
ILLICIT MASSAGE
BUSINESSES 

A N  O R D I N A N C E  A P P R O A C H  T O  
E N F O R C E M E N T  ( A  C A S E  S T U D Y )



THE ISSUE 

• Red light abatement legislation (Penal Code Sections 11225-11235) is
perceived by many jurisdictions to be too cumbersome and resource
intensive



SIGNIFICANT ORDINANCE 
COMPONENTS (LICENSE) 

• Business License for all massage businesses

• Massage Business Revocable Registration (2 year registration)

• CAMTC Certification for all employees

• Background checks of non-CAMTC Certified owners
• Broad definition of massage
• Employee lists that need to be regularly updated

• Prohibition on massage establishments at locations where action has been
taken or is pending

• https://library.municode.com/ca/san_mateo_county/codes/
code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT5BURE_CH5.44MABU



SIGNIFICANT ORDINANCE 
COMPONENTS (REGULATION)
• 26 provisions, including:

– Wearing certification ID card and certificates on the wall

– Hours of operation and being in the facility after hours/living in facility

– Recording services provided

– Health and safety requirements (towels, instruments, lighting, ventilation)

– Appropriate attire

– Covering or touching genitals

– Unlocked and unobscured lobby, unless sole provider with no
receptionist

– Nicknames



SIGNIFICANT ORDINANCE 
COMPONENTS (ENFORCEMENT)
• Notifications of arrests

• Misrepresentations in application

• Administrative fine of up to $500 per violation

– Failure to pay fine prevents new registration

• Administrative suspension between 5 days and end of registration term (up to
two years)

• Administrative revocation (with one or more year bar)

• Public nuisance and unfair business practice to operate without registration
and business license



SIGNIFICANT ORDINANCE 
COMPONENTS (FINE APPEALS)
• Fines are appealable to the Environmental Health Director

– Appeals are solely in writing
– Sheriff’s Office can respond to appellant submission
– Director may request additional evidence



SIGNIFICANT ORDINANCE COMPONENTS 
(SUSPENSION & REVOCATION APPEALS) 
• Suspensions and revocations are appealable to the License Board

– Made up of designees from Sheriff’s Office, Environmental Health and Building/
Planning

• Appeal is due in 10 days
• Appeal should be set in less than a month
• Case presented by Deputy County Counsel and License Board represented by

Deputy County Counsel with appropriate ethical walls
• Adversarial hearing with witnesses
• Formal rules of evidence do not apply



RESULTS: A CASE STUDY

• In a 3 year period between 2012-2015 San Mateo County shut down 11 of 11
illicit massage businesses located in the unincorporated area

• Except for one that opened up without a license in 2016 (and was also
subsequently closed), to our knowledge no additional illicit massage
businesses have opened since 2015 and none currently exist in the
unincorporated area



NUTS & BOLTS OF A REVOCATION 
PROCEEDING 
• Identify illicit massage business (usually by community complaint or use of

websites dedicated to illicit businesses (Rubmaps, Erotic MP); can be through
annual inspections

• Law enforcement performs a sting operation
– Investigation reveals evidence of knowledge/ongoing activity, e.g.,

• Clothing warn by employees is risqué
• Manager has unusual amount of money
• Advertisements/reviews on dedicated websites, Backpage, Craigslist
• Employees from business closed for illicit activity
• Cameras or other behavior common of illicit businesses
• Prophylactics in a common area



NUTS & BOLTS OF A REVOCATION 
PROCEEDING (CONT.) 
• County Counsel drafts a letter revoking license, see, e.g.:



NUTS & BOLTS OF A REVOCATION 
PROCEEDING (CONT.) 
• The licensee appeals and appeal is scheduled for next License Board hearing

– Often argues for more time
– More information/discovery
– It is an isolated incident



NUTS & BOLTS OF A REVOCATION 
PROCEEDING (CONT.) 
• Written materials are submitted to License Board on behalf of the Sheriff



NUTS & BOLTS OF A REVOCATION 
PROCEEDING (CONT.) 
• Hearing is held where owner and/or “employee” or both testify.  Decoy and

lead detective are also available for cross-examination
• Hearings generally take less than a morning
• License Board makes oral decision at the end-of-hearing
• Letter to landlord notifying him/her of prohibition against leasing to another

massage business during revocation period



OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

• “Employees” treated as victims (although arrests are often made)
• Consider having community based organizations focused on human trafficking

available to respond




