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I reside in Santa Barbara, California. Some years ago, I noticed Asian Massage shops opening in the community in which I was working as an advocate. The first shop was owned by a woman from Santa Monica, and she wanted to become a member of our local business association, hand out candy at Halloween, and support the Holiday Parade. The massage business received rave reviews, and the workers, all of whom were Chinese, were friendly and open.

A second massage parlor opened up, and it was a completely different operation. Dark windows, neon lights, open late at night, and no reviews on Yelp. I went in to meet the owner, and encourage them to join our business association, and was greeted roughly at the door by an Eastern European male. The workers were hidden behind a partition – a makeshift lobby. The man did not want to talk to me, so I left. 

The businesses adjacent to this one quickly began reporting strange things. Cooking smells emanating from the massage shop, the women never leaving the business to get lunch, or go home for the day, open late hours, no one but men coming or going, and hostile treatment from the man at the front. 

The shop appeared online at rubmaps.com. This is a site for men to rate massage parlors, the girls working there, and the sex acts they perform. They tell each other where the best sex is at these places. I was stunned. I then noticed the massage parlor advertising for business on a local connections website in the hookups section using peach emojis – the code for sex. 

I spoke with my local police, with whom I had a good working relationship, and expressed concern that this is sex trafficking. They said this is a problem all over California, and my research showed that to be true. Women are brought in from China, without papers, or their passports are taken. They come because they think they’re going to a better life in the USA, and a job. Instead they’re forced to work in the brothels masquerading as legitimate massage businesses. Our police didn’t have a Chinese interpreter, so they said it would be hard to crack down on the parlors because the women never speak enough English, except to ask the customers if they want a ‘happy ending’. The man at the front will always say that he had no idea the women were engaging in sex acts. The police had been through this a few times already.

I reached out to the US Attorneys for our district, who advised they’re aware of the problem, and the USA offers a special visa called a “T” visa for victims of human trafficking so they won’t be deported. Many of these women are threatened with harm to family members in China if they don’t continue to service customers with sex.

I was appalled.

Prostitution is always violent, because it always arises from a collision of lack of power and financial need. Women with power to go to school and get well-paying work never need to resort to prostitution. Women without power to access economic advancement are often forced into prostitution out of financial desperation. Therefore, economic violence has already been done to the woman who finds she must engage in prostitution to survive. UN Women defines multiple forms of violence against women: Femicide, sexual violence, female genital mutilation, human trafficking, forced marriage, and online violence. Others, including the government of Australia, add financial / economic violence. Forced labor via human trafficking, as the women in the Asian massage parlors are forced to endure, is a form of economic as well as sexual violence. 

The Deliver Fund works to educate the public about human trafficking in massage parlors. Here are their signs that it’s an illicit business, a front for human trafficking:
1. Any sexual or erotic services are provided, or they advertise on illicit websites
2. The providers are wearing very little clothing
3. They refuse to service females
4. You have to buzz in to get into the business
5. The providers are not allowed to handle their own cash
6. The providers speak very little to no English
7.  The providers/employees are living in the parlor
8. The windows are completely covered or blacked out
9. The providers are transported to and from the parlor together and live in the same location
10. Providers are there for short periods of time, and new providers show up weekly or monthly
All the Asian massage parlors in my community are like this. In 2021, the city of Atlanta witnessed mass shootings at 3 massage parlors that were dens for human trafficking. Six women were murdered. This brought a lot of national attention to the issue, but still massage parlors are proliferating in strip malls and communities across America. As soon as people start questioning the business, the women are moved somewhere else. They’re never allowed to learn landmarks or the language. 

In 2023, police in Aurora, Colorado raided 3 Asian massage parlors. They found women being trafficked, shut all 3 businesses down, and helped the victims.

It’s not a unique problem to the US, either. The UK and Europe also has it, though not to the extent the US does. Prostitution is illegal in the United States, but by offering it under the table at a common business, traffickers largely evade detection. Additionally US law enforcement, through Homeland Security, is escalating attempts to crack down on human trafficking, but as you drive through many US communities, even sleepy suburbs, you continue to see the neon signs for Asian Massage Parlors. 
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This is an ongoing form of violence against women, perhaps one of the more egregious ones because it combines sexual coercion, i.e., forced prostitution, with economic violence, as the women have no resources to leave, and don’t get to keep the money they are given by customers. These women do not have standing with the state, in this case, the United States, to appeal for help. They’re not permitted to leave the business or form connections. They’re kept isolated and forced to provide sex acts. Communities have little idea that women are being trafficked within their jurisdictions because the business attempts to appear legitimate. 

We look to law enforcement to deal with this problem, but their job is to arrest criminals, not deal with trafficking victims. The US Department of Justice has made grants available to law enforcement and US District Attorneys offices to combat the issue, but it feels like this will forever be chasing the tail of the tiger because traffickers just move, and open new businesses in unsuspecting communities. Ideally, we’d social shame the users of these businesses, protest them, photo the men approaching them, as there is no right to privacy in the USA when you’re walking on a sidewalk or street. But that would require communities to become mobilized and engaged, and most people are busy earning a living, raising children, and tending to their responsibilities. There’s also the concern that when you try to help a human trafficking victim, you might actually make their situation worse. If the trafficker really is holding their family member back home hostage, or threatening harm to them, busting up the business could cause real harm far away, unknown to the would-be helper. 

I don’t have a ready solution to this problem, but wanted to bring it to your awareness as a form of violence against women that is not typically talked about.

Thank you for your attention.
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