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Effective July 1, 2016, the City of Johnston began requiring all massage therapy businesses to 

obtain a license to operate such a business within the city of Johnston. The primary purpose of 

this ordinance is to identify and address businesses that engage in the unauthorized practice of 

massage therapy and/or are involved in illegal activities which may include prostitution and 

human trafficking. Businesses that operate under the guise of massage therapy yet conduct 

various types of illegal activity are not good for the City nor are they good for the image of the 

massage therapy profession. The implementation of this ordinance better enables the City to 

proactively screen out, monitor and remove businesses that are engaged in illegal activity.  

 

A critical element in screening out potential businesses who may seek to conduct nefarious 

activities under the guise of a practicing massage therapist, is to have a thorough application 

process that allows for background screening of individuals who may engage in promoting 

prostitution or human trafficking. When the City’s ordinance took effect July 1st, all new and 

existing massage therapy businesses in Johnston were required to submit application materials 

that include:  applicant information, business manager information, credentials of all practicing 

massage therapists at the location; the application also gathered information about other places 

the applicant has owned or operated a massage therapy business as well as descriptions of 

previous licensing suspensions, revocations, denials and arrests for criminal offenses of the 

applicant, owner, manager, or practicing employee(s). 

 

In the first year after implementing this local ordinance, two specific examples from Johnston 

can be offered which demonstrate the need for a municipality’s ability to take proactive steps to 

screen out criminal enterprises that would otherwise operate as a legitimate storefront within a 

local community.  

 

EXAMPLE 1:  Each local massage therapy business was required to submit a business 

application for review beginning July 1st. One such business did so in Johnston and was denied a 

business license by the police chief after thorough background review. This business was denied 

licensure because the applicant intentionally provided misleading information on the application 

regarding the current ownership, management, and practicing employees’ residential addresses, 

offered misleading information about who the owner of the business was, gave incorrect tax ID 

information, and failed to disclose employee arrests in another state for prostitution and 

providing massages without a state license. The business was also found to be advertising its 

services on the “dark web” on known prostitution websites that had customer reviews giving 

explicit details about sexual encounters that brought forth additional public health and sanitation 

concerns. This business was served notice that their application was denied, and the operators 

chose to close and leave the area as law enforcement continued to work on establishing a 

criminal case against the owners/operators of the business. 



EXAMPLE 2:  In March the Johnston Police Department was notified of a new massage therapy 

business fitting the profile of an organization that may be a storefront for prostitution and human 

trafficking. Upon learning of this, the Department verified with the city clerk that a business 

license was not currently in process for the location. Police personnel also did an internet search 

on known prostitution websites where this business was found to be advertised. Next 

investigators made an unannounced visit to the establishment to determine the potential for 

criminal activity. Upon making contact at the business, detectives found two individuals working 

at the location who were not licensed by the State of Iowa for massage therapy. There was also 

no city business license for the facility. While conducting the on-site interviews, multiple male 

clients came to the business and quickly left upon observing a law enforcement presence. These 

individuals were non-compliant when approached by officials. Ultimately the police department 

compelled the business to temporarily close due to lack of business licensure and potential for 

sanctions until proper application procedures were followed and background investigations 

completed. This review is currently ongoing. 

 

 

The intent of the City of Johnston’s massage therapy business licensing procedure is to work 

collaboratively with the state licensing board to protect the community and the greater profession 

from illegal activities that are known to occur. These crimes frequently involve international 

criminal enterprises in which the actors, who were once victims themselves, are easily moved 

between regions of the country. Johnston’s ordinance provides local law enforcement with the 

tools necessary to endorse legitimate business practitioners while also shielding the profession 

from those who attempt to manipulate loopholes created for legitimate businesses. 

 


