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OFFICE OF THE SHERIFF 
RICHARD J. DALEY CENTER 

COOK COUNTY 
CHICAGO, ILLINOIS 60602 

 
THOMAS J. DART 
            SHERIFF 

 

June 29, 2015 
 
Mr. Charles W. Scharf 
Chief Executive Officer 
Visa Incorporated 
P.O. Box 8999 
San Francisco, CA  94128-8999 
 
Members of the Board of Directors, Visa Incorporated, 
 
Dear Mr. Scharf and Members of the Board of Directors, 
 
As the Sheriff of Cook County, a father and a caring citizen, I write to request that your 
institution immediately cease and desist from allowing your credit cards to be used to place 
ads on  websites like Backpage.com, which we have objectively found to promote 
prostitution and facilitate online sex trafficking. 
  
After years of unchecked growth in the online sex trade, it has become increasingly 
indefensible for any corporation to continue to willfully play a central role in an industry 
that reaps its cash from the victimization of women and girls across the world. 
 
Sex trafficking is among the most pervasive and persistent of social evils. It is one that law 
enforcement strives daily to mitigate to reduce the number of victims. Yet, the unfettered 
proliferation of websites like Backpage.com has provided this violent industry with a mask 
of normalcy, driving demand ever higher and increasing the enslavement of prostituted 
individuals, including children. 
 
In just one month this spring, Backpage.com posted 1,461,227 ads in its “Adult Escort” 
section in the United States. I challenge you to find an ad in that section that is not selling 
sex. Most of them even include prices, hotel locations, nude photos and, increasingly, 
videos. Still, this deluge of ads is just a comparative drop in the bucket as Backpage.com 
now operates in over 80 countries.   
 
In the Chicago area – where I’m charged with eradicating such trafficking – more than 
20,000 prostitution ads are placed every month on Backpage.com, according to an outside 
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analysis.i  In more than 800 instances, we have responded to a Backpage ad and each and 
every time we have made an arrest for crimes ranging from prostitution to child 
trafficking. My officers could spend every day answering ads and setting up stings and they 
would not be able to put a dent in such traffic.   
 
Key to this growth is the sense of normalcy that credit card institutions provide by allowing 
traffickers to pay for their ads with credit cards, just as if they were placing an ad for a used 
car or buying a book on Amazon. That flood of ads makes the practice of buying sex appear 
increasingly normal and harmless to Johns across the country. As the demand then rises, 
the supply – women and girls – is increased, often through coercion and violence. 
  
For years, law enforcement agencies and advocacy organizations have screamed and 
howled about Backpage.com and similar sites to no avail.ii But Congress is too hamstrung to 
act and the Courts continue to follow antiquated laws to the point of nonsensical 
outcomes.iii 
  
But such absurdity is no excuse for institutions to ignore their own rules, precedents and 
their own sense of decency. To the contrary, institutions such as yours have the moral, 
social and legal right to step up on this pervasive problem and make a fundamental and 
everlasting difference. 
  
Your own credit card user and merchant “Terms of Use” clearly give you the right to cancel 
or block transactions over activities that can impair your brand’s reputation.  
  
Financial institutions have the legal duty to file “Suspicious Activity Reports” to authorities 
in cases of human trafficking and sexual exploitation of minors.iv  In fact, the Justice 
Department's criminal head recently said banks may need to go beyond filing suspicious 
activity reports when they encounter a risky customer: “We encourage those institutions to 
consider whether to take more action: specifically, to alert law enforcement authorities 
about the problem.”v   
   
Meanwhile, the financial industry has already decided to block specific transactions and 
close certain accounts in other cases, for both legal and illegal industries. Chase Bank, 
JPMorgan and PayPal have closed accounts for various adult entertainers, online sex toy 
sales and pornography activities.  The institutions cited “reputational risk” or “high risk” as 
reasons for closing the accounts.vi 
  
Both Visa and MasterCard have blocked their cards from being used in certain online 
gambling transactions. Credit cards can’t be used in many cases for medical and 
recreational marijuana purchases, even though they are legal activities in those states.vii 
Recently, American Express decided to stop allowing its cards to be used to buy ads in the 
adult section of Backpage.com. 
  
If the industry has decided not to allow credit cards to be used to gamble, buy pot or watch 
pornography, then why  allow them to be used to facilitate prostitution, even in cases of 
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child sex trafficking? Make no mistake: Your cards have and will continue to be used to buy 
ads that sell children for sex on sites like Backpage.com.   
  
If you think I’m being hyperbolic, I ask you to please go to Backpage.com and click on the 
ads for ‘escorts,’ ‘dom & fetish’ or ‘adult jobs.’ There you will easily be able to check out 
hourly rates and nude photos of women and girls across your area, even for a ‘young, 
young, young, pretty girl,’ as was recently posted in Chicago. 
  
Now, click on the blue ‘Post Ad’ button at the top of the Web site. After you click through a 
bevy of laughable rules, you will see familiar credit card icons: the ubiquitous red and 
yellow globes of MasterCard and the blue and gold bars of Visa.  
  
For every one of the millions of ads on Backpage.com alone, your institution is making 
money. But at what cost to your image, our society and to those thousands of victims? 
  
The use of credit cards in this violent industry implies an undeserved credibility and sense 
of normalcy to such illicit transactions and only serves to increase demand. You now have a 
chance to reverse the trend and join in the fight to help protect vulnerable and victimized 
women and children. 
 
Within the next week, please provide me with contact information for an individual within 
your organization that I can work with on this issue. 
 
Sincerely,  

 
Thomas J. Dart 
Cook County Sheriff
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Cc:  Visa Investors: 
 
Frederick William McNabb III 
Vanguard Group, Inc. 
 
Abigail Pierrepont Johnson 
Fidelity Management and Research Co. 
 
James Kennedy 
T. Rowe Price Associations, Inc. 
 
Joseph L. Hooley 
State Street Corp. 
 
Laurence D. Fink 
BlackRock Fund Advisors 
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