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Last week, a Chinese court ordered a local milk tea company and its franchisee to

pay Louis Vuitton Malletier Rmb10.3 million ($1.5 million) in damages and costs for

trademark infringement.

The ensuing public debate over what has been described by some as “cultural

plunder plus trademark monopoly” is a cautionary tale for brand owners about the

reputational risks of litigation in China. 

Consumers may assume co-branding relationship, court says

Founded in 2021, Shenzhen Molly Tea Catering Management Co Ltd is a milk tea

retailer that has expanded rapidly in China and overseas. It uses a four-petal flower

as its logo, for which it has filed at least two trademark applications in Class 43 for

catering services. 
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Most of its applications have been rejected. The China National Intellectual

Property Administration (CNIPA) cited 10 prior registrations, including two of Louis

Vuitton’s four-petal floral motif. It held that Molly Tea’s mark was similar to some of

the registered marks in terms of word composition, pronunciation and overall

appearance. Thus, consumer confusion was likely. 

Only a trademark that includes the Chinese characters for MOLLY TEA has reached

registration.

In May 2025, Louis Vuitton filed suit against Molly Tea and one of its retail outlets. 

On 29 June 2026, the Suzhou Intermediate People’s Court issued a first-instance

civil decision, ruling that the pair had infringed seven of Louis Vuitton’s registered

trademarks. The decision has not been published in full, except a single page

showing the damages awarded. 

According to Chinese IP platform IPcode, the court noted that “the four-leaf clover

motif has been widely used in traditional human culture and modern creative

works”.

However, Molly Tea’s logo “is not a simple geometric figure or a mere combination

of designs that have entered the public domain”, the court continued.

Instead, the court found that Louis Vuitton’s and Molly Tea’s trademarks were

“identical in terms of design style, element layout and line composition”. 

“Given the prevalence of collaborations between the milk tea and beverage industry

and high-end and well-known brands, ordinary consumers may not necessarily

believe that the accused products originate from Louis Vuitton,” the court

acknowledged. 

“However, they may mistakenly believe that there is a co-branding relationship or

some other specific commercial association between the two parties,” the court

found. 

Thus, the court awarded Rmb10 million in damages and Rmb300,000 in

reasonable enforcement costs to Louis Vuitton. The defendants must also publish

corrective statements on six social media platforms in China, including their official

website, Douyin and WeChat public account.

Molly Tea has stated publicly that it will appeal the decision. 
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It has since redesigned its logo, changing the colours from black and white to

purple and introducing a more 3D look. 

Public debate over trademark disputes growing in frequency

The ruling has drawn widespread public attention in China. Through comparisons

with the baoxiang (precious flower) decorative motifs, some Chinese netizens argue

that Louis Vuitton’s four-leaf Monogram motif was heavily inspired by the almost

identical traditional pattern and describe the matter as “cultural plunder plus

trademark monopoly”. 

A 2022 controversy has also resurfaced, where Dior was accused of culturally

appropriating a historic Chinese clothing item known as a “horse face skirt”. 

Some Reddit users claim that “[Louis Vuitton] may have won this case but have lost

the public opinion” and “people love a David vs Goliath story, and LV just gave them

one”.

Some Weibo users have publicly said that they will intentionally purchase from

Molly Tea in a show of support. 

Posts are also circulating online to encourage people to file a complaint against

Louis Vuitton through the CNIPA’s online petition function, demanding that its

trademarks be invalidated. 

Public debate over trademark litigation is relatively uncommon in China, claims

Mengchun Zhang, partner at JunZeJun Law Offices. “Most trademark disputes are

regarded as technical legal matters and rarely become mainstream news,” he says.

This case was “different” because two highly recognisable consumer brands were

involved, Zhang explains. “Legally, the court’s reasoning was largely consistent with

established Chinese trademark principles. But once the dispute was framed

publicly, the discussion quickly shifted away from trademark law toward broader

social and commercial issues.”

Yet Eligon IP managing partner Amy Hsiao has observed an increasing number of

such public debates, especially in the past two years. Trademark cases have

become “a recurring flashpoint for Chinese public opinion”, although most prior

controversies had involved large domestic companies enforcing against small

merchants, she says. 

In May 2026, budget hotel chain Home Inn (Ru Jia in Chinese) sued a small-town

operator, claiming that the Mei Ru Jia Express Hotel had infringed on its trademark

rights and seeking Rmb100,000 in compensation. The matter was eventually

resolved through mediation. 
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In June 2026, Hong Kong-listed Xiao Noodles sued a family-run noodle shop in

Nanyang because their name, Yujian Xiaomian, shared three of the same Chinese

characters and was pronounced similarly. A video of the shop owner visibly upset

went viral and netizens accused the listed company of bullying. 

The lawsuit was withdrawn. The founder of Xiao Noodles issued an apology letter

and donated the trademark rights for YUJIAN XIAOMIAN in Class 35 to the noodle

shop. 

This backdrop matters, Hsiao says. “A wave of contingency-style ‘batch’

enforcement – where external counsel file infringement suits at no cost to the rights

holder and share only in the recovery – has produced volumes of lawsuits against

small merchants, often over marginal conduct but with aggressive damages

demands. This practice has generated public resentment.” 

Publicity is often prescribed by the court

“Making trademark litigation public does not necessarily create reputational risks,”

Zhang says. “In some cases, highly publicised trademark disputes have even

increased public awareness of both brands involved.”

However, the Louis Vuitton v Molly Tea decision landed before the earlier

controversies had cooled, and added a new dimension of a multinational luxury

house prevailing against a homegrown brand. This supplied “a ready-made David-

and-Goliath storyline”, amplified by social media and state media reframing the

trademark question into a cultural one, Hsiao says. 

“Even where a decision is legally defensible… a wide gap between the legal

outcome and the public’s common-sense perception is enough to ignite sentiment,”

Hsiao warns.

Since members of the public generally do not read court judgments in detail, this

may lead to “distorted” popular narratives, Hsiao continues. The courts and

government bodies cannot ignore sentiment that has reached critical mass, she

claims. “Public sentiment can influence how matters are handled. Even if legally the

opinion is ‘wrong’, it must be considered and weighed before taking massive actions

and enforcement stance in China,” she claims. 

Zhang disagrees. “In my observation, Chinese courts generally determine trademark

disputes based on the evidence and the applicable law, rather than media coverage

or online opinion,” he says. 

In addition, publicity is often partly embedded in remedies in China. “Courts

routinely order infringers to publish corrective statements across their websites and
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social channels, so a victory is inherently a public event whether or not the winner

announces it,” Hsiao says. 

Plan for publicity

Concerns about possible media attention should not discourage brand owners from

protecting their IP rights, Zhang insists. “Focus primarily on the legal merits of the

case” and whether “the factual and legal basis for enforcement is strong”, he says. 

Zhang cautions against proactively publicising trademark litigation “unless there is a

clear strategic reason” because it is “difficult to control” media coverage and public

discussion, particularly where well-known consumer brands are involved. 

Nonetheless, both multinationals and large Chinese companies should treat public

opinion as a distinct risk factor in enforcement planning, alongside the legal merits,

urges Hsiao. 

Assume the case will become public and plan for that from day one, Hsiao insists.

“Do not premise strategy on discretion.”

“Whether a case becomes public in China is largely outside the rights holder’s

control,” she explains. “Opposing parties, courts and the media [can] disclose

proceedings, and some defendants actively cultivate public sympathy.”

Brand owners should pressure-test the claim scope against public perception as

well as the law, Hsiao continues. “Where enforcement rests on broad protection for

a figurative pattern – in this case, well-known-mark-style protection extending a

luxury monogram element against a tea chain – the public will perceive overreach

even if the legal analysis is sound,” she says.  

Brand owners should also understand forum dynamics. “The Jiangsu province has

spent years positioning itself as an IP-protection highland to attract investment,

including foreign investment. Its courts, particularly the Suzhou Intermediate

People’s Court, have been notably bold on damages and on breakthrough findings.

That makes them attractive venues for rights holders,” Hsiao explains.

However, these bold decisions draw attention, and observers expect some

recalibration after this episode, Hsiao says. 

Consider the optics of targeting a specific entity, she advises. “Enforcement against

counterfeiters earns public support. Enforcement against a beloved domestic

consumer brand, or batch litigation against small merchants, invites backlash,”

Hsiao says.

Read the moment, she adds. “The same case filed in a different news cycle carries

different risk. The important factor to consider in an international enforcement
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matter is not just legal, but also cultural, political and beyond,” Hsiao says. 

Prepare a communications strategy

Before initiating litigation, Hsiao advises brand owners to exhaust quiet options

first. “A cease-and-desist and negotiated rebrand or coexistence rarely makes

headlines, but an Rmb10 million judgment always does,” she says.

Brand owners should calibrate remedies to what the public will view as

proportionate, and think hard before seeking maximum damages against a

sympathetic defendant, Hsiao suggests. 

To mitigate reputational risks, she advises integrating the communications strategy

with legal strategy from the outset. This includes preparing a “culturally fluent

narrative that grounds the enforcement [action] in consumer protection and brand

integrity rather than ownership of a motif”, Hsiao suggests. 

“Never rely on being able to keep the matter quiet,” Hsiao stresses. “Where

litigation is necessary, avoid triumphalism. Let the judgment speak and resist victory

announcements in-market.”

Zhang also advises brand owners to consider whether there is a genuine need to

make the dispute public. In cases where a public announcement is necessary, he

advises communicating in an objective and measured manner, focusing on the legal

basis for the claims rather than engaging in public confrontation. 

“Monitor sentiment in real time and preserve settlement off-ramps even after a

favourable first-instance decision,” Hsiao adds. 

An appeal is pending in the Louis Vuitton-Molly Tea dispute, and second-instance

courts are “not immune to the surrounding environment”, Hsiao says. 
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