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Will the real Chanel please stand up?

The emergence of extremely well-made counterfeit goods is breathing new life
into an old 111dustry By Erika FT_']J and Maxmilian Wechsler

ix months ago, fnllomng a np-
off from the maker of an inter-
national brand of handbags, the
Department of Special Investi-
gation launched a four-month

investigation focusing ona hand-
ful of high-end Patpong boutiques tf thatwere
selling copies of the manufacturer’s bags —

deemed by investigators to be the best fakes
they'd ever come across — for as much as
30,000 baht.

" The investigation, conducted with the help
of intellectual property rights investigators
from the IP specialty law firm Tilleke and
Gibbins, ended in a simultaneous supper-
time raid on five shops. Forty DSI agents, a
handful of lawyers and a crowd of Juumahsls
were present for the event.

By the end of the evening the five shcps
were emptied and four individuals were in
custody. Thousands of bags, watches, belts
and wallets were seized, and at least one
tourist, having returned to the shop at the
time of the raid to buy another 15,000 baht
handbag he thought was real, was serious!y
discouraged.

The months of surveljlance had also un-
covered a nearby Patpong storeroom, which
was also raided. The months of surveillance
had not, however, uncovered sufficient evi-
dence to nab the manufacturer of the bogus
handbags, the suppliers, distributors or any-
one else involved in the operation. : -

In interviews with the IP infringers, the
lawyers did learn the methods of the operation,
which they suspect took place entirely in
Thailand. As discussed later, this suuauon is
not necessarily the norm.

According to the lawyers, the ouunterfeltcrs ]

buy real bags, completely disassemble them
and then — carefully and with great attention
to materials and detail — copy and manu-
facture all the parts and assemble them into
very high quality, or “triple A", fakes. The
lawyers say there are many distlnct phases

SPECTRUM

of the aperanon, with the players connected
only by the business.

The lawyers at T&G expect the case against
the four suspect infringers will be wrapped
up in a year or so, when they will face a fine,
;ml time or both if found guilty.

_ Yet the same five shops have since re-
npened ‘their shelves hold the same high-
quality, high-price handbags that were the
focus of the four-month investigation only
six months before.

The T&G lawyers, sitting in a pristine new
office tower overlooking the port of Klong
Toey, called the shops “outstanding” both

in terms of the quality of the fakes — repre-

senting 10 to 15 brands — and the effort put
into merchandise display and store decor.

They also admit their client is less than
thrilled with the turn of events.

“Our client's ubjectwe isto dxsrupt these )

counterfeiting activities,” explained lawyer
Titirat Wattanachewanopakorn. “'Further
actions will be carried out to ensure d:at
these activities are eliminated.”

While IP protection in Thailand has won
the attention and resources of government

agencies, law firms, brand owners and police
units for at least 20 years, the trade has only
grown in scale and sophistication.

Witness the recent rise of numerous “'super

fake” knock-offs. It may be mind-boggling
to most people that anyone would pay in
excess of 10,000 baht for a handbag. watch
"""" involved - in’ !Thailand's’" “antl- .
counterfeiting forces say such deep-pocketed
customers are increasingly common,
Besides the increase in triple A handbags

‘and leather goods, law enforcement officials
‘and 1P attorneys report a rise in expensive

fake jewellery, automotive’ accessories ‘and
electronic goods. " ek ot

« Unlike the inferior quallty bags, belts and
watches that can be bargained down toa few
hundred baht on Patpong, these super fakes »

The consensus among
P lawyers is that the
appeal of the ‘super
fake’ among brand-
name buyers makes it
a business threat far
more serious than the
typical 300-baht -
Patpong knock-off
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» sold exclusively in shops, attract a new,
more affluent sort of customer, the kind that
may be accustomed to buying designer goods, .
and who may never have considered buying
cuunterfetts in the past, said Mr Titirat.
“These are usually rharketed at upper-

middle class locals or tourists with lots of
money. The. ‘buyer thinks the product looks -

real, but they won't breakthe bank. The quality
is almost equal. There are some people who™

mtlm]xgenume and fake "addedthelawyer : :

X nssmousmnuf s

" The consensus among IP lquers is that the :
3 superfake sappeal a.mongbrand namebuyers
makes it a business threat far more serious
than the typical 300-baht Patpongknock-off.

“Police Maj-Gen Kowit Vongrungrot, head
of the'Economic and Cyber-Crime Division
(ECD), said the high-end counterfeits are
usually sold in touristlocations, and sometimes-
— as was the case with ashop raided in the

" Nana district several months back —in shops
with a “no-Thais"" policy. In such cases the
ECD uses foreigners in their investigations.
- Mr Titirat said the exceptional quality of
many of the fakes can be attributed to the
fact they're produced in factories formerly
licensed to produce a particular brand. While
the facility no longer retains the rights to
produce the goods, “they know the product
and have the know-how. It's not supposed 1o
happen, but it does."”

In other cases — mcludmg the. Patpung
boutique menuoned earlier — the products
are totally : a proctuct of the counterfeiters’

Often the fake goods are produced outside
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We try to look at
 the distributors, not
just those who e
._selllng the goods forss
'cut the supply chain’
PDL _MAJ GEN KOWIT
VONGRUNGROT

 UNREAL: Fake watches are sold in Patpong

the country and smuggled in. Mr Titirat said
-Koreans were known especially for their ex-
pertise at copying luxury goods, particularly
handbags, He said some brand owners had
been frustrated by South Korean wumerteners
for several years.

- Customers may pay tens nf thousands of
dollars and wait several years for a legitimate

* bag, but the South Korean knock-offis available
ondemand, and for just a fraction of the cost.

of the real thing.

“The main focus of the coumerfelter isto
make the product as similar as possible to
the original,” said Mr Titirat. “They will never

tres( for safety, and they don't have to worry
about marketing or R&D. Their only concern
isifit is sufficiently similar to the real thing."”

* . Pol Maj-Gen Kowit said the triple A goods

available in Thailand were almost all imported,
and emerged in the Thai market more than
10 years ago, probably when a Thai tourist
came back with a then-novel high-end fake
found during his/her travels. He believes most

' super fakes now come from China or Korea
- and are smuggled over the country’s northern

borders, trundled into commercial centres

in one- or two-tonne truckloads.

~*"We can't esnmale the overall \rotu.me,
¢ i wg 2

2 HIGH QUALIT‘I’ LEATHER and fastunn unnds
- and watches that could be classifi edas “perfect

* . ‘fakes”, are sold in large quantities on a daily.

“basis at the bustling Mahlxmukmug Curltre in
central Bangkok: 2

Shops selling the tltp-ﬂlght ta.tres typlca.lly.'

- npen around 10am and cluse arnurld 9pm, seven
days aweek.

. One seller said most uf ttle shnps operate :
_d|sr.retely to put off the pullce At most watch -

- shops customers are shown catalogues of i ll‘lll‘
- tations of puputar hrands like Cartier, Patek -
" Philippe and Rolex: ‘At one, prices start at -
* 3,000 baht, with Hmmnslexpensmfakes :
: 5e|l|ng for about 12,000 baht.
* While the MBK vendors take preca.irtrons.
: they don’t’ordinarily have much fear of
being arrested or having their goods seized.
. t:lfal_:t.rtwasqurteentertarnmgtouhsar\ra' :
-, the charade that followed a call to a leading
“triple A” (highest quality counterfeft) leather
goods vendor warnmu hlm ut an |mminent
police raid. .
 The staff began |mmed|ately runmng
around hurling fakes into plastic bags in
what appearedtobe a welt-rah_sa:sed_ rou-
tine. This triggered a chain reaction in
other shops which took their cue from the -
leading shops that are nhviuusly well-
connected to the authorities. - . -
. Everyone ran wrlh their bags to the car
park and threw them into plck-up ‘trucks
parked in “reserved zones”, Merchandlse-
bearing brand names the police aren’t inter-
ested in was left on lhe shelues of the
¢ stmps
"After the’ pullce am\red tusualty 5-10
n'gu_'_lu_teg after the warning call or SMS), the

nteréﬁanﬁs and their staft sat catmly eatinj c_lr

- reading newspapers, paying little attention to

the officers or the lawyers who acmmpamed
them to examine the goods. ;
“After it was apparent the fake brands nf

interest were not still on sale, the raid was
 promptly calied off and the authorities left. After
< afew mlnutes, the leading merchant declared -

“all clear”and all the leather goods were brought
back from the car park. -
i Of pourm. there are, saome_ r_a_.re m:caslons

when the police do succeed in arr.i.\rihg wiithout
warning. That is what happened on the evening -

of October 31, when one person was arrested

- and a number of bags were confiscated trom s

the biggest "triple A" shop at MBK.
"The case will go to the court. From my
wenenoe.lheyml! mnstprohabty fine us 3,000

or 4,000 baht, which doesn’t worry me,” the'
“shop owner said. “But what is worrylng is tha- e ;
; * representing Louis Vuitton in Thailand is very

Iost merchandise.” -
ﬂl:mrdmg tu une rnarur mercha.nt. manvtnple

d request the brand..

A items are made in China, Korea or Taiwan, =
and brought here in containers - not by air.
hostesses, as they might tell the customers. =~ -

- Butitis amystery how these goods are able -
tnpasslt_qu@'uh Customsinsuch large amounts. .
It is also curious that one of the most sought-
- after brands, Louis Vuitton, i |s not on dlsp|a,)‘ in -
these shops.
One marl:hant sard thisis hecausa the Iamar

eﬂeclwa and has initiated many raids that have -
- caused consid rahla tina.nr:tal lnss the
sellers. : s %
- 'However, the merchant saud thura are -
tnpla A Louis Vuitton bags keptinthe MBK
car park for. nmstnmers who spaciﬂl:a]ly

: Srnﬂlartnﬂlacasawﬂhmewatwﬁm_ :
ttle customer is shown a catalogue. Aftera .
* choiceis made the bag will be bmught from'-_
the car park within a few minutes. =
“0f course, this procedure cuts liuwn on
the sales volume, and the profit is much-
. less than when'the actual bags are on -
-display,” said the merchant, who went on . -
to say the customers most likely to be = -
hokhgfortnplaﬂhagswerenvemﬁetmngtv B0
women from the Middle East. 2
- “They arrive in groups of three or four
.and buy mainly Chanel and Gucci bags, =
whichare sold from 7,000 to 25,000 baht. . -
“The price for wallets is 3,000 to 7,000
baht. They usually don’t bargain and pay in
cash, no credit cards,” he said. o
- “Wedon't advertise or have a web paus
Most customers know about us from word-
uhnuuth.”

By Maxmilian Wechsler -~
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