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Bad Touch
Restrictions may hurt legit massage parlors without fixing SF’s prostitution 
or human trafficking problems. 

By Chris Roberts

The Bay Area has become a hub 
for money and influence in the era of 
global capitalism. Just look at our new 
skyscrapers, funded by Chinese capital, 
and new Bay Bridge, built with Chinese 
steel. But San Francisco is also a hotbed 
for a less savory impact of the global 
economy — human trafficking. 

� e FBI in 2009 identifi ed San 
Francisco as a nexus for the modern-
day slave trade. Traffi  cked people can 
include coerced domestic workers 
and garment factory coolies as well 
as young people lured to the country 
under the false promise of legitimate 
employment and forced to work as 
prostitutes at one of the city’s roughly 
300 massage establishments. As 
many as half of the city’s massage 
parlors are fronts for the sex trade, 
the city’s Department of Public Health 
acknowledges, and many — nobody 
knows for sure how many — are 
believed to also “employ” workers 
traffi  cked here.

In the past six years, the city has 
passed a series of laws intended to 
crack down on classic “rub-and-tug” 
establishments while letting legiti-
mate massage therapists do business 
unmolested. So far, nothing much has 
changed. Dozens of parlors off er sex 
acts, and it’s easy to fi nd which ones. 
Online sites like “rubmaps.com” off er 
this information in sometimes-graphic 
detail, down to the dollar amount re-
quired and the sex workers’ names. 

You’d think the police could do 
something about this. � e problem is 
that massage parlors are not the Police 
Department’s problem — a 2004 law 
signed by then-Mayor Willie Brown put 
massage parlors under the purview 
of health workers. A 2008 state 
law intended to sanction 
legitimate massage estab-
lishments also created a 
loophole to avoid health 
inspections that’s been ex-
ploited by sex parlors.

� e latest problem, 
massage therapists say, is 
the third and most-recent 
attempt by Sunset District 
Supervisor Katy Tang to address 
the massage parlor problem 
via legislation rather than 
law enforcement. For 
one thing, the leg-
islation draws 
no distinction 
between the 
barred-window, 
late-night, red-
light massage par-
lors in places like 
the Tenderloin 
and such well-lit, 
daytime-hours 
operations as 
London Elise’s 
Soothe SF, a skin 
care spa near 
Masonic Ave-
nue that also 
off ers massage.

Under Tang’s new restrictions, both 
kinds of establishments will need per-
mits from the Department of Public 
Health and sign-off  from city 

building inspectors. New and existing 
massage establishments also will have 
to adhere to zoning restrictions, and 
some establishments will need an ex-
pensive “conditional use permit” from 
the city’s Planning Department. � ere 
are exceptions carved out, but Elise and 
other practitioners say the process will 
put some legitimate massage therapists 
out of business while leaving the broth-
els untouched.

“It’s the brothels,” Elise said, “that 
will be able to aff ord this.”

In an interview, Tang 
said the new law was 
crafted with input from 
massage therapists, some 
of whom took advantage 
of that 2008 state law 
to avoid securing a city 
permit — and for whom 
the carve-outs, a so-called 
“legitimization program,” 
were created. 

“We were very generous 
with that program,” Tang 
said. “Honestly, the only 
people having problems are 
the ones who weren’t fol-
lowing the rules before.”

Elise isn’t so sure. She 
said she’s worried her tiny 
two-room studio won’t 
pass muster due to a lack 
of sprinklers. Meanwhile, 
any john looking for a happy 
ending has dozens of op-
tions to choose from.

“� ey should either just 
legalize prostitution and 
have a diff erent way of track-
ing them,” Elise said, with a 

rueful laugh, “or 
just prosecute.”

It appears 
the city has 
opted for a 
solution closer 

to the former.

SUCKA FREE CITYNEWS Sportsball 
Victory 
— Again!
By Benjamin Wachs

How did the Bay Area 
celebrate the Warriors’ NBA 
Championship win?

■ We tried rioting in different 
neighborhoods this time.

■ Built a Warriors themed app.

■ Tweeted like we’ve never 
tweeted before.

■ Were twice as sex-positive.

■ Argued about Elon Musk’s 
plan to make the NBA obsolete 
by using nanites.

■ Burned a 60-foot wooden man 
holding a basketball.

■ Used the occasion to raise 
awareness of social justice issues.

■ Finally came out to our families.

■ Wasted water.

■ Broke down imagining how 
happy this has made all the bullies 
who tortured us in high school.

■ Stopped talking about gentrifi-
cation for, like, 10 minutes.

■ Shrugged and said, “Eh.  
Sportsball.”

Unwelcome 
Advances
Airbnb deploys an icon of 
heartland sincerity to lure 
in skeptical SF Pride revelers.

“Homespun Americana horse-
shit.” � at’s how longtime San Francisco 
resident Patrick Connors describes Airb-
nb’s Welcome Wagon, a mobile porch-
front crisscrossing the city to promote 
the company’s sponsorship of SF Pride.

Last week, the wagon parked at 
the Mission Pool and Playground on 
Valencia. On off er were free pineap-
ple and beet juice, DIY crafts, and a 
crowdsourced community Pride fl ag. 
Although passersby were intrigued, 
the wagon’s presence was anything 

but welcome for the half dozen 
activists who gathered to protest a 
company they call emblematic of the 
“siphoning economy.” 

According to a 2014 report pre-
sented to the Board of Supervisors, 
Airbnb alone has kept between 925 
and 1,960 units off  the housing mar-
ket. In the Mission, 29 percent of 
potential rentals were listed on the 
home-sharing website. 

“Folksy expressions like ‘welcome 
wagon’ give a mom-and-pop feel to 
what is really corporate greed and a 
disregard for the broader community,” 
said Sue Englander, a professor at 
San Francisco State University, who 
passed out fl iers declaring THE MIS-
SION WANTS HOUSING, NOT HO-
TELS. Behind her, three young hype 
girls in Airbnb tank tops bounced 
serenely to muzak.

Even as it closes in on a $24 
billion valuation, Airbnb seems de-
termined to charm a city that hasn’t 
exactly embraced it. On June 18, the 
company released a video featuring 
two retirees on a fi xed income who 
rely on Airbnb for extra income. � e 
company also posted data indicating 
it brought $469 million to the city’s 
economy last year. � e Welcome 
Wagon not only seeks to affi  rm 
Airbnb’s LGBT bona fi des but also 
the company’s vision of itself as a 
community-builder.

Connors doesn’t buy the market-
ing. “It’s tone deaf,” he said. “Nobody 
thinks that way except someone in a 
goddamn boardroom.”

On June 16, the Harvey Milk 
Democratic Club published an open 
letter to the San Francisco Pride 
board that echoes Connors’ cynicism: 

“� ese companies in particular are 
bullying and buying their way into 
our community’s good graces ... � ey 
are profi ting off  of our homes, our 
names, and our identities.” � e letter 
went on to question why the Pride 
board didn’t partner with the many 
unionized hotels in the city instead.

As an Airbnb employee gave some-
one a temporary tattoo, a couple of 
activists nearby took potshots at the 
Welcome Wagon. “Looks like a planta-
tion porch,” one said. “Don’t drink the 
Airbnb Kool-Aid,” another shouted 
to an Urban Outfi tters-esque couple 
enticed by the free juice. 

Amy Farah Weiss, a self-pro-
claimed YIMBY and mayoral candi-
date, lounged against the playground 
gate, waiting for people to sign her 
petition calling for Airbnb to be 
more transparent about city regis-

tration laws. (San Francisco requires 
Airbnb hosts to register with the 
Planning Department.)

“I wish that Airbnb would have 
trained all of their outreach employ-
ees in the specifi cs of local rules so 
tenants know to check their lease 
fi rst,” she said. Since the company is 
off ering a $500 “travel bonus” for San 
Franciscans who list their spaces in 
June, it’s unlikely that transparency 
will trump inventory. 

Connors jokes that the theme of 
this year’s Pride is “eviction assis-
tance.” In press releases, Airbnb bills 
itself Pride’s “alternative accommo-
dation partner.” But with its rainbow 
decor and marigold fl ower boxes, the 
Welcome Wagon evokes something 
else — an alternative reality. One 
where everyone is too carefree to wor-
ry about eviction. Jeremy Lybarger

Fred Noland


