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Dear Members of Parliament,  

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

Firstly, I would like to express my gratitude for the opportunity you have given us today to 

discuss the serious issue of product and brand piracy. I myself am a business owner affected 

by this problem: the STIHL Group develops, manufactures and distributes mobile, motorised 

products, which are used in the forestry, landscaping and agricultural industries in over 160 

countries. STIHL has been the world’s best-selling chain saw brand for over 40 years. But 

today I will also be speaking to you as the Chairman of the Executive Board of the German 

Anti-Counterfeiting Association (APM for short), which represents over 70 German and 

international companies. These companies have joined forces to improve the protection of 

their intellectual property rights. 

 

Product and brand piracy is one of today’s most widespread economic crimes. In Germany 

alone, the financial loss caused by piracy is estimated to be around 50 billion euros. In 2011, 

counterfeit goods worth 1.3 billion euros were confiscated at European borders. This is a 

staggering figure, which in reality reveals the mere tip of the iceberg. We assume that at 

most, customs officials seize just 10 percent of all counterfeit goods. This means that over 90 

percent make it through Europe’s borders and enter the market. 

 

Product and brand piracy is a lucrative business. As an industry, its profits are often higher 

than those of the illicit drug trade. For example in 2008, a kilogram of pure heroin was worth 

around 50,000 euros on the black market, whereas a kilogram of counterfeit Viagra tablets 

could fetch a price of 90,000 euros – almost twice as much. The risk of being caught and 

prosecuted, however, is extremely low. Considering the significant threat of prosecution 

involved in the drug trade, criminal outfits are turning to the more appealing option of piracy. 

Yet product and brand piracy is still considered a trivial offence and is treated accordingly by 

European law enforcement agencies.  

 

The economy is giving its all to combat these organised, completely unscrupulous product 

pirates – you could call it fighting tooth and nail. For example, STIHL has set up a 

comprehensive system for managing our intellectual property rights, which enables us to 

crack down on imitation products in a variety of ways. We have successfully protected our 

trademark in all countries where our products are sold and in many countries we have also 
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safeguarded our technologies using patents and registered designs. Whenever we are 

informed that counterfeit products have crossed a border, we submit requests for those 

goods to be confiscated by customs officials. We clarify the procedures requested to 

customs officials by means of on-site training sessions. We also carry out extensive internet 

surveillance and organise the removal of any offers of counterfeit STIHL products. In China – 

where almost all the STIHL imitations come from – we are taking action against copycat 

manufacturers with the help of local lawyers, private investigators, as well as the local police 

and customs officials. Over the past few years, our border confiscation requests have led to 

the seizure and destruction of tens of thousands of counterfeit chain saws. As a result, 

several million euros worth of fake products have been removed from the market. We also 

fight and win legal cases, even in China. Product piracy not only damages a brand’s 

reputation and results in a loss of turnover, but it also forces companies to invest significant 

amounts of money into keeping counterfeiters at bay. We bear these costs in order to protect 

our customers from poor quality imitations. 

 

Counterfeit STIHL products may look remarkably similar to the originals, but inside they 

couldn’t be more different. The pirated technologies are almost exclusively manufactured in 

China and are of exceptionally poor quality. The imitations do not comply with virtually any of 

the EU’s standards and guidelines and should not even be allowed to enter the market. Yet 

this happens regardless. The relevant authorities in EU member states are either failing 

completely, or are unable to adequately fulfil their role. The use of these poor quality 

imitations can lead to life-threatening situations: for example, if a chain saw’s front hand 

guard breaks, the chain brake is no longer triggered in an emergency. If the hand grip comes 

off, the fuel tank will split open and petrol will spill onto the hot engine. At STIHL, compliance 

with standards and the continual improvement of the functionality, comfort, sustainability and 

safety of our products is a matter of course. The fight against product piracy is also about 

consumer protection. 

  

It is a battle against the mythological Hydra – according to the Greek legend, this multi-

headed serpent-like beast grew two heads for every one that was cut off. We do not have 

sufficient means to suppress product piracy over the long-term. It’s up to the politicians to 

provide the necessary framework. 
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In Germany, we are campaigning for the introduction of a minimum penalty for organised and 

commercial brand piracy. According to criminal prosecution statistics, in 2011 in Germany 

only 38 of the 365 convictions relating to trademark breaches resulted in prison sentences. 

And nearly all of those prison sentences – 35 to be precise – were subsequently suspended. 

Companies affected by piracy have reported a similar state of affairs in other EU member 

states. We believe tougher penalties are crucial for deterring counterfeit businesses. 

 

Of course, border control and confiscation are also vital tools for disrupting counterfeit supply 

chains. It is therefore important that customs officials are afforded greater powers in their 

search for – and seizure of – counterfeit products. This should also apply to goods found in 

supposed transit deliveries, in other words, counterfeit products en route to a non-EU country 

that are stopped by EU customs. Equally, if the destination country discovers a trademark 

infringement, such infringements cannot be justified on grounds of the free movement of 

goods. 

 

We need to do everything possible to improve the protection of our intellectual property 

rights. These rights are the only weapon that manufacturers have in the fight against cheap 

imitations. In Dubai, a law has been proposed whereby confiscated counterfeit products are 

not destroyed, but sent back to their countries of origin. I find these kinds of developments 

deeply disturbing. This law will have dramatic consequences, as the imitations will almost 

certainly be sold elsewhere. 

 

We need to make it absolutely clear that product and brand piracy is not a trivial offence. 

Current EU legislation still makes it too easy for counterfeiters to run incredibly lucrative 

businesses. We urgently need more effective forms of deterrence. Manufacturers and 

distributors of counterfeit goods will only be deterred if they face a significant risk of financial 

loss as well as criminal liability.   

 

  

 

 

 

 


