
Jack meets………     Peter,  Counter Counterfeiter.

In this issue, THE REAL JACK LYNES continues his series in which he meets the many diverse characters who contribute, one way or another, to ‘the sports trade’ as he recounts a fascinating morning spent with PETER LOWE, Assistant Director at The International Chamber of Commerce Counterfeiting Intelligence Bureau.

JUST A FEW minutes walk from Barking Station, on the fifth floor of Maritime House, I was welcomed, as I sat waiting for Peter Lowe, whom I had come to see, by a friendly guy, with a ‘Good Morning, how are you?’ and I stood to shake his hand, only to discover that this was not Peter at all, but a member of staff who, passing by, had bid me welcome. The real Peter Lowe was to appear a couple of minutes later, and so it was that my visit to the ICC Counterfeiting Intelligence Bureau, albeit unintentionally, might have started with the wrong man. Here I was, identity badge on my jacket,  and notebook to hand, in the offices of perhaps the commercial equivalent to MI5. No signs of torture instruments, an interview room, uncluttered. The brief Mission Statement on the wall set out the purpose of this intriguing organization, ‘Protecting the integrity of intellectual property and preventing copyright abuse.’  

BORN IN NEWARK, Notts,  Peter read History at Bristol University, and as a lawyer, he practised for a while in the City of London with a firm specialising in Maritime and Commercial business, but the sedentary life was not for him, and after reading an article by Eric Ellen, one time chief of police at the Port of London Authority, he joined forces with him in 1981, where they set up the International Maritime Bureau. Acting as legal advisor, and general trouble shooter, life was now far from being a desk job. He was actively involved in investigating the famous Salem saga, where a super tanker stole cargo discharged to South Africa, fraud in Iraq, underhand goings-on in the jungles of Zaire, and much besides. As he related some of these events, one could sense a very real excitement at the memories they evoked.  Adventure and sport have been and still are a very important aspect of Peter’s life. At school in Camford, Dorset, he had excelled in Rugby, played squash, and was in the tennis ‘first six’. A keen skier, he loves sailing, often swims, and enjoys athletics. He ran his first Marathon (London) two years ago, and as well as supporting Macmillan Cancer Care, takes a special interest in both World Vision and the Tear Fund, a Christian charity helping less fortunate people world-wide. Peter is proud of his two sons, Timothy who is sixteen and Christopher, eighteen, who actually ran in this year’s Marathon.

OF COURSE, the sports trade is far from the only sector in industry to suffer the consequences of counterfeiting, and I will attempt, in these pages, to put the matter into perspective, but Peter’s assertion that some three hundred and fifty billion dollars are involved each year, certainly brings one up with a jolt .Between 5% and 7% of world trade is accounted for by counterfeit products. That equates to 350 billion US Dollars every year, which Peter describes as ‘the greatest ongoing theft in the world’, Over one hundred thousand jobs, it is estimated, have been lost in Europe, as a result of such trading, over the last ten years. Such statistics certainly bring one up with a jolt. What was once a cottage industry is now a sophisticated network of organised crime. The CIB was started by the International Chamber of Commerce in 1985, and grows year by year in importance, constantly aiming to be one step ahead of the criminal element.  It should be realised that all this has nothing to do with the ‘grey market’ whereby genuinely produced goods are sold contrary to the conditions imposed by the owners of the trade mark under which they are produced. However, the fact that such goods do get sold through unauthorised sources, does make the tracking down and detection of forged products, considerably less easy.  The problems resulting from counterfeiting go far beyond causing financial loss. The pharmaceutical trade, to which a showcase outside our interview room, was devoted, is faced with the more serious consequences of look-alike branded medicines, fake drugs,  which if sold by an unscrupulous chemist, or coming in to the wrong hands, could have horrendous, even life threatening results. A page in a recent confidential bulletin, issued monthly to members, reports one such instance, traceable to Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. Online tricksters have been quick to get in on the act and those who believe that Viagra is on the periphery of the sports trade may like to take heed that ordering online ‘without prescription’, may lead to disappointment, frustration and a rise in blood pressure, which in all probabilities, was not quite where any rise may have been desired.  In the same bulletin, compiled by Peter, one can read of thirty thousand counterfeit  watches, including Adidas, found on a shipping container passing through the Mediterranean port of Saint-Louis, near Marseille, hidden behind legitimately declared goods. On other pages, I read that some 11,000 pairs of counterfeit trainers, mainly imitations of Adidas and Puma had been seized by Hull Trading Standards Officers. Thought to have originated in China, and shipped to Hull, they were found in four containers in two separate freight-holding premises.   Imitation may be the sincerest form of flattery, but the likes of Adidas, Puma and Nike can take some comfort that they have, in the form of the ICC Counterfeiting Intelligence Bureau, a robust and virile organisation, fighting their corner, in which Peter Lowe plays no small part. As well as his role as Director, Peter is a constant source of information to members, edits the impressive directory, participates in actual investigations, and is called on to speak at conferences worldwide, both China and Switzerland having been recently on his itinerary. His lawyer’s background stands him in good stance and anyone who thinks that a threat of defamation or suchlike, may be in for a rude shock. After an appearance before the late and great Lord Denning, he, and the Bureau came out, he exclaimed ‘smelling like a bed of roses.’ Yet another dimension to the crime of counterfeiting, is its close association with drugs and drug dealing by those involved. It is quite bewildering, how relatively little space in the media is devoted to the issue generally, when one considers the overall menace engendered. And anyone who imagines that piracy is simply something one reads about in history books, is in for a rude shock, after talking to Peter who relates stories to truly make one’s hair stand on end. The tale of the hijacked Japanese owned Alondra Rainbow and the subsequent sentence to seven years hard labour may sound like fiction, but it is just one of the multi-faceted activities covered by this remarkable organisation.

Closer to home, there are many scams which entice the recipient of a letter, to write back, giving details of Bank accounts.  It is, I hope, very unlikely indeed that anyone  would fall for the letters, usually from Nigeria, offering the opportunity to participate in a deal which, with no work, will enable tens of thousands of pounds to be ‘earned’ after replying one’s acceptance of an offer, too good to miss. More recently, letters written on forged Bank paper, and purporting to request a relatively small sum of money, to be enclosed with a number of business details, often to be found on the recipient’s  letter head, and indicating some obscure government regulation, have been answered by  innocent traders, with most distressing results. One such victim’s entire Bank account was transferred, but Banks too, thanks to the ICC Crime Services have now been put on alert and will, hopefully, check before being duped. Readers of ‘Jack meets….’, you have been duly warned.   

BUT BACK to sport. Where, I wondered, do the fake goods originate? As far as textiles are concerned, I was somewhat taken back to learn that Leicester appears to be  high on the list. When so many of our leading ‘labels’ claim that it is no longer profitable to manufacture here in the UK, it was, I thought, ironic, to learn that ‘cheap labour’ (unofficial, of course.) found it preferable to source their make-believe garments on the doorstep. ‘Aint life strange?  And what if you, the retailer, are offered goods that are suspect? Do not think for a moment that if you have a receipted invoice that you are in the clear. If the product is fake, and you are discovered to have any number of units of the product, it will be seized by either the Police or local trading standards officers. Ignorance is no excuse. Quite apart from the loss that such greedy practice may entail, and there can be hefty fines too, the embarrassment arising from the publicity of such murky dealings, is surely sufficient deterrent. But what about the really innocent customer who buys the fake shirt for his young ‘un?  Will he be in trouble? Actually, no, I was assured by Peter, unless one is talking about France. There, he explained, the law differs, and the customer himself can have his purchase confiscated. The time had come for Jack the photographer to get to work. Where, I wondered, might be a suitable spot to take my shot? The background of a blank wall and Peter in suit, shirt and tie, would hardly be inspirational. ‘Give me a minute.’ said Peter, and he left the room, to return with an arm full of sports tops. Those with a green spot, he explained, were the real thing. The fakes were green spotted. It really was very difficult to tell the difference. The counterfeiters really did take their business very seriously. My picture dilemma was quickly solved, and let me assure you that the real Peter is wearing the real product.

Me? I looked at my watch. It was half past twelve. I looked at my watch again. My Adidas watch. I had bought it off a market stall in Lanzarotte, earlier in the year. So far it’s kept perfect time. Oh yes, I was relieved to remember that I was wearing it here, in Barking, UK.
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