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Counterfeit contact lenses

Claire McDonnell explores the known pitfalls of
buying counterfeit contact lenses, often bought
online, and what can be done about them.

ver the past few years, I have attended several
fancy dress parties at Halloween and at almost
every party there is at least one guest who is wear-
ing decorative contact lenses. They can usually be
identified by their pained expression and persis-
tent epiphora. On enquiring, 100% of these decorative lens
wearers have reported buying their lenses on the internet. I have
yet to come across a decorative lens wearer, who has said that they
had the lenses fitted by a suitably registered eye care professional
(ECP). I have often considered quoting them a 2019 literature
review of cosmetic contact lens infections,' but have stopped
short, fearing the inevitable social ostracisation that would fol-
low. The authors of that particular review note that many
@ decorative contact lenses have poorly manufactured surfaces that
make it easy for microorganisms to adhere to and that many oth-
ers are simply counterfeit.

Contact lenses are classified as medical devices in most coun-
tries in the world. In 2019, the European Union (EU) Intellectual
Property Office in conjunction with the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development produced a report on
the trade in counterfeit goods.? The authors of the report estimate
that 6.8% of imports into the EU were probably counterfeit. The
report was based on seizures of counterfeit and pirated goods
made in 2016. The report does not specifically mention contact
lenses, but in 2016 there were 90 seizures of optical, photo-
graphic and medical instruments, which is the category to which
contact lenses belong. Operation Panagea is an Interpol operation
designed to disrupt the supply of counterfeit medical health prod-
ucts. In 2019, analysis of the results of the operation from the
previous 10 years suggested that at least 11% of medical products
sold online are counterfeit and all regions of the world are
affected.?

There is an awareness on the part of eye care professionals and
patients about the existence of counterfeit coloured or decorative
contact lenses, thanks in no small part to the work of public
health bodies and professional associations. Around Halloween
in particular, health warnings are commonly seen advising the
public of the dangers of buying unregulated, decorative contact
lenses.

In the UK, in 2021, a woman was successfully prosecuted for
possessing and selling counterfeit decorative contact lenses. TM
Eye Ltd are a private investigations company that carry out inves-
tigations into counterfeit goods. In 2018, they bought three pairs
of Freshlook colorblends lenses from a 31-year-old, pharmaceuti-
cal saleswoman based in Newcastle. On analysis the lenses were
found to be counterfeit. She had bought the lenses and care solu-
tion from Chinese website alibaba.com for £1.75 a pair. She was
selling them for £15 a pair via her Facebook page. When her home
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was raided sticky labels similar to those used to indicate a regis-
tered trademark were found along with the lenses and solution.
This case was widely reported in the optical and national press at
the time.*

While there is certainly an awareness among ECPs and the pub-
lic about the existence of counterfeit decorative lenses, fewer
people (both ECPs and patients) seem to be aware of the exist-
ence of counterfeit clear corrective lenses.

In 2004, two patients who bought Proclear Compatibles from
the American contact lens website 1-800 contacts (1800contacts.
com) were unhappy with the performance of their lenses and
complained directly to CooperVision. One of the patients
returned the lenses to CooperVision and on analysis the lenses
were found to be counterfeit and contaminated.” In a subsequent
press release, it was stated that both CooperVision and 1-800 con-
tacts were working with the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) to monitor and correct the situation, but as we will see,
establishing the origin of counterfeit contact lenses is akin to
searching for a needle in a haystack. It was plain luck that these
counterfeits were uncovered at all, as most consumers complain
directly to the vendor and not the manufacturer.

In that same year, counterfeit surevue lenses were uncovered in
France. Some opticians tried to return the lenses to a wholesaler
in order to exchange them for different powers.* When the
wholesaler received the returns, they noticed that they were in
old packaging, which had been discontinued in 2003. There were
also other small differences in the packaging. This was how the
wholesaler realised they were fakes. Reports do not make it clear

18 OPTICIAN CPD 2 February 2024

‘ ‘ 020_OPT_050124_CPD_ counterfeit_CLs.indd 18 @

opticianonline.net

24/01/2024

16:02 ‘ ‘



CONTINUING DEVELOPMENT

FIGURE 1A 2017 study found 60% of counterfeit decorative contact
lenses were contaminated with microbes

if the wholesaler had unwittingly originally handed out counter-
feit product or if the opticians knowingly sent the wholesaler
counterfeits for exchange, in what could be described as a case of
lens laundering.

In 2018, Alcon had to recall packets of Air Optix Night and Day.
The lenses, which had been supplied by Allied Vision Group, a
wholesaler based in Florida, were found to be counterfeit. It is not
clear how the counterfeit lenses were uncovered but it was esti-
mated that 800 consumers may have received counterfeit
product.”

In 2022, Irish ECPs were surveyed anonymously via mobile
phone at an education event with the question: ‘Have you ever
come across counterfeit contact lenses?” Of the 90 respondents
just under half (41 respondents) had come across counterfeit con-
tact lenses, mostly decorative ones. In 2017 a survey of over 1,000
optometrists was conducted on behalf of the AOP and over half of
respondents reported seeing patients who had experienced prob-
lems after buying contact lenses or spectacles online.* However,
this does not mean that all (or indeed any) of those patients were
necessarily wearing counterfeit products.

According to research carried out by the EU most counterfeit
products originate in China.> Counterfeits are often produced in
facilities that are geographically close to genuine manufacturing
facilities, in order to take advantage of local expertise. Once man-
ufactured, counterfeit lenses are initially exported unlabelled;
some websites openly sell unlabelled contact lenses.” The lenses
may pass through several transit countries (free trade zones are a
particular favourite of counterfeiters) before reaching the coun-
try in which the counterfeit labelling is applied. This country is
usually close to, or even in, the target market for the counterfeit
goods. In the past year, UK police have closed down a counterfeit-

ing operation in Manchester, where designer logos were being
put onto imported blank clothes.

HOW EASY IS ITTO SPOTA COUNTERFEIT?

Advising on how to spot counterfeit lenses, Ms Kanabar of the
AOP said: ‘Generally, if your normal brand of contact lens is con-
siderably cheaper, it's more than likely that they are counterfeit.”
While this may work for decorative contact lenses, it is less appli-
cable to counterfeit clear corrective lenses. Online contact lens
retailers source their lenses from wholesalers. One large online
contact lens selling website states ‘we buy 1,000s of contact lenses
from around the world each month from wholesalers’'> Assuming
that this is correct, then it would be difficult for the company to
carefully check all the supplies arriving from different wholesal-
ers to ensure there are no counterfeit lenses mixed in. In this way,
counterfeit lenses may well end up mixed in with genuine prod-
uct, which means that it will be sold at the same price as genuine
product. While the online retailer may not know for certain that
the lenses they are buying are fake, the lenses are presumably sold
to them at an unusually low price, so they should have their
suspicions.

Some of the poor reviews that unsatisfied customers leave
online for contact lens retail websites could be considered sugges-
tive of the customer having been supplied with counterfeit
product.”

¢ ‘Ibought three box of lenses with the same strength but the
quality is bad!’

¢ ‘Onthe second day of use they literally broke into my eyes and
caused extreme irritation.

e ‘Second time the lenses were really bad quality, my eyesight
was even worse with them on.

e ‘The prescription was correct but the lenses are completely
wrong. Unable to wear them. Bought the same from my opti-
cian, perfect.

e ‘Thelenses I purchased are making my eyes red and the vision
isblurred.

e ‘Thad to pay for return of faulty/fake lenses myself’

e ‘Ifeel they are selling fake products as there is no other expla-
nation as to why my eyes react badly to these but not the ones
sold by opticians.

Apart from possibly supplying counterfeit lenses (perhaps
unknowingly) some online contact lens retailers also engage in
other dubious practices, eg recommending alternative own brand
contact lenses to consumers in place of the consumer’s prescribed
brand and, according to one reviewer, they have been known to
suggest that the reviewer might consider ordering a different
power, as the reviewer’s prescribed powers were out of stock!"
Another telltale sign of a less than scrupulous retail website is
payment pages that do not have https or a padlock symbol. In the
absence of either of these, payment details are unlikely to be held
securely.

If online retailers want to combat counterfeit lens supply, then
they could ask patients who experience adverse reactions to send
the lenses to the retailer, so that the lenses could be sent back to
the manufacturer, or they could at least recommend that the
patient send the lenses to the manufacturer themselves. At least
one retailer does state that they ‘send [the lenses] for a quality
check so that our suppliers will know of any problem as soon as
possible’. It is unclear if the retailer carries out these quality
checks themselves or where the quality check is performed. Most
retailers offer nothing more than apologies. >
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IS IT ONLY SOFT DISPOSABLE LENSES THAT

ARE COUNTERFEITED?

Itis difficult to find any reported cases of counterfeit lenses other
than soft disposable, but there are specialist lenses available
online for sale direct to the consumer, eg on the website
eueyewear.com a patient can buy Rose K lenses if they have their
lens specifications. Counterfeiters do not know what a specific
contact lens is normally prescribed for and so they could easily
see the retail price for a specialist lens and decide that there was
considerable profit to be made from counterfeiting that lens. In
fact, mass-producing counterfeit specialist lenses with their high
retail price, would appear far more profitable than mass-produc-
ing soft disposable lenses, particularly if you were unaware of how
limited the market is for these particular lenses.

A 2018 comparison of counterfeit lenses and their genuine
counterparts found that while the counterfeit lens parameters
were within the correct tolerances, their manufacture was sub-
standard resulting in thickness variations across the lenses.”
These badly manufactured lenses may result in poor fitting and
discomfort. In 2017, the Forensic Chemistry Center of the US
FDA examined more than 300 decorative contact lenses and
found that 60% of counterfeit lenses were contaminated with
microbes.'® As counterfeit lenses are not subject to any safety
standards there is no need for counterfeiters to waste time and
effort on manufacturing their product in a sterile environment.
In addition to all of this, purchasing counterfeit products helps to
fund more serious crime such as terrorism, human trafficking
and child labour.”

When patients have an adverse experience with counterfeit
lenses this can affect their trust in the brand that they normally
wear and in the case of very bad experiences, they may be reluc-
tant to wear any type of contact lens again.

ECPs should only ever source contact lenses directly from man-
ufacturers. Most practitioners are probably fitting soft disposable
lenses from a maximum of about five different manufacturers and
as lenses can be ordered directly from the manufacturers, there is
really no good reason to use a wholesaler. If you do come across
lenses that you suspect are counterfeit, you should immediately
contact the lens manufacturer as they are often the only ones who
can conclusively verify whether or not lenses are counterfeit. If
the lenses are found to be counterfeit, the manufacturer will want
to start an investigation into their provenance immediately and
they may need to affect a product recall to avoid more counterfeit
lenses reaching other consumers.

Patients should also be alerted to the possibility that online pur-
chasing of contact lenses may result in counterfeits being
supplied. If the risks to their ocular health are not enough to stop
them from purchasing potentially counterfeit lenses, then per-
haps knowing that counterfeit products are most commonly
produced by slave labour might convince them. ©
Claire McDonnell is an optometrist and lecturer at
Technological University Dublin. She is also a member of
BUCCLE (British and Irish University and College Contact
Lens Educators). Her research area is specialist contact
lenses. She has presented in the UK, Ireland and Europe on
contact lenses and optometric education.
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