prohibited from exhibiting. 
 
The Assistant Director of Fire Safety at 312-791-6079 (FAX 312-791-6013) can answer any questions or 
provide a set of fire code information. 
 
Booth Storage  

• A one-day supply of advertising materials, product or literature may be kept in a booth, but not 
behind the booth back wall.  

• Empty cartons may not be stored in or behind the booth back wall.  
• Exhibitors dispensing matches may store them overnight in their booths if they are placed in 

enclosed metal containers.  
• The show's official service contractor will temporarily remove empty crates, cartons, containers 

(including plastic) and packing materials if you label them with stickers marked empty which are 
found at the Service Desk. Empty crates will be returned during move-out.  

 
Fire Retardancy 
Booth construction and decoration materials must be fire retardant. It is suggested that a certificate of 
retardancy be available at the show to prevent the need for possible on-site testing of the material. Fabrics 
must pass the NFPA-701 Code, and all other construction and decoration materials must pass the NFPA-
703, Chapter 2 Code as well as the UL-1975 test. General guidelines for material fire retardancy include:  

• Backdrops, dust and table covers, drapes and similar fabrics: These fabrics can often be made fire 
retardant by a dry cleaner that can issue a certificate of fire retardancy. Suppliers and/or display 
manufacturers can also provide a certificate included with the materials.  

• Corrugated cardboard/display boxes: These materials can best be made fire retardant at a factory.  
• Wood and wood by-products: If wood materials are not sufficiently fire retardant, a certified fire 

retardant specialist using pressure impregnation or similar impregnation method must treat them.  
• Polyurethane form, plastic and similar products. 
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MCCORMICK PLACE FIRE & SAFETY REGULATIONS 
 

Hazardous Demonstration/Display Materials/Pyrotechnics 
When designing demonstrations and displays, note that the following devices require pre-approval by 
McCormick Place:  

• Up to two aerosol cans may be used for demonstration purposes only.  
• Lasers, open flames (including candles)  
• Smoke-producing devices  
• Indoor Pyrotechnics have special permitting procedures through the City of Chicago. Contact our 

Fire Safety Office for details.  
• Heating appliances  
• Welding, brazing or cutting equipment  
• Radioactive materials  
• Compressed gas or compressed liquid cylinders used in the booth must be securely anchored to 

prevent toppling.  
• Gasoline, kerosene or other flammable, toxic liquid, solid or gas  

o A limited supply of these fuels may be stored in the demonstration device, but cannot be 
stored overnight.  

o All fuel transfers must use safety cans.  
 
Approval requests must be sent in 60 days before move-in of the event. The request must state how the 
demonstration will avoid hazards to people or nearby objects. Plexiglas or similar protection is required 
whenever sparking may occur. Fire extinguishers will also be required. 
 
Any chemical, substance or material deemed hazardous by O.S.H.A. requires pre-approval and must be 
accompanied with the appropriate M.S D S. McCormick Place Fire Safety Office will need copies of the 
M.S.D.S. before the materials arrive. 
 
Prohibited Materials 
The following items are fire-hazardous and prohibited in McCormick Place:  

• All LP Gases  
• Untreated Christmas trees, cut evergreens or similar trees  
• Fireplace logs and similar materials  
• Charcoal  
• Untreated mulch and Spanish moss  
• Hay and straw 

 
Cooking and Heat-Generating Devices 
If cooking or heating appliances will be used, they must be powered electrically or by natural gas. Stoves 
and heaters for booth usage must be UL-approved and also be adequately ventilated. Nothing combustible 
may be placed near any heat-producing appliance. A UL-approved, 2-1/2 pound ABC-type fire extinguisher 
is required in such exhibits. 
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MCCORMICK PLACE FIRE & SAFETY REGULATIONS 
 
Multi-Level Booths or Ceilings (including tents) 
Double-decker booths or booths with ceilings (including tents) were previously required to be equipped with 
fire safety devices. However, our Fire Safety Department and major show contractors have worked with the 
Chicago Fire Department to develop specific codes for the trade show environment that would offer a safe 
and cost-effective alternative to sprinklers. These specific requirements apply to all exhibits that have a 
ceiling or second story. 
 
Booths fall into one of the five following booth formats: 
 

Format 1: 
Format 2: 
Format 3: 
Format 4: 
Format 5: 

Exhibits with two stories under 225 square feet 
Exhibits with two stories at or over 225 square feet 
Exhibits with ceilings under 225 square feet 
Exhibits with ceilings at or over 225 square feet  
Multiple-level exhibits, which require automatic sprinklers or any of the 
above exhibits with installed automatic sprinklers. Separate fire code items 
apply. 

 
For booth formats 1-4, you will need to comply with the fire code items marked yes on the 
following table: 
 

Fire Code Compliance 
Exhibits with Multiple Levels or Ceilings 

 
 

Fire Code Item Booth 
Format 

      

  1 2 3 4 
1. Max. Dimensions 
2. Second Level 
3. Exit Stairways 
4. Smoke Detectors 
5. Fire Extinguishers 
6. Posted Certificate of Fire Retardancy
7. Certified Approval 
8. Fire Marshal Review 

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
No 
Yes 
Yes  

Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 

No 
No 
No 
Yes 
Yes 
No 
No 
Yes 

Yes 
No 
No 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
  

 
For exhibits using automatic sprinklers, the amount and type of sprinkler coverage needed depends on the 
booth specifications. If automatic sprinklers are preferred, or are required, contact our Fire Safety Office to 
discuss your options.
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MCCORMICK PLACE FIRE & SAFETY REGULATIONS 
 
Fire Code Items for Multiple Level Booths  

• Maximum Dimensions: To avoid the sprinkler requirement, your exhibit must be less than or equal 
to 2 levels high (maximum 30-foot elevation) or 5,000 square feet of enclosed area.  

• Second Level: Second levels must remain open and uncovered. If they are covered, sprinkler 
protection will be required. Booths with a third level or more must also have special sprinkler 
coverage.  

• Staircases: Staircases between levels must be in compliance with the Americans With Disabilities 
Act and meet the following requirements:  

o Minimum of 3 feet in width  
o Provide a handrail on at least one side  
o Provide handrails a maximum of 1-1/2 inches in circumference and turned into walls  
o Not be spiral or winding  
o If the top deck is designed to hold over 10 people, or exceeds 1,200 square feet in area, a 

second staircase is required which must be remote from the main staircase and meet the 
same construction requirements.  

• Smoke Detectors: All areas under the second level or ceiling, including closets, need to be 
equipped with a UL approved (or similarly approved), battery-operated smoke detector. If this space 
is enclosed after hours, the smoke detector must be audible outside the enclosed area.  

• Fire Extinguishers: A UL-approved (or similarly approved) 2-1/2 pound ABC-type fire extinguisher 
must be posted in a clearly visible and readily accessible area for each 500 square-foot enclosure.  

• Fire Guards: Once a multiple level booth or a booth with a ceiling is built and completed, and 
whenever the exhibit or show is closed for business, special fire watch coverage is required. Use of 
individuals designated as fire guards is subject to prior approval by the McCormick Place Assistant 
Director of Fire Safety.  

• Certified Approval: After the booth has been designed, the blueprints must be approved and 
stamped by a licensed professional structural engineer. These blueprints should include dimensions 
and an isometric rendering.  

• Fire/Safety Review: Send stamped blueprints to McCormick Place for review at least 60 days 
before the show opens to allow sufficient time for any needed corrections. Be sure that plans show 
dimensions and an isometric rendering of your exhibit. In addition, all areas requiring sprinkler 
protection must be highlighted. If plans are not provided on time, it may cause delays or disapproval 
of your booth to occur during the pre-show fire inspection.  

 
Americans With Disabilities Act: All exhibits must comply with the ADA. 
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MCCORMICK PLACE UNION LABOR RULES 
 
Unions Employed by McCormick Place 
McCormick Place created an in-house division called FOCUS One to better meet the needs of event 
planners and their exhibitors. The following unions are part of this team. If you have any questions about 
jurisdictions, please contact your Event Manager.  

• Electricians: Responsible for assembly, installation and dismantle of any equipment that uses 
electricity as a sources of power and draws power from the building electrical system. In addition, 
they are responsible for electrical wiring, hookups and interconnections, electrical signs, video and 
audio taping and cable television hookups.  

• Plumbers: Responsible for all plumbing, including the installation and tearout of tanks, compressed 
air, water, drain, natural gas, bottled pressurized gases, water filling and draining of tanks, 
installation and removal of all venting to the atmosphere, anchoring and welding.  

• Communication Service Technicians: Responsible for the installation, repair and dismantle of all 
voice and data service including fiber optics and Internet installations, as well as performing all in-
booth voice and data wiring of exhibitor-owned telecommunications equipment.  

Unions Employed by Event Service Contractors 
Your event service contractor team hires the following unions. If you have any questions about 
jurisdictions, please contact your Account Representative. 
 
Note: Effective in 1999, Carpenters and Decorators have been organized into a single, Unified Labor 
Force to reach greater efficiency and faster service. Your Service Contractor will explain how this affects 
your event.  

• Carpenters: Responsible for un-crating of exhibits and display materials; installing and dismantling 
exhibits including cabinets, fixtures, shelving units, furniture; laying of floor tile and carpets; 
hanging structural signs; re-crating of exhibits and machinery; installing and dismantling 
scaffolding, bleachers and ganging of chairs; and the installation of signs. 
Note: Millwrights are carpenters that specifically work on assembly of machinery, conveyers and 
machinery parts as well as leveling of machinery and conveyers.  

• Cleaning: The show's official service contractor is responsible for and provides overall cleaning in 
the exhibit hall and occasionally event registration and services area depending on location. It is 
the exhibitor's responsibility to hire porter service through the general service contractor to provide 
carpet and booth cleaning or to pick up excess debris during show hours. However, if an exhibitor 
leaves excessive debris behind at the end of the show, McCormick Place will dispose of it and bill 
the exhibitor for the service accordingly. Excess debris includes literature, lumber, skids and 
pallets, carpet, products or waste from a product or demonstration.
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MCCORMICK PLACE UNION LABOR RULES 
 

• Decorators: Responsible for hanging all signs and installing all drape, cloth and/or tacked fabric 
panels. Decorators are also responsible for velcro signs used in a booth that require tools or more 
than one person for installation. Exhibitors may hang their own signs using any other type of 
fastener as long as no tools or ladders are required and the total time to hang the sign does not 
exceed ½ hour. Exhibitors may also skirt tables provided they do it with their own custom-fit skirts 
without the use of staples, snaps or velcro.  

Note: Structural signs are the responsibility of carpenters and electrical signs are the 
responsibility of FOCUS One electricians. 

• Projectionists: Responsible for load-in, set-up, staging and skirting of any and all equipment 
(including, but not limited to, motion picture, video, holography, laser, slide and film) used for the 
projection of an image on a screen or surface.  

• Riggers: Responsible for un-crating, un-skidding, positioning and re-skidding all machinery. 
Exhibitors may carry in computers and appliances provided the movement may be reasonably done 
by hand. Exhibitors may remove small computers and appliances from crates or boxes provided 
work is done without a forklift or any power equipment. Exhibitors removing large items, which 
require the use of tools to release/remove restraining straps, would require rigging labor.  

• Stagehands: Responsible for public performances of theatrical events that require temporary 
installation of lighting and audio equipment, including the installation, operation and removal of such 
equipment.  

• Teamsters: Responsible for the handling of all material (except machinery) in and out of the exhibit 
hall. Exhibitors may carry in small packages, including pop-up booths, provided they can be hand-
carried. Four wheel dollies are not permitted. If you have any additional questions regarding the 
movement of freight, contact your show's official service contractor.


