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Agenda

▪Organizational Structure 
▪ Importance in combatting labor and 

human trafficking
▪ SFDPH Massage program role

▪ Inspections
▪ Enforcement

▪ Interagency collaboration and 
joint initiatives

▪Operational Challenges 

▪Future projects and goals
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Responsibilities of Massage 
Program

▪ Permit new applications for 
massage establishments

▪ Review construction plans for 
new massage buildouts

▪ Conduct routine / complaint 
inspections

▪ Legitimate vs Illicit Massage 
Businesses (IMBs)
▪ 208 permitted establishments 

with approximately 20 percent 
suspected to be IMBs
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Illicit Massage Businesses and Activity
• Dept of Justice defines IMBs as “a venue 

that uses the cover of a legitimate 
bodywork or massage business to 
provide commercial sex acts to a 
customer based of sex buyers.” 

• Paused and slowed down during the 
COVID pandemic, but slowly coming back

• Increased number of online customer 
reviews of IMBs in the past year
• Reviews show name of illicit business, 

operating hours, names and aliases of 
workers, illegal and sexual services that are 
offered
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Online IMB Reviews
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A comparison of online customer reviews of alleged IMBs between 
2025 and 2026 show an increase from last year
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Trafficking as a 
public health issue

▪ Illicit massage businesses 
are often used as fronts to 
conceal and hide trafficking

▪ Harm to the individual 
being trafficked but also 
surrounding community

▪ Enforce San Francisco 
Health Code Article 29 to 
curb human trafficking and 
illegal sex services
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Signs of Potential Human Trafficking
• Workers living on site

• Excessive amounts of clothing and foods on site indicate possible 
residential use

• Restricted movement and communication

• Always referring to the owner or person in charge

• Fear of speaking freely

• No valid identification and/or massage license

• Locked doors or covered windows

• Lack of transparency and visibility through front windows and doors

• Open past 10pm

• Underaged practitioners

• Cash only payments for services
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Examples of Potential Human Trafficking Signs
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What do we do when we find signs of 
potential trafficking?
▪ Speak with the employees and practitioners

▪ Attempt to ensure they are safe

▪ Figure out if they work at other establishments

▪ If signs of trafficking are observed, enforce corrective 
actions

▪ Ex: Removal raw food, cooking equipment, excessive 
clothing, bed linens, toiletries

▪ Issue a separate Notice of Violation to the practitioner to 
connect potential victims with resources to find housing, 
build job skills
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DPH Partnerships
• San Francisco Planning Department

• San Francisco Police Department

• Department of Building Inspection

• San Francisco City Attorney

• San Francisco District Attorney

• California Massage Therapy Council (CAMTC)

• Community Health Equity and Promotion 
(CHEP)

• San Francisco Massage Council
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Inter-department 
Enforcement Operations

• Empire Relaxation Spa

• Unpermitted illicit massage business being used as a house of 
prostitution

• DPH and Planning sent notice of violations and City Attorney’s 
Office filed a lawsuit

• Business and property owner settlement of $275,000

• Injunction on property prohibiting any massage or personal 
health services at this location for 10 years

• Crystal Spa

• Unpermitted massage use, unapproved residential use and 
living quarters, unapproved construction of a staircase

• DBI issued corrective actions to the property owner leading to 
removal of the staircase and living quarters
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Operational 
Challenges

• Multi-agency coordination often 
difficult

• Rate at which new illicit activity 
pops up
• Discreet strategies used by illicit 

businesses

• Practitioner mistrust and fear
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How we are addressing challenges 

▪ Collaboration
▪ San Francisco Police Department (SFPD)
▪ San Francisco Planning and Zoning
▪ San Francisco City Attorney’s Office
▪ Community Health Equity and Promotion (CHEP) and Office of Economic and 

Workforce Development (OEWD) 

▪ Trainings
▪ California Massage Therapy Council (CAMTC)
▪ SF Collaboration Against Human Trafficking’s Annual Conference
▪ Human Trafficking Training Center (HTTC)
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Thank you!

Questions?
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EHmassage@sfdph.org

https://www.sf.gov/information--massage-operating-requirements
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