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Four messages aim to draw attention to the role sex buyers
play in driving sexual exploitation during high-tourism
events
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As the clock struck midnight Monday, a billboard on Interstate
79 rotated between four blunt sports-themed messages.

“Buying Sex Is Not A Game”
“Buying Sex Is A Losing Play”

“Buying Sex Is A Serious Fumble”
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Anti-human trafficking advocates in
Pittsburgh on high alert over NFL Draft’s
massive crowds

“Buying Sex Is Out Of Bounds”

The messages were part of the latest public awareness campaign,
“Sex Buying Isn’t a Game,” from Rights4Girls, a national human
rights organization.

Positioned to catch traffic heading toward Downtown Pittsburgh,
the billboard is designed to reach commuters arriving for the
2026 NFL Draft, which local officials estimate could draw a
combined 500,000 and 700,000 people over the three days from
Thursday through Saturday.

The four messages aim to draw attention to the role sex buyers
play in driving sexual exploitation during high-tourism events.

“Too often we're focused on the traffickers or the victims, but we
rarely think about that third party in the transaction, which is the
sex buyer,” said Rights4Girls Executive Director Yasmin Vafa. “If
there was no buyer, there would be no business.”

More crowds, more demand

Monday’s billboard release comes on the heels of other
campaigns from the organization over the past year, surrounding
events such as the Daytona 500, the MLB All-Star Game in
Atlanta and a dozen cities hosting the NCAA men’s basketball
tournament games.

The accompanying images — a football, helmet, whistle and
player — are also intentionally sports-themed and meant to grab
attention.
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Ahead of NFL Draft, panel warns of trafficking
risks tied to large events

The messaging with each billboard is intentionally “simple and
provocative,” Ms. Vafa said.

Designed by Krystal Ferguson, principal creative and brand
strategist at Unkanny Designs in Maryland, the billboard aims

to spark conversation among the general public, whether that be
commuters living and working in Pittsburgh or tourists driving in
for the dratft.

Advocates say large-scale events can create conditions where
exploitation becomes easier to hide — more crowds, packed
hotels and a surge of disposable income.

“Of course, we're proud Pittsburgh is hosting this year’s NFL
Draft, but we must still recognize how the same characteristics
that make the Steel City a terrific, welcoming place can also
attract traffickers and sex buyers seeking to exploit the most
vulnerable among us,” Annalisa Gibbs, founder and executive
director of Eden’s Farm, said in a release announcing the
billboard Monday.

Rights4Girls points to past law enforcement operations tied to
major sporting events as evidence of that pattern, in addition to
testimony from survivors.

In San Antonio last year, eight sex trafficking victims were
recovered during the NCAA men’s basketball Final Four,
according to the group.

Other events, including recent Super Bowls, have led to dozens of
arrests tied to incidents of men attempting to have sex with
minors and other trafficking-related offenses.

Still, some experts and law enforcement often caution against
overstating a direct causal link between a single event and
trafficking, instead emphasizing that exploitation is an ongoing
issue that happens “365 days a year.”

“I think there are people who have, and sometimes continue to,
misspeak in describing these events as large human-trafficking
events, and that's not exactly correct,” Ms. Vafa said.

“What we're saying is that when you have tens of thousands of
people converge on a city and large numbers of men with
disposable income coming to celebrate and engage in festivities
surrounding an event, there is a very large chance that they will
seek to engage in commercial sex acts, and traffickers will seek to
profit off that.”

Buyers unmasked

The “Sex Buying Isn’t a Game” campaign also draws on
Rights4Girls’ work of bringing buyers of commercial sex out of
the shadows and to the forefront of discussions.

In January 2025, the organization put out a report, “Buyers
Unmasked,” that drew on online forums where men openly
discuss purchasing sex. It featured quotes from sex buyers
around the U.S., revealing that many were aware of signs of
coercion or exploitation but engaged in the acts anyway.

“We're really trying to get people to think about the fact that,
would sex buyers not be engaging in this behavior, we wouldn't
even have trafficking,” Ms. Vafa said.

The billboard in the Pittsburgh area is expected to run for about a
week, spanning the lead-up to and the duration of the draft.

Additional campaigns are planned in the coming weeks and
months around other major events, including the Kentucky
Derby in Louisville, Ky., next week and the World Cup in cities
around the country beginning in June.

And while the crowds will leave Pittsburgh once the draft wraps,
advocates say the issue of the billboards should remain top of
mind.

“It’s crucial for people to realize that in the shadows of all the
celebration, there can be a dark underbelly of trafficking and
exploitation,” Ms. Vafa said. “But, to be clear, trafficking doesn’t
simply disappear once an event skips town.”
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Stephana Ocneanu joined the Post-Gazette's news
and investigations team in 2024. Her reporting covers
Western Pennsylvania's social services, politics and
systemic issues ranging from housing to policing.
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