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Introduction 
As your local government becomes aware of instances of commercial sex 
posing as massage therapy or bodywork, they may assume that the 
problem is with the massage and bodywork professions. They may assume 
that massage and bodywork are not healthcare at all. They may not bother 
to differentiate between the practice of therapeutic massage and the crimes 
of commercial sex and sex trafficking, and they may write up their 
ordinances accordingly. 

If you think it can't happen in your community, you may be in for a rude 
awakening sooner than later. This has actually happened in many 
communities throughout the country. Sex trafficking exists in cities and 
towns of all sizes, and local governments are scrambling to deal with it—
with or without input from the massage industry. See the first entry in the 
Not-in-our-name blog for a case study of how this very situation has 
unfolded in Evanston, Illinois.  

 

The good news is that city councils are open to being 
educated on the issue 

Even if your community is already experiencing the above scenario and 
indiscriminate legislation has already been proposed, you can still engage 
in the process early and participate in city council meetings. Let them 
know you are there to: 
 

1. Educate them about the value of massage and bodywork as a 
healthcare profession, the training and credentialing required of 
professionals, and to completely differentiate this from the criminal 
exploitation of women known as prostitution and human 
trafficking. 

2. Protect the practice rights of yourself and your colleagues 
3. Work in partnership with them to help address the social problems 

of prostitution and human trafficking. See a sample letter to 
policymakers here:  http://tinyurl.com/mtLegislative 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



How to draft an ordinance that 
protects our right to practice, keeps 
criminals out, and puts us in 
partnership with law enforcement  
 
There are concrete steps we can take, preemptively or after a crime has 
occurred to draw a protective circle around our profession. These will help 
ensure that a local storefront business license cannot be obtained by 
anyone with a criminal record and place us in productive partnership with 
local law enforcement. The following have proven successful: 
 
1. The city council should adopt a "Massage and Bodywork 
Establishment License."  This is a specialized license that all facilities 
offering massage and bodywork services should have, whether massage & 
bodywork is their primary operation or not.  The majority of brothels 
exploiting trafficked women pose as "mixed-use" establishments like 
"salons" or "spas", because regulation of those establishments often slips 
under the radar. This license should include criminal background checks 
for non-therapist owners, and should include operational criteria specifying 
things that establishments may not do, such as operate between the hours 
of 10pm-6am, or advertise the physical characteristics of therapists. 
 
What is an establishment license? Don't we already have state-issued 
licenses? 
 
An establishment license governs physical locations only. If your state has 
a massage licensing law, it is almost assuredly only regulating your ability 
- as an individual - to practice for compensation. Cities still have the right 
to regulate whether or not you own and operate a physical storefront. In 
most cities, massage and bodywork therapists wanting to open a storefront 
already need some sort of city-issued business license, usually a "general 
business license." A "massage and bodywork establishment license" would 
be a specialized license that a storefront owner would apply for instead of 
a general business license. So it should not create too much additional cost, 
since it doesn't double-up on the existing business license requirement, but 
rather replaces it. 
 
If properly done, following proven models used by communities 
nationwide, it should be effectively impossible for criminals to get an 
establishment license, and the existence of a well-worded establishment 
license makes it easy for law enforcement officials to shut criminals down 
on the off chance that they do get a license.   
 



2.  The council should also adopt "Registration Ordinances" for 
massage therapists or bodyworkers who aren't currently subjected to 
criminal background checks, fingerprinting, and professional 
credential checks at the state level.  These checks are standard practice 
for the healthcare professions, and it is reasonable to ask all practicing 
massage and bodywork professionals to go through the process.  Such an 
ordinance will allow practitioners to submit to such checks at a local level 
for a one-time fee, resulting in a city-issued Registration Card that will be 
required to practice. 
 
The massage and bodywork professions work collaboratively on legislative 
issues through the Federation of Massage, Bodywork and Somatic 
Practice Organizations (FMBS). Some professional therapists, such as 
Asian Bodywork Therapists (shiatsu, tui na, and other Chinese-Medicine 
based forms), have their own board exams and credentialing requirements, 
which vary from the requirements of massage therapists, and may be 
pursuing their own separate state licenses, since their skill set varies 
substantially from the massage therapy skill set. 
 
Under the agreements worked out through the Federation, massage and 
bodywork therapists agree to respect one another’s legislative aims and 
support each other’s right to practice. Please make sure that any efforts you 
undertake do not work at cross-purposes with the legislative aims of the 
Federation or its members. A link to the Federation legislative papers is 
found at the bottom of this section. 
 
City-level Registration of those who are not state-licensed allows those 
professionals to plug into standard background checks and credential 
checks while respecting the legislative aims of those who legitimately 
should not be required to call themselves massage therapists. 
 
Failure to accommodate the Federation legislative principles will result in 
a substantial part of the massage & bodywork communities being opposed 
to suggested legislation.  Such internal opposition will be very damaging 
and will doom any prospective legislation. 
 
The following are principles guiding what should be and should not be in 
proposed legislation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Massage and Bodywork 
Establishment License: What goes in, 
what stays out  
 
What should go in: 
 

1.    Definitions of "massage," "bodywork," "massage & bodywork 
establishment" and other relevant terms. 

a. Find a complete list of suggested definitions here:  
http://tinyurl.com/mt-defins 

2.    Specification that all establishments offering massage and 
bodywork services need to have an establishment license. 
Exemptions may need to be made for certain specific offices of 
other healthcare professionals, such as offices of physical 
therapists, doctors, chiropractors, occupational therapists, or others. 

3.    Application criteria, including requirements that all therapists hold 
either a state-issued license or a city-issued registration, and 
requirements that all owners (whether or not they are therapists), 
also submit to criminal background checks and fingerprinting, 
which is a standard practice for all healthcare workers. 

a. Find a list of suggested application criteria here:  
http://tinyurl.com/mt-app-criteria 

4.    Specification that all therapists offering outcall services, although 
not required to hold an Establishment License, must possess a 
state-issued practice license or a city registration card. 

5.    Operations requirements specifying the activities that an 
establishment may not engage in. These are the criteria that allow 
us as professionals to define what legal and illegal activity is, 
instead of having it be arbitrarily imposed. In this section, the 
activities engaged in only by brothels can be specified as 
unallowable. Examples include "No advertising will suggest or 
describe the physical characteristics of massage therapists or 
bodyworkers," and, "No portion of any business premises used in 
any way for or by a massage and bodywork business shall be kept 
open for any purpose between the hours of 10:00 PM and 6:00 
AM."   

a. Find a complete list of suggested operational criteria  
here:  http://tinyurl.com/mt-op-criteria 

 



What should stay out: 
 

1.  Any reference to the terms "massage parlor", "illicit massage" and 
similar terms.  Commercial sex is neither massage therapy nor 
bodywork therapy. Commercial sex is commercial sex. If an 
establishment pretends to offer massage or bodywork services, but 
instead offers sexual services, a crime is being committed. This is 
not massage, and the establishment is not a “massage parlor” or a 
“massage establishment” or an “Asian Bodywork establishment” or 
an "illicit massage establishment."  It is a house of prostitution, and 
there is a significant statistical chance that the establishment is 
operated by—or the woman is individually being exploited by—
organized criminal elements that engage in the human trafficking 
of women from around the globe, in high concentrations from 
southeast Asia and South America. 

2.   Any exemptions for "mixed-use" establishments such as salons or 
spas. All establishments offering any massage or bodywork 
services must be required to have a "Massage and Bodywork 
Establishment License" 

3.   Regulation through Zoning Special Use hearing processes. This is 
critical for therapists to understand. There are two primary ways in 
which cities can regulate storefront establishments. One is through 
the business licensing process, in which very specific criteria are 
drawn up that apply to all businesses uniformly. This is almost 
always the preferred approach for us, because therapists can play 
an active role in writing these criteria at the time the ordinance is 
enacted. The other way is through the "Special Use" zoning 
process. All businesses receive scrutiny from a city's Department of 
Zoning. If the city passes an ordinance requiring massage and 
bodywork establishments to have a "Special Use" hearing before 
receiving zoning approval, it means that your application for a 
business license might be denied for any reason, based on the 
arbitrary criteria applied by whoever is currently sitting on the 
Zoning Committee. They may or may not be adequately informed 
on the issues. As such, it seems most appropriate to instead self-
regulate through the business licensing criteria, rather than through 
zoning hearings. 

4.   Anything that restricts the right of bodyworkers to practice, if they 
are legitimately allowed to practice without a state-issued license 
under current state law. The massage and bodywork communities 
need to present a united front, and it's important to make sure that a 
local ordinance doesn't interfere with a bodyworker's right to 
practice. 

 
 
 



 
Massage or Bodyworker Registration 
Ordinances: What goes in 
 
Firstly, if massage therapists or bodyworkers already are licensed by the 
state, they should not be required to undergo redundant local checks. For 
example, if a state has a Massage Licensing Act that provides a licensing 
route for MTs but exempts some bodywork therapists, the wording in the 
local "massage and bodywork establishment license" might read: 
 

A. State License required. No person shall engage in massage for 
compensation, unless the person has a valid state license issued 
pursuant to the Massage Licensing Act (insert public act number of 
your state's licensing act) 

B. Registration required. No person shall engage in bodywork for 
compensation, unless the person has been registered with the City 
pursuant to the Bodyworker Registration Ordinance. 

 
In the above example, the city enacts only a "Bodyworker Registration 
Act", not a “Massage Therapist Registration Act”, since MTs already have 
a practice licensed issued by the state. The Bodyworker Registration Act 
itself then includes the following checks: 
 

1.    Fingerprinting 
2.   Criminal background check. The offenses that disqualify one for a 

registration card would ideally be the same as those specified by a 
state's Massage Licensing Act.  Usual examples include offenses 
involving use of violence against another, sex offenses, controlled 
substance acts, use of weapons. 

a. (Both 1 & 2 are a standard practice for healthcare 
workers) 

3.    Current and valid proof of professional liability insurance (this also 
serves as a check that the practitioner has a valid professional 
credential. We can defer to the insurance companies' ability to do 
appropriate credential checking, rather than asking city 
governments to attempt to verify appropriate credentials from all 
potential applicants) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

If you intend to initiate local 
legislative efforts, here is the research 
you should do in advance: 
 

1. Read the "Legislative Packet" published by the Federation of 
Therapeutic Massage, Bodywork and Somatic Practice 
Organizations.  

 
This Federation is a partnership between the national professional 
membership organizations including the American Massage Therapy 
Association, American Organization for Bodywork Therapies of Asia, 
Feldenkrais Guild of North America, International Association of 
Structural Integrators, and many more.  It details the legislative approaches 
that the national leadership of all the organizations have agreed on, 
including protecting one another's right to practice. By reading this packet, 
you will be on the same page as national organizers, and won't be working 
at cross-purposes. 
The packet can be found here: http://www.federationmbs.org/ 
 

2. Read and understand your state's Massage and/or Bodywork 
Licensing Act. 

You need to understand how the state law affects massage therapists and 
bodyworkers. Can bodywork therapists practice without a massage 
license?  Are they licensed separately? Do they need to meet certain 
criteria to legally practice without a massage license? The massage and 
bodywork communities need to present a united front, and it's important to 
make sure that a local ordinance doesn't interfere with a bodyworker's right 
to practice. If bodyworkers aren't presently required to submit to 
fingerprinting and a criminal background check under state law, a local 
Bodyworker Registration Ordinance should be passed to require local 
fingerprinting and background checks, resulting in a city-issued 
Registration Card. The Registration Ordinance should also check valid and 
current professional liability insurance for bodyworkers, which provides a 
relatively thorough method of checking that they have appropriate 
professional credentials. 
 
Click here for a list of the state offices that regulate the practice of massage 
and bodywork:  http://tinyurl.com/mtStates 
The website of the appropriate office should have a link to the state 
massage laws. This list is subject to change. Check with your professional 
membership organization's legislative department to make sure you have 
current information. 
 



 

3. Read the rest of the Not In Our Name Toolkit thoroughly! 
Practice discussing these issues with other therapists, friends and family 
first, to get comfortable with the language and the common questions that 
people might come up with. 
 

4. Contact your local Chamber of Commerce, and speak to the 
government relations contact person. 

It is critical to have the support of the business community in your town. 
Meet the appropriate contacts and educate them. Make sure they're willing to 
advocate for you with the city council. They will be able to help you 
understand the workings of your local city government, so that you are 
prepared to apply these principles within your unique local situation. 
 

5. Solicit the support of your local MT and Bodywork community 
Please organize meetings about this issue within your professional 
community prior to bringing the issue to city officials. It is damaging to have 
the professional community working at cross-purposes, so it is important that 
everyone understands what is at stake and why these solutions are needed. 
Using the methods introduced in the rest of this Toolkit, you may wish to do 
some research into identifying problem establishments that may already be 
operating in your community. This is a ticking time bomb waiting to go off, 
and rooting them out will serve to galvanize local interest in preemptively 
addressing the problem. 
 

6. Don’t Panic! 
You have a whole support network of clients, colleagues, and friends in the 
business community who can support you in educating city officials and 
establishing healthy partnerships between the massage & bodywork 
community and local law enforcement. This may be a great opportunity to 
mobilize that community and step into your role as a community leader.  
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