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United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime

Counterfeit Consumer Goods

Introduction

What do designer fashion items, iPhone chargers, lithium ion batteries, and medication
have in common? They are all consumer goods that are frequently counterfeited. Colloquially
known as “knock-offs,” a counterfeit product is one that is made to imitate another product with
the intent to deceive or defraud the consumer into thinking it is the imitated product.! Purchasing
counterfeit versions of expensive items is a popular way to save money. It is an industry on the
rise, with 3.2 million dollars’ worth of illicit profit seized in 2020 in the United States alone.?
Despite this benefit, purchasing these goods comes with the consequence of contributing to an

illicit and sometimes dangerous global market that is controlled by organized crime.

[talian based Camorra, for example, has been known to produce designer knockoffs using the

logos and signage of the original companies.’
UNODC

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime was founded in 1997 and is based in
Vienna, Austria. Its mission is to help make the world safer from drugs, crime, corruption, and
terrorism.* This topic falls under the UNODC’s mandate because the production and sale of
counterfeit products is operated primarily by organized criminals and creates harsh consequences

on the world’s legal economy and on the lives of consumers.’

In 2000, the UN General Assembly adopted the United Nations Convention against

Transnational Organized Crime, also known as the UNTOC or the Palermo Convention. This is

! “Counterfeit,” Merriam Webster, https.//www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/counterfeit.

2 “Counterfeit Goods: A Danger to Public Safety.” n.d. ICE. Accessed January 1, 2023.

3 “The Illicit Trafficking of Counterfeit Goods and Transnational Organized Crime.” n.d. United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime. Accessed January 1, 2023.

https://www.unodc.org/documents/counterfeit/FocusSheet/Counterfeit _focussheet EN_HIRES.pdf.

4 “About UNODC.” n.d. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. Accessed December 23, 2022.
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/about-unodc/index.html.

3 “Transnational organized crime: A threat to global public goods.” 2022. SIPRI.
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2022/transnational-organized-crime-threat-global-public-go
ods.


https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2022/transnational-organized-crime-threat-global-public-goods
https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/2022/transnational-organized-crime-threat-global-public-goods
https://www.unodc.org/documents/counterfeit/FocusSheet/Counterfeit_focussheet_EN_HIRES.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/features/dangers-counterfeit-items
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/counterfeit

JCYMUN 2023 2

the only global legally binding document that regulates organized crime and the UNODC is in
charge of ensuring that its policies are implemented. The Palermo Convention helps States adopt

legislation against organized crime and enforce it in their own countries.

Common Counterfeit Products
Designer Fashion Items

One of the most common and well-known categories of counterfeit goods is designer
fashion items, such as clothing, bags, shoes, jewelry, and watches. Sales of counterfeit luxury
goods have significantly increased recently, with estimates of around 10 000% in the last 20
years. Manufacturers of these items use the notoriety and popularity of brands such as Gucci,
Hermes, and Louis Vuitton to entice people to buy products that resemble those brands from afar
but are sold for a fraction of the price and made with a fraction of the quality.°®

While these items have to pass through many sets of hands before reaching consumers,
many of them are not caught and confiscated at any point in the process. For example, Amazon
has an estimated 17.6 million pages selling counterfeit goods. Sometimes they are even
promoted with an “Amazon’s Choice” badge. While the company claims to monitor shipments
that pass through their warehouses, countless goods from third-party counterfeit retailers get
shipped through Amazon to consumers.’

Customs agencies have various strategies for determining whether to suspect shipping
containers for carrying counterfeit goods. They are often concerned with the illegality of
breaching the trademark of the imitated brands.® Some of these include thermally activated
tamper-proof seals, security numbers, RFID (radio frequency identification) tags, colour-shifting

inks, and holograms, but these measures are not always used, nor are they always successful.’

Sherwood, Alice. “Spot the difference: the invincible business of counterfeit goods.” The Guardian. 10 May 2022.
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Post 14 November 2019.
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Medical Products

While the trafficking of illicit drugs does not fall under the scope of this committee,
falsified and substandard medical products that attempt to imitate trusted items are considered
counterfeit. The COVID-19 pandemic provided new opportunity for the creation of such
products. In 2020, an estimated 34 000 substandard face masks were seized, worth around 14
million USD. Criminal organized took the opportunity of an increased need for medications
during the pandemic to produce massive amounts of counterfeit medication. Most egregiously,
there was an upwards of 100% increase in seizures of unauthorized chloroquine. The global

market of counterfeit medical products is worth around 65-200 billion dollars each year."

Electronics

There are two main types of counterfeit electronics. Similar to counterfeit designer goods,
the first type are fraudulent imitations of popular products such as phones, headphones, and
chargers by brands like Apple, Samsung, and JBL. These products are often made to look like
and operate like the device they are imitating, but are made by external manufacturers and are
not held to safety or production standards. They are sold by individuals, either online or in
person in sketchy locations."!

The second way electronics can be counterfeit is through counterfeit parts that enter the
supply chain and make their way into products without the official brands becoming aware. This
can happen for all kinds of electronics, including phones, chargers, kitchen appliances, and cars.
These parts are purchased seemingly accidentally by manufacturers because they delivered in

place of authentic parts.'?

" UNODC. “Falsified medicines in the wake of COVID-19: an emerging threat for security and public health in

Nigeria.”

https://www.unodc.org/nigeria/en/falsified-medicines-in-the-wake-of-covid-19_-an-emerging-threat-for-security-and
lic-health-in-nigeria.html. July 24, 2020.

" Soucy, Paul. “Klngston Ont pohce warn of fake 1Phone scam.” December 21, 2022.
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Impact
lllegality

Counterfeit consumer products that intentionally imitate the products of other brands
usually infringe on copyright laws that govern the State where the brand is registered. For
example, counterfeit iPhones violate Apple’s American trademark. Since manufacturing and
trafficking counterfeit goods is considered a criminal activity by the UN and in most
jurisdictions, the organizations operate covertly and therefore avoid having to follow regulations
that protect consumers and those involved in production. They could use toxic materials that are
harmful and difficult to dispose of and are not held responsible for their air and water pollution.
Additionally, labour exploitation can run rampant when factories are unregulated. Workers can
have no rights or benefits, receive minimal pay, and be exposed to hazardous working
conditions. Vulnerable people such as undocumented migrants and children are more likely to be
exploited by counterfeit product manufacturers.

Since the sale of counterfeit goods is a lucrative unregulated market, much of the
production is done by transnational criminal organizations such as the Mafia, the Camorra, the
Triads, and the Yakuza. These groups often engage in various types of criminal activity, such as
trafficking drugs, weapons, and people. This means that revenue from sales of counterfeit goods

can contribute to these other crimes."?

Danger to consumers

Medical products can be extremely dangerous to consumers when counterfeited. In some
cases, such as with substandard face masks and medications containing a lower dose or none of
the active ingredient, they can deceive the consumer into believing they are being cured or
protected. In others, counterfeit medications contain completely different active ingredients,
ranging from other medical ingredients to severely harmful substances like rat poison.'* The
World Health Organization estimates that up to 1% of medications in the developed world and
closer to 10% (and sometimes up to 30%) of medications in the developing world are fraudulent.

Asia, Africa, and Latin America are most at risk of being provided fraudulent medications.

https:/www.unodc.org/documents/counterfeit/FocusSheet/Counterfeit focussheet EN HIRES pdf, 5.
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Counterfeit electronics can also pose major safety risks. Since these devices are not
regulated, they can work unpredictably and lead to dangerous consequences. In one example, a
hair straightener caused severe burns to the user because it got way hotter than is standard. In
another case, a phone charger allowed electrical current to permeate the outside of a phone which

killed the user by electrocution when she picked it up.'

Conclusion

This background guide covered only a few examples of types of counterfeit consumer
goods and their possible harms. As delegates, it is your responsibility to continue researching this
topic where it is relevant to your country so that you can contribute to finding solutions to this

global problem.

Questions to consider
1. What are your country’s laws regarding the production of counterfeit consumer products?
2. Is your country involved in the production of these goods? Are they sold and distributed
frequently in your county?
3. What measures does your country have in place to intercept counterfeit goods being
trafficked across its borders?

4. Are there companies in your country whose products are often counterfeited?

15 UNODC. “Focus on”
https://www.unodc.org/documents/counterfeit/FocusSheet/Counterfeit focussheet EN HIRES pdf. 6.
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