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Counterleiting has become the erime
of the 21st century. But behind the
seemingly innoce ent facade of a fake
handbaglies the tragic world of child
labor. Jan Goodwin reports

- eve all become used to seeing fakes for
sale on the sidewalks, but as counter-
feiters have grown ever more skilled at
reproducing luxury goods, more and
more of us risk being the victims of un-
wittingly  purchas-

ing a knockoff. Just ask my fashionable colleague
who had this rude awakening at a recent cocktail
party: She was nibbling on canapés, a designer
bag in the crook of her arm, when a publicist for
the brand came over to chat and asked her
where shed bought her handbag. My colleague
had received it from her boyfriend—a much-
loved first-anniversary gift—and hed found it
online at a great price. “That bag is a fake,” the
publicist informed her. My colleague asked her
how she could tell and was shown the subtle
difference in stitcching—almost invisible to the
naked eye—that separated her handbag from
the genuine thing. She was mortified.

Design houses are constantly plagued by
high-end fakes being sold on e-commerce sites,
Tiffany & Co. is currently suing eBay, the world’s largest online
auction site, for allowing the sale of counterfeits, and Gucci filed
suit against some 30 websites in the United States last year and is
currently tackling at least 100 more.

“There isnt a day we don' receive calls from customers com-
plaining that they have purchased products from unscrupulous
sellers on websites and received products thar do nor look real or
are falling apart,” says Jonathan Moss, legal counsel for Gueci in
the United States. “It’s the biggest problem by far for us.”

Today it is estimated that intellectual-property theft—the business
of counterfeit and pirated goods—costs the world economy a
whopping $600 billion a year. Losses to U.S. businesses alone come
to $200 billion to $250 billion, according to Kevin Delli-Colli,
depury assistant director of financial and trade investigations ar U.S.
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Immigration and Customs Enforcement.
Roughly two-thirds of these fakes—includ-
ing copies of such coveted brands as Cartier,
Dior, Hermés, Louis Vuitton, Rolex, and
Van Cleef & Arpels—are produced in China,
making it the counterfeit capital of the world.
Along with Korea and Taiwan, China is now
specializing in tiple-A mirror-image knock-
offs so close to perfect, even the experts have
trouble identifying them as fakes.

Shanghai and Beijing are rapidly becoming the glittering cities
of the future, where the more than 250,000 Chinese “dollar mil-
lionaires” can now live a life of luxury. International accounting
firm Ernst & Young predicts that within a decade, China will
surpass the United States as the world’s second-largest consumer
of luxury goods (Japan is the largest). Yer, at the same time,
China’s economic restructuring has seen massive unemployment
and the collapse of the rural economy. And with the rapid rise of
school fees, which can sometimes exceed what a farmer carns in a
year, it has become impossible for many children to continue
their education. As a result, parents have little choice but to send
their sons and daughters to work, not realizing how deplorable
conditions for them may be. »
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f you buy fakes, even of high-price name
brands, you run a risk of buying some-
thing that has been produced by a child
forced to work under horrendous con-
ditions,” says Sharon Hom, executive
director of the New York—based organi-
zation Human Rights in China. According to one
study by the International Labour Organization,
some 44.6 million 10- to 14-year-olds were work-
ing in Asia a decade ago. “The number is much
higher now,” says Hom, a Hong Kong—born law- .Thousands ;
of counterfeit
yer. In some enterprises in China, recent rcports GUiCiEEl
indicate that child workers make up as much as 20 confisgated
percent of the workforce.

Wang Yajuan was one of these
workers. Because her facher was
incapacitated from heart disease
and the family needed help with
his hefry medical bills, she was
working at a textile factory, near
Shijiazhuang City, Hebei Prov- o
ince, when she was 14. Along Fake Dior and
with other children, she toiled Gueci shoes ol
at least 12 hours a day, 7 days a fgizﬂiﬁ:ﬁiiiﬁ :
weel, and sleprina ramshackle ° :

factory dorm, unheated in the frigid win- “IfYOU blly fakes,

ter. Exhausted after their long worlday,
Yajuan and her four roommates lit a prim-

itive charcoal stove one night in Decem- something th&t

ber 2004 and went to sleep in the poorly
ventilated room. In the morning they were
found unconscious from inhaling charcoal a Cll 11C
fumes and declared dead. The factory
owner ordered that the girls’ bodies be

in Switzerland™

heavy machinery resulting
in injury and death,” re-
ports Hom.

In China it is illegal for
children under 16 to worlk,
but the laws are not always
enforced. Compounding the
matter are regulations issued
in 2000 by the Ministry of
Labor and Social Security
mandating that child-labot
statistics, like many othes
labor statistics, be classifiec
as state Secrets.

The implementation ©
anticounterfeiting  laws i
similarly hampered. “The laws are on th
books in Beijing, but local authorities in thi
sprawling country usually lack the resource
and motivation to enforce them,” says Bruc
Lehman, a lawyer and chairman of tt
International Intellectual Property Tnstitu
in Washington, D.C. “Another problem i
under Chinese law, it is criminal to mal
counterfeit goods, but not to export them

Under international pressure, the Cl
nese Supreme People’s Court and Procw

yOU runa I'lSk Of bUYlﬂg torate jointly issued new standards agait

intellectual-property crimes in Decemt
2004, but theres still a long way to |

has bee.n prOdU-CEd b:V “There has been an increase in prose

Orce tions and convictions, but the base 3

low, so an increase in convictions of 50

tO ‘V\Tork undel‘ cent is still not enough to have much of

sealed in coffins immediately and sent off hOITQ].'ldOUS Conditions” impact,” says Joe Simone, 2 lawyer :

for cremation. A later investigation re-
vealed that at least two of the girls had still been alive when
they were entombed.

Despite the local government’s effort to suppress what had
happened, news of the tragedy leaked out, highlighting the issue
of underage workers in China. Their circumstances often
rantamount to slave labor, most employees earn 2 fraction of the
minimum wage, if they are paid at all. Their hours may start as
carly as 7 A.M. and not end unil the following day, according to
the China Labour Bulletin, an activist organization in Hong
Kong. Children as young as 12 and 13 are expected to work
chese brutal hours, day in and day our, with sometimes only one
day off a year.

Even state schools contribute to this crisis. More than a decade
ago, with the encouragement of the government, local authorities
began instituting mandatory “work and study” programs t© fund
undersubsidized schools. Children as young as 7 can be required to
work from 6 AM. until dark; if they don’t comply, they may be de-
nied diplomas or fined. “Tragically there have been accidents with
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spokesman for the Luxury Goods Tndw
Working Group of the Quality Brands Protection Commit
based in Beijing, which counts among its members Burbe
Chanel, Gueci, Louis Vuitton, and Prada. These commercia
vals have joined together to take on Beijing’s New Silk £
Market. With five stories and more than 1600 outlets, it
notorious market for fake name-brand clothing, leather go
watches, and jewelry. Silk Alley is so infamous, the city’s off
website lists it as a place to shop for souvenirs. The watches a
take up a space the length of a football field.

But the market’s days may be numbeted as designer comp
try a new tactic. “Our civil trial against Silk Alley’s landlord st
in September, and we have prepared the evidence for a numt
other cases,” explains Simone. “We are sending a shot ove
bow to landlords everywhere in China. The people who run
factories are scumbags, hiring children, locking employe
production areas where there have been fires and they can’t ge
And the landlords are just as responsible. Now they are
exposed, and they don’t like it.” m
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