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As fans of “Project Runway”
know, fashion design can be a
brutal and extremely competitive
way to make a living. Fortunately
for the most visionary and cre-
ative fashion designers, a new
day may be dawning. It won’t
make the work easier, but it may
make it more rewarding.

Why? Recently introduced
federal legislation is taking aim
at predatory design pirates who
steal, copy and take the lion’s
share of profit from young inde-
pendent designers’ freshest work.
If the law is passed, a new genera-
tion of American fashion design-
ers will finally be playing on a
level field. And not just in New
York or Los Angeles, but across
the country in cities like Chicago
— a place that offers world-class
education in fashion design, is
the home of international taste
maker Ikram Goldman, and
holds the distinction of having
turned out the best-dressed first
lady in generations.

We are a fashion designer and a
law professor. Each of us has been
involved with the issue of copycat
fashion since 1996. That year, a
little-known designer dressed his
friend Carolyn Bessette for her
wedding to John F. Kennedy Jr.
The dress was copied relentlessly
before he could get the design to
market. A newly minted profes-
sor started asking why original
designs were unprotected. Since
then, we’ve personally experi-
enced and witnessed hundreds of
instances of design piracy. We’ve

spent a lot of time with this legis-
lation. Here’s what it would do:

Design pirates would have to
walk the plank. Today, trade
shows and red carpets are like
free buffets for knockoff artists
who steal designs straight off the
runway and produce copies be-
fore the originals even reach
stores. The law would give design-
ers legal recourse against such
plagiarism, making this all-too-
common practice illegal and
mandating real consequences for
those who copy.

More start-up fashion com-
panies would succeed. Given

the speed with which informa-
tion travels via the Internet,
fashion copies can be manufac-
tured overseas cheaply, shipped
back to the U.S., and end up on the
street before the original de-
signer has a chance to recover his
or her investment. The result?
Designers lose orders as poorly
made but otherwise substantially
identical merchandise becomes
available.

The law would provide three
years of exclusivity for designs,
so small businesses would have a
better chance. In today’s econo-
my, when a Chicago designer like

Maria Pinto can receive interna-
tional attention for dressing
Michelle Obama and still have to
close her business, fashion de-
signers need all the help they can
get.

Americans would compete
more effectively with design-
ers in other countries. Fashion
is a trillion-dollar global industry,
but American law treats design-
ers like poor relations. Europe,
Japan and India all have laws
covering fashion design.

Industry partnerships
would increase affordable
fashion choices. With design

pirates and unauthorized copies
out of the equation, a closer rela-
tionship would emerge between
designers, manufacturers and
retailers. There would be more
incentive for companies to li-
cense unique new designs or hire
creative designers to reinterpret
the season’s trends. The result?
More and better choices for con-
sumers on a budget.

The proposed Innovative De-
sign Protection and Piracy Pre-
vention Act is tailored to reflect
the specific needs of the fashion
industry and protects only de-
signs that are new and original. It
reflects the input of creators,
producers and consumers. And it
employs intellectual property
protection to recognize the talent
of fashion designers, elevating
their legal status to a level consis-
tent with their contribution.

Critics would have you believe
that fashion, unlike other cre-
ative endeavors, benefits from
outright theft of designs. It’s just
fashion, they say, and we really
don’t need to encourage any more
of that. It’s transitory and dispos-
able, they say, and doesn’t deserve
exclusivity. Copying is the thing
that keeps prices low, they assert.
Nonsense. What copying does in
fashion design is what it always
does — cuts out the innovator,
lowers quality and quashes hon-
est commerce.

When the law catches up with
fashion, expect great things.

Fashion designer Narciso
Rodriguez serves on the board of
the Council of Fashion Designers
of America and has dressed first
lady Michelle Obama. Professor
Susan Scafidi is the academic
director of the new Fashion Law
Institute at Fordham Law School.

Knock it off! Quashing design pirates
Proposed legislation
takes on the fakes

By Narciso Rodriguez

and Susan Scafidi

Narciso Rodriguez designed dresses for first lady Michelle Obama, left, and the wedding dress of Carolyn

Bessette, right, who married John F. Kennedy Jr. ALEX BRANDON/AP PHOTO, LEFT, DENIS REGGIE PHOTO

This weekend is the fifth anni-
versary of the devastation Hurri-
cane Katrina wrought in New
Orleans. As a Creole, I have long
felt a deep connection to New
Orleans and the Gulf region. The
destruction that Katrina caused
really struck home for me — so
many brothers and sisters lost; so
many lives shattered and families
displaced.

When I was with the Fugees, we
headlined the very first Voodoo
festival in 1999 and it felt like going
home. I played the festival again in
2008 (this time as a solo artist) and
I was so grateful for the warm
welcome I received. The people of
New Orleans are some of my
favorite in the world — they’ve
created an atmosphere in the
Crescent City that can’t be found
anywhere else.

I see a corollary to the vast
destruction of the earthquake that
Port-au-Prince, Haiti, suffered just
seven months ago: Like the people
of the Gulf Coast, my countrymen
in Haiti have been forced to wit-
ness more despair than anyone
should have to bear. And in New
Orleans, as in Haiti, much of the
loss was suffered by those who
had so little to begin with. I am
optimistic that soon the great city
of New Orleans and my great
country will have the means to
rebuild better and stronger homes
for all who need shelter.

I’m overwhelmed with emotion
when I see the conditions in New
Orleans five years later. There is
no reason that such a richly cul-
tured city in one of the world’s
wealthiest nations should still be
in such disrepair. We must unite
and put more pressure on the
powers that be to rebuild New
Orleans and put people back to
work. The people of New Orleans
are not asking for a handout —
they are giving all of us an oppor-

tunity to put hope into action and
pride into good use.

The city is still in the process of
rebuilding its communities and
I’m inspired by the scores of peo-
ple — and companies — who have
stepped in to show their support. 

I recently read of a Washington,
D.C.-based publishing company,
United Communications Group,
that led a relief effort five years
ago for Katrina victims; at a cost
of $80,000, this corporation and its

employees were able to assist
hundreds of people. Many more
companies are timing rebuilding
campaigns to Katrina’s anniversa-
ry: Among them, Marriott will
work with Habitat for Humanity
to build a home and a playground.
Barnes & Noble’s founder, Leon-
ard Riggio, funded a nonprofit,
Project Home Again, that will be
putting up houses in still-dam-
aged neighborhoods in New Orle-
ans. And Sears Holding Corp. has

partnered with Rebuilding To-
gether on its Fifty for Five event,
which aims to put 50 families back
into homes in one week (an effort I
had planned to join until it be-
came clear that the current chal-
lenges of my campaign for Haiti’s
presidency will not allow it).

There probably will be more
rebuilding in this one week in
New Orleans than there has been
in Haiti since the earthquake
struck last January. Though that
thought is in some ways quite
discouraging, in another way it is
incredibly inspiring: The corpo-
rate sponsors helping to redevelop
New Orleans reinforce my
thought that Haiti must be re-
opened for business — and soon.
Let’s get companies into Haiti
with projects and plans to rebuild
the houses and infrastructure
toppled by the earthquake; let’s
encourage “voluntourism.”

God bless the New Orleans
natives who are still fighting to
rebuild their neighborhoods and
their lives. I ask all of them to say a
prayer, in turn, for the Haitians
who are fighting to survive in my
homeland. I leave you all with this
motto from Haiti, “l’union fait la
force,” or unity through strength.

Wyclef Jean is a Grammy-win-
ning musician, philanthropist and
co-founder of Yele Haiti. He is chal-
lenging the recent ruling by Haiti’s
election officials that kept him off
the list of eligible candidates for the
country’s presidency.

Newly constructed homes by the Make It Right Foundation are scattered in New Orleans’ Lower Ninth Ward. MARIO TAMA/GETTY PHOTO

Rebuilding a community
From New Orleans to Port-au-Prince, the mission is unaccomplished

By Wyclef Jean A group of
women takes
shelter this

month under
their make-
shift home in

Port-au-
Prince, Haiti,
as a heavy

rainstorm
passes.
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