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In 2022, the Los Angeles/Long Beach port location seized a record-breaking $1 billion worth of counterfeit 
goods. In response to national security concerns regarding illegal shipments of synthetic opioids and trade 
in counterfeit goods, President Trump issued Executive Order 14195 in April 2025 (authorizing additional 
tariffs on imports from China) and put forth the America First Trade Policy. U.S. footwear industry 
representatives identified intellectual property theft (which includes counterfeits) as a primary concern 
affecting sales and trade. For example, in October 2019, U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) agents 
seized over 14,800 pairs of counterfeit Nike shoes (retail value of over $2.2 million) at the Los Angeles/Long 
Beach Seaport from a container from China that was declared as “napkins.” This executive briefing on 
trade explores the history of sneaker culture, the current impact of counterfeits on the global shoe market, 
and the potential future outlook.  
 
Past: The history of sneaker culture can be traced back to the 1970s and 1980s with brands such as Adidas, 
Converse, and Puma intersecting with hip-hop and basketball culture. It was not until 1985 that sneaker 
culture exploded globally with the introduction of Nike’s Air Jordan 1s, the first sneaker produced 
exclusively for Michael Jordan, one of the greatest basketball players of all time. The Air Jordan 1s gained 
additional popularity due to Michael Jordan’s intentional breach of the National Basketball Association’s 
(NBA) guidelines for its shoes, which were required to be at least 51 percent white in color. The NBA fined 
Jordan $5,000 per game, but Nike paid the fines because the company identified the cost as part of a 
marketing opportunity. While Nike originally forecasted sales of just 100,000 pairs, over 4 million pairs of 
the Air Jordan 1s were ultimately sold in its debut year. 
  
Present: In recent years, there has been a rise in the popularity of sneaker culture along with a shift in 
consumer behavior.1 During the COVID-19 pandemic, the secondary resale market surged from $6 billion 
in 2019 to about $10 billion in 2021. In addition, consumers changed their shopping habits, as e-commerce 
sales increased by 43 percent in 2020. A subsequent 2022 study showed that 74 percent of all footwear 
spending occurred online. Resellers used sneaker bots2 to secure certain limited-edition shoes, making it 
difficult for everyday consumers to purchase these sneakers at the retail price. For instance, a pair of Air 
Jordan 1 Low Fragment Design x Travis Scott3 shoes retailed for $150 but were selling on StockX for over 
$2,000 in March 2025. Due to the high prices of certain shoes, some consumers have turned to counterfeit 
shoes as an alternative. Consumers can now easily purchase counterfeit shoes, with or without their 
knowledge, through social media and select online marketplaces, and several studies have suggested that 
almost half of the products purchased on such platforms are counterfeit.4 About 10 percent of Nike 
products sold globally are estimated to be counterfeit, which equates to about $3.6 billion in lost revenue. 
 
The growth in sales of counterfeit sneakers is also reflected in CBP seizures. The value of footwear seizures 
by CBP has almost doubled, from about $65 million in 2015 to over $127 million in 2024 (figure 1). Around 
90 percent of these seizures were entered as Section 321 “de minimis” shipments—that is, goods that 

 
1 President Trump also participated in the sneakerhead culture, promoting his “Never Surrender High-Top” shoes 
at SneakerCon Philadelphia for $399 in February 2024. 
2 Also known as shoe bots, these are software applications that use automated scripts to add items to the online 
shopping cart and go through the checkout process in a matter of seconds.   
3 Men’s size 10, Style DM7866-140, pricing on StockX. StockX is an online marketplace and reseller platform. 
4 Counterfeits are designed to deceive consumers with trademarks that are identical to the real product while 
“knockoffs” look similar to the real product but do not have the brand trademark logo.  
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(until August 2025) entered the United States free of duties and taxes if valued at or under $800.5 CBP 
processes 4 million small packages daily and indicates it lacks the resources to inspect every package. 
Given that most counterfeit footwear until very recently entered under “de minimis,” it is quite possible 
that seizures data underestimate the value of counterfeit footwear in the U.S. market.  
 
From a consumer safety standpoint, 
unregulated counterfeit shoes pose a risk to 
consumers due to the possible health risks 
caused by toxic dyes and chemicals. The 
materials used to construct counterfeits may be 
cheaper and less durable, thereby ending up in 
landfills sooner. Sales of counterfeit items lead 
to a loss of revenue for U.S. companies, which 
may result in the loss of U.S. jobs. Counterfeit 
items are usually sold and produced illegally, and 
the profits may be used to fund other illegal 
activities ranging from human trafficking to 
forced labor (e.g., production may be in violation 
of the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act).  
 
Future: With a projected revenue increase of 8.3 percent annually through 2028, the sneaker industry 
stands to face significant harm from continued counterfeit activities. Sites such as eBay, StockX, and Goat 
have offered consumers a form of authenticity guarantee to ensure that consumers end up with genuine 
sneakers, but that process is not completely foolproof. Nike currently has a pending lawsuit against 
StockX, claiming that StockX’s “100% authentic” guarantee is misleading and that StockX has sold 
counterfeit Nike goods to its customers. New research has been conducted to help create fast, accurate 
authentication systems using Support Vector Machines (SVM)6 to quickly differentiate authentic and 
counterfeit sneakers, as the authentication process can be very time consuming. Since demand for 
counterfeits will also be driven by prices, Footwear Distributors and Retailers of America (FDRA) has raised 
concerns regarding potential tariff increases on shoe imports leading to consumers buying less and 
possibly turning towards counterfeits as a cheaper alternative.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
5 On April 2, 2025, President Trump issued an executive order to eliminate de minimis treatment for China and 
Hong Kong beginning May 2, 2025. On July 30, 2025, President Trump suspended duty-free de minimis treatment 
for all countries, effective August 29, 2025. 
6 SVM is a machine learning model that analyzes data for classification and regression analysis.   

Source: CBP, “IPR Annual Seizure Statistics,” accessed various dates.  

Figure 1: CBP Footwear Seizures: FY 2015 to 2024 
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