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Brazilian designer and craftsman Gustavo Silvestre, center, is pictured as he teaches a crochet lesson to inmates, as part of “Ponto Firme” project in the Adriano Marrey maximum security penitentiary in Guarulhos metropolitan area of Sao Paulo, Brazil.

Inmates crochet clothing as part of “Ponto Firme” project. — AFP photos

Inmates wait for
their crochet class.

Luxury fashion brand Balenciaga and a French
department store have apologized after allegations
that Chinese customers were mistreated in Paris

sparked an uproar and calls for a boycott on Chinese
social media. Balenciaga and the Printemps store issued
their apologies in Mandarin on China’s Twitter-like
Weibo platform, where the incident had become a top
trending topic.

The hashtag #BoycottBalenciagaDiscriminates
Chinese had been viewed 23 million times on Weibo on
Friday. China’s state-run Global Times, citing a video
posted online, said a Chinese customer scolded queue

jumpers when she was standing in line to enter the
Balenciaga shop in Printemps. One of the jumpers pushed
the woman and threatened to punch her, prompting her
son to come to her defense, according to the tabloid,
which cited a video that was posted on another Chinese
social media platform, WeChat.

Her son was beaten to the ground by group, the daily
said, adding that a sales clerk then allegedly insulted
Chinese customers and told them to leave. “Balenciaga
shoes are beautiful, but such an episode is an eye-open-
er. #Boycott Balenciaga, which discriminates against the
Chinese,” said one Weibo user. Another wrote: “You can

say goodbye to the Chinese market.” In its statement late
Thursday, Balenciaga said it regretted the incident and
noted that security guards had acted immediately to
restore calm.

“Balenciaga sincerely apologizes to the customers
who were present and reaffirms its strong commitment to
respect equally all its customers,” it said on Weibo.
Printemps wrote that staff would receive additional train-
ing to ensure they manage such situations in the best
possible way. “We would like to extend our sincerest
apologies to the Chinese customers involved in this alter-
cation as well as to all those who were upset or inconve-

nienced in any way,” it said.
Paris is a favorite European destination of Chinese

travelers, and they are crucial clients for French luxury
brands. Long lines of customers from China and other
countries are common at Parisian stores. But big-spend-
ing Chinese tourists have become targets for thieves in
France, with the embassy issuing a statement last year
urging them to exercise caution following “several large-
scale violent robberies”.—AFP 

Balenciaga, Paris store apologize over incident with Chinese customers

LA PAZ: Child and teenage beauty queens are set to become a thing of
the past in the Bolivian capital La Paz, where youth beauty pageants
have been banned over concerns about sexualizing children.
Supporters say the law, that also bans advertisements featuring chil-
dren making sexualized poses or gestures, is intended to tackle vio-
lence against children resulting from hypersexualization. “We don’t
want young girls to continue being sexualized or used as objects to sell
certain fashion products,” municipal councilor Pedro Susz said
Wednesday. 

The legislation, which will only come into force in La Paz, is intend-
ed to prevent children from “being used... as copies of adults” and
forced into activities “that don’t correspond with their age,” Susz
added. Susz suggested penalties for breaching the regulations could
include mandatory training workshops on issues surrounding prema-
ture hypersexualization and violence against women. According to
official figures, on average of 16 children and teenagers are victims of
some type of sexual violence every day in Bolivia, while in 2017 there
were 87 child killings recorded.—AFP 
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Never mind running away-these Brazilian
prisoners prefer the fashion runway. The
inmates of the Adriano Marrey penitentiary
near Sao Paulo are part of a project using
couture to help rehabilitate convicts and

give them a chance to stitch together a new life. “Yarn and
the crochet hook are my new weapons,” said Honorato
Bezerra, who has been an inmate for four years. Here it’s
not mail sacks that the prisoners sew, but trendy dresses,
beachwear, jackets and other apparel that all saw their
debut this week on the catwalk at Sao Paulo Fashion Week
(SPFW).

Their main technique is crocheting, which Bezerra first
learned from a cellmate and now perfects in weekly class-
es with Brazilian designer Gustavo Silvestre. The work
results in more than the daringly revealing dresses or bag-
gy pants sent out onto the runway at SPFW. “Crocheting
helps us reduce our anxiety and to make time go by,”
Bezerra said. About 120 inmates have worked under
Silvestre in the Ponto Firme (Strong Stitch) project over
the last two and a half years, with 19 contributing to the
prisoners’ first SPFW collection, featuring 45 creations.
Nearly all of them are convicted of drug trafficking.

For all its cool and sexy elements, the collection made
sure to remind the crowd where the couturiers came from,
alternating the soundtrack with the sounds of slamming
cell doors and other sounds that can be heard in prisons.

Well-behaved students 
Silvestre, a fashion veteran who has been crocheting

since 2008, comes to the maximum security Adriano
Marrey prison with magazines and donated couture sup-
plies. In the facility’s small cultural center, he sits with his
laptop to give the students a tutorial. They start crocheting
and clearly they’ve learned their lesson. “No one does
anything wrong here,” Silvestre said in the well-lit, bright
white room. “They make the most of everything.”

Hooks and hands move quickly as the prisoners dive
into their tasks, some crocheting, some cutting, others
working with instructions. Two men, Thiago Araujo and
Fabiano Bras, sit in a corner at the back working on carpet
crocheting. They’re the oldest in the class. Araujo is quiet
and doesn’t smile much. He’s also busy, weaving a hat the
previous day, finishing the carpet today and planning a
dress for the next day. 

“For ex-convicts it’s very hard to get opportunities
once you get out, so that’s my motivation. I’m going to
perfect my technique and when I’m out it will be my new
profession,” he said, without pausing with the crocheting.
Bras is a specialist at weaving animals and characters from
cartoons. “We’d like to have classes every single day,” he
said.

Gentler side 
Adriano Marrey is a tough place. Like many Brazilian

prisons it is hugely overcrowded, holding 2,100 prisoners
despite having capacity for just 1,200. In most cells
designed for six inmates, there are in fact 12. However, the
prison is clean and is proud of its gentler side that includes
the fashion project and a visit in 2016 by the Italian opera
singer Andrea Bocelli. That makes a change from the usual
Brazilian prison news of riots and attempted escapes. 

“We believe that art can change lives,” said security
and education officer Igor Rocha, who’s been overseeing
the facility’s cultural programs since 2010. “Before, I used
to think that crocheting was something for grandmas. That
was my opinion, but when I became tired of the criminal
life, I joined the church group here and got interested.
Then I came to this class,” said Bruno Ribeiro, also work-
ing on a carpet.

“I changed my life thanks to this and I’m glad to be part
of something that will be followed by the people who
come after us,” he added. For Bezerra, crochet work means
everything while in prison. “Here I don’t have to think
about my freedom. Here I am free.”—AFP 
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