Best Minneapolis Move? City Council Lifts 38‑Year Bathhouse Ban
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Shoppers of policy and culture have noticed a surprising shift: Minneapolis city councillors voted to repeal a 38‑year ban on adult bathhouses and sex venues, creating a licensing and zoning pathway for consensual spaces. It matters for public health, LGBTQ+ community spaces and long‑running debates over city priorities.
Essential Takeaways
Vote result: Nine councillors supported repeal, two opposed and one abstained, clearing the way for licensing and zoning rules. 
Policy change: The ordinance replaces an outright ban with a regulated framework and narrow indecency law exceptions. 
Community context: Supporters say bathhouses have historic importance as refuge and social space for LGBTQ+ communities. 
Concerns raised: Some councillors and residents worry about timing, public safety and budget priorities. 
Local precedent: Cities like St. Paul and Duluth already allow such venues under varying oversight.
What actually changed and why it feels historic
The council's vote removes a citywide prohibition first adopted in the late 1980s and replaces it with a mechanism to licence and zone adult bathhouses and sex venues. The move shifts the conversation from criminalisation to regulation, and that change is palpable , supporters spoke of relief and long overdue acknowledgement. According to local reporting, the ordinance also tweaks health‑code language to carve out limited exceptions to indecency rules so licensed venues can operate legally. It's a policy turn that reframes an old moral ban as a matter of municipal oversight.
A matter of public health, not just nightlife
Backers argue regulation allows the city to set hygiene and safety standards instead of driving venues underground. That's the argument made repeatedly in council debate: licensed operations can be inspected, must follow employee and patron safeguards, and can partner with public‑health outreach. Opponents countered that the city is facing budget shortfalls and those scarce resources should go to frontline services. The practical take: if these venues reopen, they’ll be subject to rules designed to protect patrons and neighbours , and that’s a different starting point to the ban that was rooted in another era’s panic.
Why LGBTQ+ advocates see this as restoration
For many in the queer community, bathhouses weren’t simply places for sex , they were social hubs, refuge and organising spaces before wider acceptance and legal protections. Councilmembers referenced that history in public comment, noting both the importance of those communal ties and the heavy policing of the past. Minneapolis has a fraught history here , including a notorious 1979 raid , and the repeal is being framed by supporters as correcting a discriminatory policy. Expect community groups to push for transparent licensing rules so venues work as safe, welcoming spaces.
The politics: who supported, who didn’t, and why it matters now
Nine councillors voted in favour, two voted against and one abstained, reflecting a council split that mixes progressive aims with pragmatic concerns. Some councillors cited constituent worries about safety and neighbourhood impacts, while others stressed restorative justice and inclusive nightlife. Commentators and local outlets have also highlighted similar moves in nearby cities , St. Paul and Duluth , showing a regional patchwork of approaches. Practically, the council still needs to develop detailed licensing guidelines and zoning designations before venues reopen.
How this will play out on the ground , what to watch next
Expect a months‑long rulemaking phase: city staff will draft licensing requirements, health inspections and zoning maps, and there will be public hearings. Neighbourhood groups will push for buffer zones or conditions; health departments will define sanitation standards; and operators will have to demonstrate compliance. For residents wondering about noise or safety, the important detail is that regulation gives the city tools to respond, whereas the old ban left fewer options. If you’re curious, watch council agendas and public‑health postings for draft rules and community input sessions.
It's a small change that could make a big difference for public health and community life , and the real test will be how the city turns policy into practical, well‑enforced standards.
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