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Challenges of Funding Renewable Natural Resources  
Research and Education in Sub-Saharan Africa  

 
August B Temu, ICRAF, Nairobi  

ods can be used by anyone without being diminished. 
However, they can be protected by patents or intellec-
tual property rights and thereby be restricted in use to 
only a few individuals or institutions. Such exclusion 
defines the product as a club good; otherwise it would 
be a public good. Rival knowledge or good is one that is 
diminished by use, such as the discovery of a use for a 
non-renewable natural resource. Again, depending on 
rights and the availability of such knowledge, it can be 
classified as a private or a common pool resource. 

Knowledge generated from publicly funded research is 
not necessarily a ‘public good’. In other words, the 
“public-ness” of a research product is not an inherent 
characteristic of the product itself, but depends on the 
producer and the purpose for which it is produced.  
What we can learn from Table 1 is that research has to 
be set up in a manner that produces a clear output, 
whose ownership and use can be defined by persons or 
the institutions involved, often called the stakeholders. 
Thus, research must be seen as a business that gener-
ates useful products or services, which, in terms of us-
age, can be restricted or made public as desired. This 
reasoning is important for us to determine who should 
invest in renewable natural resources research and why. 

The general purpose of research is to raise the overall 
amount of knowledge known about a particular subject 
or object, so it feeds well into educational and societal 
needs. In Figure 1, a conceptual model is presented, 
where research is part and parcel of resource develop-
ment, management and utilisation. Any renewable natu-
ral resource would be valueless if it is not viewed in the 
context of society’s social, cultural and economic needs. 
Research helps us to relate the physical condition of the 
resource with these societal values in order to articulate 
and prioritize strategies and interventions that bring 
prosperity. Again, research is necessary for us to de-

Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to encourage an intellectual 
debate.  I have deliberately avoided the common rheto-
ric and poverty statistics that have recently come to 
characterize or accompany any statement on Africa. For 
so long, the rhetoric that Africa is poor and therefore 
incapable of spawning its own development has domi-
nated communication and information systems that they 
could become “facts” in the minds of some people.  If 
this is not nipped in the bud, especially for the youth of 
Africa, it will cost the continent dearly in terms of future 
development.  The only way we can sustain development 
in Africa is to recognize and engage our own intellectual 
and physical strengths for that purpose, while tapping 
into our natural capital. It is argued that natural resource 
education, research and innovation should be funded 
from the very resources that we are seeking to improve. 
Thus the starting point is an analysis of the values we 
should assign to research and education. 

 

Valuing research and education 

Investing in research and education is predicated upon 
an appreciation of the value of knowledge. Research is a 
tool for producing knowledge, which can be a public or a 
non-public good depending on the circumstances. So 
there must be a quest for knowledge for research to be 
supported. Knowledge is generally a neutral product 
which can be used to the benefit or detriment of society. 
Unfortunately, not all knowledge from research can be 
applied freely. Depending on the purpose of research 
and the objectives of the researcher, the knowledge gen-
erated can be put into two main categories as elabo-
rated in the Table 1, adapted from Kolliker (2004). 

Non rival knowledge is like research methods. The meth-
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Type of good Limits in availability Qualification 

Non-rival 
(i.e. not diminished by use, 

e.g. research methods) 
  

Non-excludable 
(everyone can access and use it) 

Public good 

Excludable 
(e.g. through IPR or patent) 

Club good 

Rival 
(i.e. diminished by use, e.g.  

use for a non-renewable    
mineral) 

Non-excludable 
(everyone can access and use it) 

Common pool resource 

Excludable 
(e.g. through IPR or patent) 

Private good 

Table1. A general definition of products of research 
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linking tree and forest management to actions and 
strategies to achieving social and economic development 
goals, 

managing tree and forest resources in a broader context 
of sustainable natural resources and environmental con-
servation, 

innovating in the wider areas of agriculture, forestry and 
renewable natural resources 

stimulating entrepreneurship in community and private 
forestry, and 

strengthening linkages and synergy among natural re-
source sectors and between them and agriculture. 

 

In other words, the technical substance of forestry edu-
cation must be contextualized in the African situation, 
solving African problems and fitting the social, cultural 
and economic settings of Africa, while at the same time 
being sensitive to global society and environmental con-
cerns. This should be true for education in other renew-
able natural resources. 

 

Investing in research 

Currently in SSA the responsibility for research on lands, 
forestry, wildlife and fisheries is almost exclusively in the 
public domain. Private sector research initiatives are 
quite restricted both in scope and in space to where it 
makes business sense. This leads to the debate on 
whether research in renewable natural resources really 
requires special attention. The easiest response is to 
refer to the key role played by natural resources in the 
livelihoods of our people, and the current threats to the 

velop recapitalization strategies that sustain both the 
natural resource and its contribution to prosperity. 

Investing in research is similar and complementary to 
investing in education. The former generates knowl-
edge whilst the latter is a tool for sharing knowledge. In 
an ideal situation, the two are mutually supporting. Edu-
cation influences change in society, and likewise, soci-
ety influences the content of education. 

Good education raises the level of knowledge in spe-
cific areas, enabling society to better analyze, make 
choices and take appropriate actions. Likewise, the 
experiences of society influence institutions of learning 
as well as the learning experiences by putting into con-
text what happens when certain knowledge is applied 
in a particular circumstance. So both education and 
society continue to shape each other, achieving a dy-
namic synergy. 

This understanding makes the case for substantive 
investment in renewable natural resources research 
and education. A critical question is: How well are our 
research and education efforts in natural resources 
linked and mutually reinforcing? From available experi-
ence, it would appear that natural resources research 
and education are designed and managed independ-
ently. They sometimes compete for resources. Institu-
tions of learning have great responsibility in generating, 
collating and sharing knowledge, yet currently they do 
little more than sharing knowledge, and even that, 
largely with students and not communities or industry.  

 

A recent survey of forestry education in Africa and 
Southeast Asia (Temu et al 2005) concluded that there 
is an urgent need for foresters to be competent in: 

Trees and forests as Natural resource 
capital 

Strategies, programs  
and actions 

Societal Prosperity: Income, health, power, good conserva-
tion 

Context: Social and cultural   
values 

RECAPITALIZATION: 
Investment in forest resource en-
hancement, from the gene to the 

landscape level (Research) 

Development priorities 

Investment in knowledge and technology as 
instruments of change: i.e. expertise to cre-

ate or improve opportunities 

Figure1. Knowledge capital for forest-based development 
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main advantages: First they have the critical mass of 
scientific knowledge and skills needed to address the 
research problems and second, they have the needed 
management and accountability capacity to deliver on 
their research commitments. So why is this not true for 
national research institutions in SSA? Literature 
searches on the subject show a large volume of criti-
cisms on governments, research funding institutions and 
the African academia as the main culprits for failures in 
research in general. We can focus on what we can do to 
leverage and sustain funding for renewable natural re-
sources research, by considering the following ap-
proaches: 

⇒ building on available and locally contextualized 
knowledge in order to maintain relevance 

⇒ improving institutional frameworks for research 

⇒ strengthening human capital for research 

⇒ rationalising research capacity and strengthening 
integration of research institutes and universities, 
and 

⇒ enhancing coordination and regional cooperation. 

⇒ All these ideas are quite familiar, yet they are far 
from being implemented. 

 

Building on available and locally contextualized knowl-
edge 

Africa has biological wonders: The Namibian desert plant 
(Welwitschia mirabilis) that grows only two leaves and 
can live for over 1000 years supporting a myriad of other 
life forms as it switches between C3 and C4 states; the 
giant frog Canrana goliath in Congo which can produce 
several kilogrammes of meat; the rare mammalian frog 
in Tanzania that has intrigued scientists; and so many 
organisms macro– and microscopic in our rich biota re-
main only partially untapped to benefit Africans 
(Mshigeni et al 2000). Africa is quite rich, but Africans 
are poor.  The abundance of natural resources 
(renewable and non-renewable) as exemplified in DRC, 
Angola, Sierra Leone, Sudan, Gabon, Nigeria, Liberia and 
most of the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (in terms of 
biota) is intriguing and by far supersedes many other 
countries in the world that are developed or classed as 
transitional economies.  However, our management of 
natural resources proves beyond doubt the adage that 
“possession of natural resources is in itself only an indi-
cator of the potential for development, but does not 
guarantee development”.  And so it has remained for 
Africa.  Serious research is needed to expand the knowl-
edge available today and unleash the potential for im-
proving the well-being of people. There is no shortage of 
exciting areas of research! But for us, exciting research 
must also make exciting economics! 

 

There are many examples of traditional African scientific 
innovations.  The extraction of preservatives from Com-
miphora myrrha that were used for mummification of 

 

natural resources. An even stronger argument though is 
to show what research is able to deliver. We can also 
argue for research by stating the cost of not doing it in a 
specific area. St. Paulia, a beautiful violet flower from the 
mountains of East Africa became a multi-million Euro 
business in Europe, completely eluding the attention of 
local researchers. So funding and participating in natural 
resource research is indeed very important. Research on 
St Paulia was funded by UK government (Peter Wood 
2006 – personal communication). 

 

There is a need to make natural resources in SSA work 
better for development, through effective research. To 
leverage local funding and participation in natural re-
source research, we have to demonstrate that renewable 
natural resources research really works for development. 
This should create the demand for research. 

 

But some past research investments have produced dis-
appointing results. Here is an example. In one country, 
research on timber utilization was carried out for over 40 
years. The main focus was to investigate the potential 
utility of indigenous tree species, by determining their 
fibre characteristics and strength properties. Quite a few 
scientific publications were produced, but they stopped 
short of one critical result – helping the development of 
mechanisms to make better use of the timbers. In other 
words, they generated knowledge but could not move it 
into use. After 40 years of funding by government and 
development partners, the research support was scaled 
down so much that today it is practically only symbolic in 
terms of size and activities. So after so many years of 
public investment, it was still unclear what exactly the 
country was getting out of it, because there was an un-
derlying assumption that the private sector would take 
up and use the research findings. That did not happen. 
The inability of research institutions to transform re-
search results to practical applications for development 
is one of our main weaknesses. But this is also linked to 
problem diagnosis and setting the objectives of our re-
search. All too often the end users of research results 
and other stakeholders are not involved. 

 

Most renewable natural resources in SSA are under pub-
lic responsibility. In such a situation, governments would 
be expected to generate or at least create conditions for 
other stakeholders to support research that generates 
the knowledge needed to improve benefits from our re-
newable natural resources. This is not happening at the 
expected scale, ostensibly because we are unable to 
generate research funds. I would argue that our natural 
resources can generate the funds needed for research. 
Nothing stops us from using our own natural resources 
for this purpose. 

 

It is clear that the Consultative Group for International 
Agricultural Research (CGIAR) centres are able to secure 
funds for natural resources research because of two 
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dead bodies is well known but poorly appreciated tradi-
tional African science.  The preparation of “old man’s 
tea” from the bark of Prunus Africana as prophylaxis 
against prostrate cancer received global attention only 
recently, and is currently exploited by France, importing 
the tree bark from Africa to extract the cancer prevent-
ing ingredients. The business they generate is based on 
ancient African research findings!  The fields of human 
and animal nutrition and medicine provide thousands 
of examples of this kind. What is worrisome is what this 
generation is doing, or stated more appropriately, not 
doing to improve and use such knowledge. Let us steer 
away from ‘ethno-altruism’ as expounded by Lettmayer 
(2000), in which traditional values and approaches can 
be blindly glorified over foreign ones. Sinclair and Joshi 
(2000) explain how traditional knowledge can selec-
tively be captured and utilised in research. Various 
methods exist for doing this effectively.  The claim often 
made that we do not have enough funds to support 
research is inaccurate. Our greatest weaknesses today 
emanate much more from our own attitudinal orienta-
tion and ineffective institutional establishments, includ-
ing organization, governance and integrity. There is a 
huge wealth on knowledge (both indigenous and exter-
nal) that is poorly utilized despite strong evidence that 
it could play a role in driving Africa out of poverty. The 
starting point is to understand the demand for re-
search.  

 

Is there an established demand for renewable natural 
resources research? 

The majority of SSA’s rural population relies directly on 
agricultural production and direct extraction from natu-
ral resources to sustain livelihoods. The export trade is 
dominated by direct extraction and sale of natural re-
sources and some primary processing of agricultural 
produce, much of it in the hands of private institutions. 
Thus, the region’s development is heavily anchored on 
agriculture and natural resources. Enhancing science 
and technology through research in these fields is an 
essential lever for accelerating development in general 
and rural development in particular. Many ambitious 
commitments made by SSA countries and their devel-
opment partners on raising the lot of the rural poor can-
not be achieved because our investment in science and 
technology as the backbone for development is inade-
quate. So while there is a huge demand for research, 
scientists are not properly linked to it. There is little evi-
dence that scientific innovation arising from our re-
search has contributed in a significant way to develop-
ment, and this may underline the reason for weak pub-
lic funding for research. 

 

Local communities have an enormous wealth of knowl-
edge that requires some of fine tuning through re-
search to contribute to real improvements of their lives. 
From the mortar that pounds the yams to the multi-
storey agroforestry farming systems that are so ecologi-
cally designed, we scientists have great opportunities to 
add value. My challenge to every one of us is to identify 

just one item where his/her research and innovation 
can make a difference. The demand for research is 
large, but it is currently obscured by inadequacies in 
policy, institutional arrangements and, most of all, atti-
tudes of scientists. 

 

Improving the institutional framework for research 

Nyerere (1990) pointed out the weak institutional 
framework and investment in science and technology in 
The South.  He counselled The South to enlarge its ca-
pacity and commitments in order to benefit effectively 
from science and technology (S & T).  Apparently, this 
advice was well heeded by Asia but was largely ignored 
by Africa.  Working S & T institutions with appropriate 
mandates and with long-term vision are only second to 
having the human capital This is currently appreciated 
by African leadership, and is the basis for NEPAD’s ef-
forts to promote institutions of excellence in Africa. This 
has involved the construction and equipping of labora-
tories as well as training of scientists. It has to be un-
derstood that excellence is attained or achieved, not 
constructed.  It is imperative therefore that the 
“institutions of excellence” are conceptualized and pro-
moted more in terms of programmes, intellectual lead-
ership, and less in terms of physical infrastructure and 
facilities although these too are important. They would 
then be institutions for excellence. 

 

A good institutional base is a fundamental requirement 
for research and education to thrive. Many aspects of 
RNR for instance forestry, soils, water and wildlife man-
agement cut across sectors. Actions taken in any of the 
sectors can have profound effects on the other re-
sources. However, in many countries the sectors have 
separate and independent institutions in both research 
and education, and sometimes the communication 
among them is very limited. Thus beneficial synergies 
are foregone. Quite often we experience competition, 
duplication of efforts and diverging perspectives on 
specific approaches to RNR management. In such an 
environment, we are unlikely to excel. 

 

Despite ecological similarities collaboration across 
countries is complicated by the high diversity of institu-
tional structures and their parent ministries. An obvious 
cost in this institutional dispensation is the size of insti-
tutions. We have many small institutions whose capac-
ity to work beyond their internal management proc-
esses is quite limited, let alone engaging in regional 
and international collaboration. We need multi-sectoral 
linkages that can improve efficiency. For this to happen 
it is necessary for those in academia to begin by over-
coming our disciplinary barriers within departments and 
faculties and expand integrative education programmes 
(Temu 2004). 

 

A good working environment: This is not a new idea. All 
of us are looking for better physical facilities, good ex-
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posure, attractive salaries and benefits. Many reports 
lament the poor remuneration of academics that leads to 
the brain drain. While that is true, we also have internal 
brain drain, where scientists spend a disproportionate 
amount of time doing private activities and consultancies 
that very often do not even add to their skills. This 
‘internal brain drain’ can be substantial. Many authors 
recommend increases in salaries and benefits, despite 
the persistent evidence that this rarely happens.  If coun-
tries are not investing is research, why would they invest 
in researchers? Again, the problem lies in the fact that 
we have not been able to demonstrate that our research 
really pays off. 

 

Strengthening human capital for research 

Human capital is central in any discussion of science, 
technology and development.  As human beings, we are 
responsible for creating the right mindsets, policies, insti-
tutions (and institutional arrangements) and knowledge 
and innovations that improve and sustain our livelihoods.  
This is true at all scales, from the individual to the whole 
nation or humanity. Research is a very powerful tool for 
generating knowledge and innovation, the primary re-
quirement for which is human capital.  Education, train-
ing and exposure are essential elements that build the 
competence for research, as for many other competen-
cies 

. 

High standards, reliable scientific skills and a sustained 
critical mass for research are crucial. Merger of sectors 
as proposed above can help, complemented by synergy 
of research with educational programmes. The great 
wealth of graduate students in our universities is yet to 
be tapped to implement national research programmes. 
This is a strategic issue which is easy to tackle but often 
overlooked. 

 

We have some good work such as the identification in 
Thaumatococus danieli (Nigeria’s sweet berry) of pro-
teins that have 1600 times the sweetness of sucrose 
(Ogunseitan 1991). We can be proud of that. We also 
know of the identification and cultivation of red sea-
weeds in Zanzibar, the biological control of water hya-
cinth on Lake Victoria, and the new rice “Nerica” with 
Vitamin A by WARDA.  But we know that African scientists 
contribute only 0.7% of global scientific publications, a 
disproportional contribution considering that Africa has 
about 11.5% of the global population.  In the area of agri-
culture and natural resources we are slightly better off, 
with about 2% of all publications, but mostly from agricul-
ture! 

 

  In 2003, The International foundation for Science (IFS) 
carried out studies in East Africa that clearly demon-
strated that the average age of scientists at research 
institutes and universities is rising sharply, due to declin-
ing interest in research and academic jobs.  To build up 
interest we must first demonstrate that science and 

technology are being adequately exploited to drive devel-
opment.  In other words, we must attract local interest 
and investment in science and technology before expect-
ing others to support us.  Secondly, we must recognise 
and reward scientists and innovators appropriately and 
encourage them to move up the scientific ladder.  
Thirdly, we must create the right conditions for science 
and innovation to flourish.  The best starting point is with 
research that relates directly to our social/cultural set-
tings and especially with existing indigenous knowledge. 
Let us scientist incentivise the public by producing very 
useful products and innovations that will attract atten-
tion and support for our work. 

 

Rationalising research capacity and strengthening inte-
gration of research institutes and universities 

A common practice all over the world is to divide our re-
search programmes according to the standard scientific 
sub-disciplines. Thus soils research is seen as soil phys-
ics, soil chemistry, soil biology, biogeochemistry, soil car-
bon, and so on. Most problems requiring research solu-
tions cut across these traditional sub-divisions. In for-
estry we have the traditional divisions of silviculture, en-
gineering, wood technology, social science, economics 
and forest management. Quite often, research pro-
grammes are developed against these academic frame-
works, and understandably, donors could not fund such 
programmes because they are drawn from structures 
that do not reflect the research problems or needs. With 
this approach, we are quite unclear on exactly what we 
are marketing to the funding agencies. Thus their reac-
tion has been justified – choosing their own priorities 
and requiring us to frame projects within defined limits. 

 

A cursory examination of current forestry research trends 
shows a downward spiral of hard science and emergence 
of a myriad of survey-based data largely focused on gen-
der and participatory philosophies and practices.  There 
is no doubt that these are important subjects.  Our con-
cerns are that they are done at the expenses of all other 
prime science topics; they rarely produce tangible results 
that can be extrapolated beyond the local survey area/
community; and by investing such a large proportion of 
support in this area, donors skew (probably inadver-
tently) the balance of Africa’s forest research agenda.  
The trend is palpable in other natural resource sectors 
and agriculture 

 

Another crucial aspect is a new drive to demand that 
research projects demonstrate impact on livelihoods.  
Many strategic research areas are unlikely to produce 
results that have immediate impact on livelihoods, 
unless a project runs for a fairly long term.  Most re-
search projects are generally for small amounts of 
money (<US $ 100K) and run for up to 3 years.  There 
are challenges in making such projects respond to long 
term needs, so naturally they are crafted to address 
shorter-term needs.  We therefore experience low cover-
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age of certain areas as hydrology, land degradation, 
land use change, climate change and serious develop-
ment of novel products and services from forests. 

 

A stable (but not static), relevance research pro-
gramme, with mechanisms to support dissemination 
of research findings is needed. It is fair to say that 
many national institutions have gone through partici-
patory processes that led to the development of re-
search programmes. However, the outcomes ought to 
be put into meaningful development context. For in-
stance, it is helpful to express research programmes 
in the context of local and national poverty reduction 
strategies and Millennium Development goals (MDG). 
This helps us to demonstrate the contribution of the 
RNR sectors to real development, and that can attract 
local funding for research. Enabling scientists to work 
directly with communities and institutions that are 
experiencing the problems will improve context and 
eliminate the need to have additional personnel and 
structures for the dissemination of research findings. 
A good research strategy should be based on three 
key and interlinked domains:  natural resource con-
tent, societal demand for products and services and 
ecosystem functionality (Hollier et al 2005). 

 

A research funding organization is much like a co-
investor with the scientist.  The funding agency has 
money and wants a solution to a specific problem. The 
scientist has knowledge and skills which can be used 
to resolve the problem, but s/he lacks the resources 
to carry out the research. Thus what we need is a re-
search partnership, not a donor-recipient relationship. 
Unfortunately the latter has become so much the real-
ity that scientists now accommodate donor demands, 
and are busy with project proposal writing protocols, 
funding restrictions and evaluations. They do not ques-

tion the relevant or rationale of donor choices of re-
search priorities, countries, institutions or individuals. 
All too often they accept donor conditions as givens, 
while the scientist practically cannot create conditions 
for the application on his/her knowledge and skills. This 
must be reviewed, and universities should lead that 
change, because they operate from a position of rela-
tively higher freedom. What is needed is real partner-
ship as depicted in Figure 2 and fair recognition of in-
puts by all parties, and not a one-sided dictation of con-
ditions. 

A fragmented approach to RNR research is a critical 
weakness in Africa.  Research funding organizations 
develop their own research support strategies and pro-
grammes with very limited coordination.  Due to inade-
quate local research support, our national research 
institutions, set aside their own research strategies and 
programmes, and bend over backwards to receive lim-
ited research support that diverts their time to issues 
outside their priorities.  It is hard to sell full pro-
grammes to donors, who tend only to support projects 
that contribute to their own specific priorities. This ap-
proach scuttles the national research strategies and 
programmes and also undermines the scientific knowl-
edge and skills of national scientists, as they often find 
themselves responding to international calls for re-
search support in areas marginally related to their spe-
cific competencies.  The result is – yes, we have RNR 
research taking place, but it is poorly articulated to pro-
vide the answers to the right questions. 

 

Enhancing coordination and regional cooperation 

An aspect related to rationalization is the need to 
achieve some sort of harmony among the natural re-
source disciplines, improve collaboration across institu-
tions and countries and improve collaborative bargain-
ing. Agriculture has achieved funding success by form-

Society 
The problem in societal 
development context 

The Researcher 
Knowledge and skills 
to solve the problem 

The Donor 
Resources needed to 

solve the problem 

Figure 2. Partnership to solve problems through research 
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African Science Communication Conference 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University, Port 

Elizabeth , South Africa. 
 

5-7 December 2006 
 

The South African Agency for Science and Technol-
ogy Advancement (SAASTA) will be hosting an Afri-
can Science Communication Conference focusing 
specifically on the need to develop this field and es-
tablish collaborative networks on the African conti-
nent engaging academies, universities, the public, 
science centres and private research centres, as well 
as industry, the media, the education field and pro-
fessional practitioners 

 
For details contact: http://www.saasta.ac.za/ascc/
index.shtml 

ing the sub-regional networks (ASARECA, CORAF and 
SADC-FANR) and a regional research network (FARA). 
They all have partnerships with the CGIAR system. RNR 
institutions are lamentably far behind in this approach. 
AFORNET and FORNESSA are good initiatives in forestry 
but are still in a nascent stage. 

 

One of the ways we can promote regional cooperation 
in RNR education and research is through ecosystem-
based assessment of education, training and research 
needs. From the start, we can recognize the main eco-
logical settings such as dry lands, sub-humid, humid, 
mountain and coastal systems and these can be further 
categorised according to land use (agriculture, forestry, 
marine, wildlife conservation etc). Adding the socio-
political and economic parameters would give us a suf-
ficient base for putting together the cross-border re-
search and education programmes that are collabora-
tive and fundable as independent entities. Such an ar-
rangement also has the potential to avert conflicts on 
natural resources. In short, we need better coordination 
and cooperation. 

 

Byron and Turnbull (1998) pointed out some challenges 
in forestry research 

Current forestry institutional structures are unsuitable 
for proper integration of disciplines 

Forestry objectives are still primarily focused on public 
service, while policies have shifted to private and com-
munity arrangements. This causes confusion. 

Current funding for forestry (education and research) is 
still weak 

These observations are relevant to other areas of re-
newable natural resources and education. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Research generates knowledge while education organ-
izes and shares it, so the two are very closely linked. 
They should be treated as such in terms of policy and 
institutional arrangements. Supporting research is a 
reflection of a societal demand for knowledge. In re-
newable natural resources the demand is obscured by 
the inadequate policy, institutional arrangements and 
attitude of scientists. Current research suffers from 
among other problems, poor links with national devel-
opment needs, and the lack of systematic and usable 
methods for qualitative assessment of natural re-
sources; narrow focus of current projects and activities 
and strong dependency on external funding sources. 
Renewable natural resources in SSA are capable of 
funding research if the policy would allow it. What is 
needed is a clear vision of the benefits of research and 
serious commitment to fund and implement research 
from using a small portion of the renewable natural 
resources. The following recommendations are worth 
considering: 

Renewable natural resources research policies and 
institutions should be re-designed to respond more di-
rectly to development needs such as addressing food 
and nutritional security, poverty and incomes, agricul-
tural sustainability and conservation; 

There is a need to create stronger vertical and lateral 
integration of disciplines and sectors to enhance syn-
ergy and efficiency; 

Policies should be amended to encourage the use of 
renewable natural resources to fund research and edu-
cation programmes: 

A dedicated human resource development and suste-
nance is needed to achieve high standard of scientific 
and management skills needed (this includes improved 
working environment); 

Effective mechanisms are needed to support dissemi-
nation of research findings and securing feedback from 
end users; 

There is a need to promote eco-regional approaches as 
a way of achieving regional coordination as well as 
building adequate capacity for research investment and 
improving regional cooperation. 

 

Globalization and opening up to private sector opportu-
nities has hit the natural resources sector through in-
tensified harvesting of raw materials, but not at all in 
research or education. This observation requires follow 
up. Finally, without attitudinal changes within the for-
estry and other natural resource sectors and serious 
efforts to sell research in development lexicon, it is 
highly unlikely that there will be a change in RNR re-
search investment. 
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Abstract 
Intellectual property clearinghouse organizations such 
as the Public Intellectual Property Resource for Agricul-
ture (PIPRA, Davis, California, USA) and the African Ag-
ricultural Technology Foundation (AATF, Nairobi, Kenya) 
have been created to help agricultural researchers 
navigate access to agricultural technologies protected 
under intellectual property rights.  
 
Introduction 
For well over a hundred years, public-sector research 
programs at universities or government institutions 
around the world have been providing service of devel-
oping new crop varieties. Once developed, new crop 
varieties were typically released publicly; made avail-
able to seed companies, nurseries, and farmers without 
restrictions on use, whether for commercial agriculture 
or subsistence agriculture. In the last two decades how-
ever, the nature of crop variety innovation has changed 
dramatically in response to both the breakthroughs of 
biotechnology and legal innovations in the area of intel-
lectual property (IP). While the United States has been 
at the lead in both respects, the resulting privatization 
of innovation in crop genetics has had global implica-
tions affecting and in fact constraining the technical 
options available to public sector crop development 
programs everywhere, including Africa. 
 
Plant genetic engineering, pioneered in the 1980s, has 
led to new technical possibilities for altering the traits 
of crop plants in a controlled manner, but the technolo-
gies involved are very advanced and constantly evolv-
ing. Three distinct types of technologies emerged as 
essential to developing new biotech crops: genetic 
transformation techniques themselves, specific genes, 
and elite breeding materials or germplasm. The new 
paradigm of biotechnology introduced a technical ability 
to separate and recombine these three component 
technologies to create new crop varieties with new and 
powerful capabilities. Public sector researchers were 
often in the vanguard making the research break-
throughs that enabled plant genetic engineering. 
 
In the United States in 1980 two landmark legal and 
legislative events occurred that would come to impact 
upon public sector agricultural research. First was the 
decision of the Supreme Court in Diamond v. Chakra-
barty to allow the patenting of microorganisms that 
embodied man-made biotechnological inventions. The 
decision was extended in 1985 to cover plants, intro-
ducing new possibilities to exploit commercially the 

emerging recombinant DNA technology in agriculture by 
patenting a new biotech crop variety itself.  Second was 
the passing by the U.S. Congress of the Bayh-Dole Act 
(Public Law 96-517, 1980) to allow and encourage uni-
versities in the U.S. to patent and license newly in-
vented technologies to the private sector. This legisla-
tion led to institutional policy shifts at many universities 
and the establishment of technology transfer offices 
(Graff, Heiman, and Zilberman, 2003). Outside of the 
U.S., while patenting of crop varieties is not widely prac-
ticed by other governments, the combined influences of 
international agreements, including the Trade Related 
Intellectual Property Rights Agreement (TRIPs) agree-
ment of the WTO, bilateral trade agreements, and the 
Union for the Protection of New Plant Varieties (UPOV), 
have led to general strengthening of the IP environment 
for all of the technologies essential to the development 
of biotech crops. More recently other countries have 
been adopting laws and regulations that, like the Bayh-
Dole Act, allow and encourage their universities to pat-
ent inventions. 
 
Following Diamond v. Chakrabarty and the Bayh-Dole 
Act in the U.S. and similar policies in other countries, 
university-developed technologies have been increas-
ingly protected by intellectual property rights in accor-
dance with the new policies. Agriculture has been one 
of the fields—along with medicine and engineering—to 
be most affected. Some fundamental tools used for 
plant genetic engineering have been licensed by the 
universities to companies in the private sector under 
exclusive terms. While this has encouraged and been 
accompanied by an increasing level of private sector 
investment in crop variety development, one result for 
public sector researchers, however, is that once a tech-
nology is patented and exclusively licensed it is no 
longer available for the development and public release 
of any new biotech varieties by university based devel-
opers (Wright, 1998).  
 It is true that use of patented technologies further up-
stream in the research activities of universities contin-
ues to be allowed in most countries under formal 
“research exemptions”. In U.S. patent law, there is not 
a formal research exemption, and university research-
ers using patented materials are operating in some-
thing of a legal grey area, under a de facto research 
exemption arising from the fact that there is simply no 
precedent for companies to sue universities for patent 
infringement. This de facto exemption has been circum-
scribed and narrowed in a recent decision by the U.S. 
Supreme Court in Madey v. Duke University.   
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During the mid 1990s the seed industry in the U.S., 
and to a lesser extent in Europe and Latin America, saw 
the entry of many larger chemical and pharmaceutical 
companies attracted by the potential of selling geneti-
cally engineered crops in combination with or in place 
of agricultural chemicals, their core line of business. 
Large agrochemical firms eventually acquired most of 
the smaller R&D companies and all of the major seed 
companies in the U.S., significantly consolidating the 
agricultural inputs industry (Graff, Rausser, and Small, 
2003). This development towards larger companies 
was driven, in part, by the difficulties and high transac-
tion costs of licensing technologies, combined with the 
valuable synergy effects of integrating the different 
component technologies (including plant transforma-
tion tools, genes, and plant germplasm materials) 
needed to develop biotech crop varieties. 
 
Agricultural research today is increasingly characterized 
by incremental improvements of the existing transfor-
mation tools, trait genetics, or plant materials, with 
each advance yielding new and increasingly overlap-
ping IP rights. In the current environment a robust cor-
porate patent portfolio that spans all three areas of 
technology not only allows an optimization of technical 
synergy effects, but in some cases merely provides 
“freedom to operate” (FTO) in the marketplace. Free-
dom to operate is defined as owning or otherwise hav-
ing access to rights to use the full range of technologies 
embodied in a product, minimizing or eliminating the 
risk of infringing patents held by others. The mergers in 
industry have resulted in a handful of large firms that 
control most of the vital IP. 
 
The public sector has been left in stewardship of a 
highly fragmented IP-portfolio and an ever diminishing 
public domain. Today, at least in the U.S., neither the 
public domain nor the patent portfolio of any single 
public sector institution can offer all of the necessary 
key technologies to enable the development or com-
mercial sale of a new transgenic crop variety. The up-
shot is a situation in which public sector actors and 
small entrepreneurs are restricted, lacking access to 
the full set of IP necessary to bring new crops to mar-
ket. One highly publicized example of this problem was 
the development of “Golden Rice” (pro-vitamin A) which 
was constrained by 70 different patents or contractual 
obligations associated with material transfer agree-
ments (Kryder, Krattiger, and Kowalski, 2000). 
 
Yet, considered as a whole, public sector organizations 
in 2001 owned a large proportion of the industry’s 
technology (24% of all agricultural biotechnology pat-
ents), more than any single firm. (Monsanto at 14% 
was the largest.) It was reasoned that this 24 percent 
of the industry’s patents should contain variants of all 
or most of the key technologies needed to enable the 
development of new transgenic crops. The difficulty lay 
in coordinating access to all of those different technolo-
gies. Actors in the public sector and others restricted by 
lack of access to IP could thus benefit from collabora-

tion between universities and other public research institu-
tions in the management of their collective IP to identify 
and bring together those technologies (Graff et al, 2003). 
This realization fueled the formation of PIPRA, the Public 
Intellectual Property Resource for Agriculture (Atkinson et 
al, 2003). 
 
2. The formation of PIPRA as an intellectual property clear-
inghouse 
PIPRA was established in 2004 as a coalition arising out of 
a dialogue among a dozen major universities and research 
institutes, with catalytic leadership and funding provided 
by the Rockefeller Foundation and the McKnight Founda-
tion and expertly facilitated by the Meridian Institute. After 
a competitive review of proposals, the University of Califor-
nia, Davis was chosen as the host for PIPRA’s headquar-
ters. PIPRA currently has a staff of seven located at UC 
Davis. PIPRA can be found online at www.pipra.org. 
 
The organization is growing quickly—now consisting of over 
40 member institutions from eleven countries, including 
several of the leading international research institutes of 
the CGIAR. When joining PIPRA, a member institution signs 
a Memorandum of Understanding whereby the institution 
agrees to cooperate with the other members on a number 
of issues. First they agree to help develop guidelines or 
“best practices” for licensing to encourage product devel-
opment across as wide a range of applications as possible 
for the broader public benefit, practices such as retaining 
rights for research use and humanitarian use of a licensed 
technology. They also agree to contribute non-confidential 
in-house information to a common database that provides 
an overview of what agricultural technologies across all 
PIPRA member institutions portfolios are available or unen-
cumbered. Finally, in the MOU they agree simply to explore 
the possibility of bundling certain technologies to facilitate 
commercial and/or humanitarian uses. (A copy of the MOU 
is online at http://www.pipra.org/docs/Memorandum%
20of%20Understanding.doc.) 
 
The fundamental mission of PIPRA is to make agricultural 
biotechnologies more readily accessible for the develop-
ment and distribution of subsistence crops for humanitar-
ian purposes in the developing world and neglected com-
mercial specialty crops everywhere in the world. 
 
3. The services provided by PIPRA  
To fulfill that mission PIPRA’s efforts are roughly divided 
into four general platforms: Information and Analysis, Edu-
cational Services and Outreach, Biotechnology Resources, 
and Collaborative IP Management. 
 
3.1 IP information and analysis 
One of the long-term aims of PIPRA is to provide freedom 
to operate (FTO) for public sector research and commer-
cialization activities within the key technologies of agricul-
tural biotechnology. In the short term, the organization 
works to reduce uncertainty concerning the IP status of 
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Industry and policy analyses: PIPRA conducts and pub-
lishes research on industry trends and structural shifts 
and also on developments in government policies, all 
with an eye to affects on IP in agricultural R&D. 
 
3.2 IP management education and outreach 
In order to facilitate public-private R&D partnerships and 
promote technology transfer to developing countries, 
PIPRA offers a number of educational services within IP 
management to researchers, administrators, technology 
transfer staff, sponsors, policy makers, industry, and 
farmers. These include: 
 
IP management handbook: PIPRA is collaborating with its 
sister organization in the medical field, MIHR 
(www.mihr.org) also established through efforts of the 
Rockefeller Foundation, to put together an exhaustive 
handbook and accompanying web-based resource on IP 
management for policymakers and professionals in the 
developing world. PIPRA is working to improve IP man-
agement in agricultural R&D, and understanding the 
rules of the game are essential to being able to play. 
Lack of access to agricultural biotechnologies, especially 
in developing countries, often simply results from a lack 
of professional expertise in IP management in those 
countries, knowing how to access the technology. Lack of 
access can also result—even unintentionally—from overly 
broad terms of commercial licenses executed by univer-
sities and institutes in the North. 
 
Research publications: Much of the work being done by 
PIPRA in FTO research, landscapes, as well as industry 
and policy analyses are being adapted (such as redacted 
to remove confidential information) for public access on 
the PIPRA website. Their publication is intended to allow 
the broad clientele at member institutions and others to 
benefit from the research and analyses done by PIPRA. 
 

Professional training opportunities:  PIPRA is seeking to 
educate IP professionals in the agricultural sciences by 
accepting short term interns to engage in the full range 
of work ongoing at PIPRA. 
Short courses: Plans are in formation to formalize short 
courses on specific topics involving PIPRA’s approach, 
IP analysis results, and recommended best practices. 

 
3.3. Biotechnology resources 
PIPRA is also working actively toward providing freedom 
to operate for neglected market applications of agricul-
tural biotechnologies through the development of a suite 
of enabling biotechnologies for plant transformation. 
 
Plant promoters: Laboratory based analysis is being car-
ried out at PIPRA to discover where non-patented or ac-
cessible biotechnology components might be substituted 
for those with legal restrictions. PIPRA then integrates its 
systematic understanding of promoter effectiveness with 

commonly used technologies, identifying where there 
may be FTO or how it might be achieved. This requires 
intensive study of the scope of existing IP claims and 
detailed comparison of what is available and what is 
not. Such analysis is routine in corporate patent divi-
sions and law firms. It is not common in the public sec-
tor however. The rationale of PIPRA is to specialize in 
this work on behalf of the range of member institutions, 
undertaking the analysis of common tools of biotech-
nology, and making the resulting insights and recom-
mendations known to the entire membership, and be-
yond. 
 
The PIPRA patent database:  PIPRA has launched a 
public database in collaboration with M-CAM, a com-
pany providing premier web-based products and ser-
vices for patent data search and analysis. The PIPRA 
patent database contains the agricultural portion of the 
patent portfolio held by PIPRA member institutions and 
gives a clear picture of the availability of the technolo-
gies developed across the full set of PIPRA institutions. 
The database contains the patent text, patent status 
information (such as whether it is in application, in 
force, or expired), and licensing status (such as 
whether it is available for license, licensed exclusively, 
non-exclusively, all or some fields, and whether a subli-
cense is available). PIPRA has plans to expand this da-
tabase to include entries on technologies which are 
(verifiably) in the public domain, in order to give a more 
complete overview of agricultural technologies that can 
be accessed and used. 
 
Preliminary FTO research:  PIPRA conducts preliminary 
searches of patent and non-patent art to support FTO 
analyses of important technologies, looking globally at 
the ownership situation. Identifying potentially relevant 
patents, mapping licensing information, and even mak-
ing validity assessments are all part of this work. The 
end result is a set of reports containing recommenda-
tions for public sector researchers on how to proceed 
with research or commercialization activities, such as 
suggestions on strategies to “invent around” blocking 
patents, patents under which licenses can be obtained, 
and what technologies are in the public domain. While 
PIPRA engages in the background research, anything 
requiring legal analysis is referred on to an attorney. A 
number of law firms support PIPRA in this by providing 
FTO analyses on a pro bono basis. 
 
Patent landscape analyses: The patent landscape 
analyses at PIPRA are mappings of the IP across broad 
sets of technology.  These can vary in degree detail but 
generally do not go into the same depth as an FTO 
analysis. Rather, a patent landscape of a broad set of 
technologies, such as plant genes, would be part of or 
provide a starting point for FTO research on a narrower 
subset of technologies, such as plant promoter regula-
tory elements. 
 
 



  

 

nal legal counsel to develop licensing language for re-
taining “humanitarian use rights”. PIPRA member insti-
tutions are encouraged to use such language as part of 
their standard license agreements in agriculture. 
(PIPRA’s proposed language for humanitarian use reser-
vation of rights is online at http://www.pipra.org/docs/
HumResLanguagePIPRA.doc.) 
 
Bundling or pooling: The models for bundling or pooling 
IP being developed in PIPRA’s transformation vector 
project can also be used in other areas. Current activi-
ties include development of a licensing model where 
rights over complementary technologies are pooled and 
can be accessed through a single non-exclusive license. 
Much of the effort here is put into discussion and nego-
tiations with technology owners, including PIPRA’s own 
member institutions, to find a model that preserves 
commercial interests while carving out space for public 
research and humanitarian uses. 
 
It is important to point out that, while PIPRA already 
plays a role in identifying and defining the mutually-
complementary technologies involved in IP coordination 
bottlenecks, PIPRA is still exploring models for bundling 
or pooling of technologies. One model being contem-
plated would be to take licenses to these technologies 
and then offer sublicenses. Another would be for PIPRA 
to assist in the set up and management of a pooled li-
censing arrangement signed directly between the own-
ers of the technologies and the users. Arrangements for 
different technology pools indeed are likely to differ 
markedly depending on the nature of the technology 
involved, who owns the IP, in which countries the rights 
apply, and its commercial potential. 
 
Exploring open source: PIPRA has likewise explored 
open source licensing models for biotechnology. In open 
source models, the owner (or owners) of a technology 
make it available for research and commercial use un-
der a license where one of the basic terms is an obliga-
tion to license back to the owner(s) and/or other licen-
sees (the “open source community”) any improvements 
made on the technology. In biotechnology, the open 
source model has posed challenges in terms of finding 
an effective balance between the obligation to license 
improvements back to the open source community and 
any other obligations that might be in place to others 
with IP claims over parts of what is a typically involved in 
a complex R&D project. In addition, the cost of maintain-
ing the open source commons based on a licensing of 
patent-protected technologies is significantly higher 
than in the classic case of open source based on licens-
ing copyright-protected technologies like software. When 
a large investment is put into paying the fees to secure 
patent protection, it is often predicated on an expecta-
tion of commercializing the technology. Few are likely to 
be willing to cover the expense of patent fees, simply to 
“donate” the technology to the open source community. 
Indeed, for academic or public sector researchers in 
biotechnology, the lower cost and more likely option is 
simply to publish the improvement, thus leaving it to the 
public domain rather than to the open source commons. 

what it has learned about the IP status of the various 
promoters to come up with optimal recommendations for 
a variety of research contexts. 
 
Plant transformation vectors: The first project underway 
involves vectors for the insertion of DNA into plant cells. 
This is a very important tool and one that is burdened 
with IPRs and to a large extent inaccessible for use out-
side of the major corporations. In order to avoid this bot-
tleneck, PIPRA is attempting to develop a novel transfor-
mation vector in the PIPRA lab using technologies for 
which FTO has already been established, whether they 
are in the public domain or owned by a PIPRA member 
institutions and available for license. PIPRA may need to 
include one or two components that are proprietary to a 
commercial company, but the terms of any such agree-
ment would be settled ahead of time, so as not to en-
cumber the PIPRA vector system. PIPRA envisions mak-
ing the vector widely available under a pooled non-
exclusive license, with separate terms for research, hu-
manitarian, and small-scale commercial uses. 
 
This work requires a close collaboration between the lab, 
PIPRA staff performing IP searches, and supporting law 
firms doing the FTO analysis. If the project is successful, 
vectors, packaged with the license, will be distributed 
free of charge within the public sector and for humanitar-
ian use. Private companies will pay a fee to use the vec-
tors commercially. This degree of IP “self awareness” 
guiding research design is unique in the public sector. 
 
3.4 Collaborative IP management 
Reservation of rights in order to segment markets:  
PIPRA is also promoting among its member institutions a 
common licensing language that can be used to encour-
age and manage market segmentation. More precise 
licensing terms can be used to allow commercial licens-
ing of technologies to firms to encourage them to invest 
in developing the technology for major commercial mar-
kets, while reserving rights in order to then license 
smaller firms to develop the technology for use in minor 
commercial markets such as specialty crops and, even 
more importantly, to allow non-market or humanitarian 
uses of the technology, such as in subsistence crops. 
 
Greater precision in licensing terms aims to target the 
transfer of rights to those parties that are most likely to 
utilize the technology across a range of commercial and 
non-commercial contexts. PIPRA has participated in a 
consultative process with university attorneys and exter-
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Defensive publishing: Putting a technology into the pub-
lic domain is, in fact, another IP management tool being 
researched and advocated by PIPRA. This is not always 
as straightforward as it sounds, however, given that 
many aspects of technologies as published may in fact 
be dominated, at least in part, by claims of existing or 
future patents. Still, in many cases it makes little sense 
to incur the costs of patenting a minor component tech-
nology when the prospects of licensing it as a stand-
alone invention are small. Or, an inventor or their aca-
demic institution may simply choose to make their in-
vention broadly accessible by publishing it instead of 
patenting it. In both cases, certain steps can and should 
be taken, with an eye on the patentability requirements 
established by patent law, to disclose as much as possi-
ble in terms of methods and possible applications. The 
intention is to make the publication as effective as pos-
sible as “prior art” to preclude encroachment by patent 
filings on improvements of the published technology or 
on similar technologies. 
 
While the privatization of innovation has led to immense 
gains, there still exist many areas in which the social or 
humanitarian value of introducing an innovation may be 
high but potential market returns are almost non-
existent. At present, campaigning for this shift in aware-
ness and licensing practice is perhaps where PIPRA is 
having its greatest impact, preventing IP from creating 
future bottlenecks for agricultural R&D and crop variety 
development that is still clearly the mandate of public 
sector institutions. 
 
4. Partnering for IP management in Africa 
Economies in Africa continue to be highly dependant on 
their agricultural sectors. Subsistence or small scale 
agriculture still employs a majority of the working age 
population in many African countries. Agricultural inno-
vation is therefore of high relevance to economic devel-
opment and improvement to the human condition. 
When the needs of smallholder growers are analyzed 
with a critical eye, a number of viable solutions can be 
found that depend upon new agricultural technologies 
that are proprietary, registered under patents in some 
countries. 
 
In most cases, questions of access to new technologies 
when considered from the African context are very dif-
ferent from those typically confronted in the U.S. or 
Europe. Most of the technologies that might be of inter-
est in Africa have not been registered by their inventors 
under patents in African countries, and they are there-
fore by default in the African public domain. 
 
An immediate legal issue arises only if the crop is to be 
exported to the U.S., Europe, or other country where 
patents may be in force. It is at the port or the border 
crossing that such traded commodities would come un-
der the patent laws of those lands and thus might be-
come infringing (Binenbaum et al, 2003). While this con-
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straint does not, in principle, prevent the use of the 
technology in Africa, for African purposes, it does restrict 
the feasibility, in an increasingly globalized economy, of 
using technologies to produce crops that may at some 
point in time be traded. Also, practically speaking, pro-
prietary technologies may not flow as readily through the 
research community to become an approach that might 
be experimented with in Africa’s agricultural research 
institutions. Control of the technology may be main-
tained by the owners controlling access to biological 
materials, and the owners may be reluctant to release 
or transfer those materials for a variety of reasons often 
revolving around concerns over liability and steward-
ship. 
 
In seeking to make the proprietary technologies owned 
by the PIPRA member institutions available for use in 
Africa, PIPRA has partnered with the African Agricultural 
Technology Foundation (AATF), hosted in Kenya on the 
campus of the International Livestock Research Institute 
(ILRI) in Nairobi to explore opportunities to provide roy-
alty free licenses to African institutions (www.aatf-
africa.org). The mission of the AATF is to identify innova-
tion priorities based on an understanding of the real 
constraints confronting African farmers and facilitating 
access to any proprietary technologies that might be 
needed to create innovative solutions to overcome 
those constraints. Examples of technologies being de-
veloped through the facilitation of AATF include a maize 
variety able to overcome the choking weed striga be-
cause it is tolerant of imidazolinone herbicides, as well 
as a nutritionally biofortified sorghum. 
 
While the AATF searches everywhere in the world for 
appropriate technologies, sourcing them from industry 
or from research institutes in both developed and devel-
oping countries, the PIPRA member institutions repre-
sent a wealth of technologies that may one day be used 
in Africa under a royalty-free humanitarian use license. 
The identification of opportunities, negotiations, and 
licenses can be facilitated through the partnership be-
tween PIPRA and AATF. While coming from a different 
corner of the world, a good example of the kinds of 
agreements that are feasible is a recent license signed 
by the AATF with Academia Sinica, a public research 
institute in Taiwan, for use of an anti-bacterial protein to 
combat banana leaf wilt (Academia Sinica, 2006). 
 
5. Conclusions 
In a world where knowledge and technology are both 
increasingly valuable and increasingly denominated as 
intellectual property assets, the role of IP clearing-
houses, such as PIPRA and AATF, become crucial to the 
function of public sector institutions. They are navigating 
an often uncharted shoreline between the open seas of 
the public domain of knowledge and the fertile lands of 
proprietary technology. 
 
The role of PIPRA might be best characterized as that of 
a “supply side” IP clearinghouse, primarily making the IP 
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that is held by a group of inventing institutions more 
readily and broadly available for a range of commercial 
and non-commercial uses. The role of the AATF might 
be best characterized as a “demand side” IP clearing-
house, primarily facilitating use of IP by a group of ap-
plied research institutions seeking to be responsive to 
the needs of the end users within African agriculture, 
clearing the way on their behalf to use proprietary tech-
nologies. The ultimate goal of IP clearinghouse institu-
tions is to help find an optimal balance between incen-
tives that mobilize private investment in agricultural 
innovation and the effectiveness of public investment 
in agricultural innovation. They are an attempt to prop-
erly adjust the public-private mix in the engine of inno-
vation that is driving today’s economies and that has 
the power to transform the human condition. 
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and non-Western knowledge systems and the crisis of 
legitimacy in the conventional intellectual property sys-
tem. 
 
 
 
*Chidi Oguamanam is a professor in the Dalhousie Law 
School, Dalhousie University Halifax, Nova Scotia, Can-
ada, where he teaches Advanced Intellectual Property 
Rights, Law and Technology. He served on the United 
Nations Convention on Biodiversity Ad Hoc Technical 
Expert Group on Genetic Use Restriction or terminator 
technologies. He researches and writes in the areas of 
biotechnology (medical and agricultural), including ge-
netic modification and contamination, biodiversity con-
servation, international intellectual property law-making, 
globalization, food security, the protection of indigenous 
and local communities knowledge in international law 
and policy, biomedical ethics and public health policy, 
traditional or complementary and alternative medicine.  

The suitability of mainstream forms of intellectual prop-
erty rights to indigenous knowledge has recently been 
the subject of some debate. Efforts to reconcile the 
Western concept of intellectual property with indige-
nous knowledge have generally not taken into account 
the underlying epistemic schism between indigenous 
knowledge and Western scientific forms. The latter con-
stitutes the main focus of intellectual property, espe-
cially the patent system, but as knowledge assumes 
increasing importance in indigenous quest for self-
determination, cultural survival and economic empow-
erment, the gulf between indigenous and Western sci-
entific knowledge assumes a new meaning. In this 
book, Chidi Oguamanam argues that the crisis of legiti-
macy that indigenous knowledge poses for the intellec-
tual property system call for a rethinking of the intellec-
tual property jurisprudence and its conceptual frame-
work in a cross-cultural direction. 
  
Dr. Oguamanam’s study draws from interdisciplinary 
research in the social and medical sciences. It uses as 
its framework of analysis the legal doctrinal methodol-
ogy, focusing on international legal and policy develop-
ments regarding the protection of indigenous knowl-
edge, with emphasis on plant biodiversity as the main-
stay or indigenous or traditional medical knowledge. He 
argues that despite the diverse historical experiences 
among indigenous peoples in the developed world and 
their counterparts in the Third World, the subject of 
knowledge protection constitutes a rallying point for 
their quest for self-determination and economic em-
powerment. Since every culture has knowledge protec-
tion mechanisms, modalities for protection of indige-
nous knowledge do not necessarily have to mirror 
those of conventional intellectual property. 
  
One of the most in-depth studies in the area of indige-
nous knowledge and property rights to date, this work 
provides a thorough examination of the role of law and 
public policy in addressing the rift between Western 
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Abstract 

Intellectual property rights (IPR) have become a subject 
of great public interest over the last decade or so. 
Some see IPR as necessary for promoting innovation, 
technology transfer, trade and investment, among oth-
ers, in developing countries while others see such rules 
as a way of denying them access to technology and 
overpricing technology products such as medicines and 
improved seeds, among others. This overview looks at 
the potential and limits of using IPR as a tool for facili-
tating similar developments in Africa. It looks at recent 
trends in FDI flows, knowledge generation and protec-
tion abroad, and inter-firm and intra-firms technology 
transactions among regions.  

 

Introduction 

“A good name is better than riches” is perhaps one of 
the best known quotes. Even though its origins may be 
contested, the quote underlines the importance and 
value of intangible assets in social or economic under-
takings. Intangible assets comprise a large proportion 
of the total wealth of a country. As Friedrich List, a 19th 
Century German Economist noted: “The present state 
of the nations is the result of the accumulation of all 
discoveries, inventions, improvements, perfections and 
exertion of all generations which have lived before us: 
they form the intellectual capital of the present human 
race” [1]. 

It is, therefore, expected that those who have invested 
in the generation and accumulation of such intangible 
assets will have an interest in controlling its exploitation 
by others. This is particularly true if such knowledge 
assets constitute or play a major part in the competitive 
advantage of a firm or a country. Ensuring that those 
that invest in the generation of knowledge are re-
warded accordingly is necessary to promote further 
development of knowledge. 

However, others argue that societies that have accumu-
lated knowledge have a responsibility to promote devel-
opment by sharing it with those in need. President John 
F. Kennedy (US) said in 1962: "There is not enough 
money in all America to relieve the misery of the under-
developed world in a giant and endless soup kitchen…. 
But there is enough know-how and knowledgeable peo-
ple to help those nations help themselves" [2].   

Balancing these two goals ([1] [2]) has been at the core 
of major policy debates on endogenous development 
over the past years. These debates tend to confirm the 

suspicion that developed countries are happier building 
endless soup kitchens for the poor than let the poor have 
access to their prized knowledge and agree with List that 
those who have “attained the summit of greatness,… 
kicks away the ladder..to deprive [others] from climbing 
up. [3] 

As with many other issues, some tend to paint IPR as ei-
ther necessary or unnecessary but, as in many cases, a 
bit of both could be the right policy mix. This is particularly 
true as IPR policies function alongside other industrial 
policy tools that collectively promote knowledge genera-
tion and use.  

It may also be important to understand why countries are 
adopting ever tighter IP rules. There are several reasons 
that may underline this trend:  

⇒ Trade secrets are insufficient to protect today’s in-
ventions  

⇒ Investment in innovation has increased in value and 
importance 

⇒ Technology is easier to copy  
⇒ Technology is key to competitiveness in trade 
⇒ Technology is changing and spreading rapidly in the 

marketplace and [4] 
⇒ The shift from extraction-based to manufacturing/

service-based industries. 

It is for these reasons that trade has been the central 
driver of stronger IP rules over the years.  

As the number of products that embody some form of 
protected knowledge increases and competitiveness is 
increasingly determined by differences in manufacturing 
know-how, firms will choose to seek stronger protection 
to further enhance their ability to compete. Estimates 
suggest that the proportion of United States’ exports that 
depend on some form of IP protection has increased from 
about 10% to above 50% in the last 50 years [5] and 
about 20% of the world manufactured exports were clas-
sified high-technology in 2004.  

Therefore, it is not surprising that developed countries, 
whose firms are the major exporters of products that con-
tain protected knowledge, are seeking a greater IP protec-
tion in developing countries. Developing countries, on the 
other hand, see it as an erosion of their right to access 
knowledge and learn to produce their own products. They 
consider it as a threat to their bid to develop, and in some 
cases, to survive.  

However, the ability of a country to copy, imitate and 
learn from leading countries depends on its domestic 
technological capacity and human capital. There are indi-
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cations that Africa’s ability to use and generate new 
knowledge has declined. For example, between 2001 
and 2005, only inventors from four out of the fifty three 
African countries obtained one or more patents from the 
United States Patents and Trademarks Office (USPTO), 
representing about 0.08% of the total non-resident pat-
ents granted during that period (See table 1). And that 
is 4 out of 53 countries.  

Another way of looking at Africa's ability to use technol-
ogy is to track payments for intangible assets. Africa's 
share of global royalty and licensing fee payments fell 
from 1.4% in 1998 to 0.6% in 2004. It also declined in 
absolute terms from $840 million to $765 million while 
globally payments doubled over the same period - 
reaching $120 billion. This gap in knowledge use is 
much wider if one considers that about $382 million 
was paid by firms in South Africa, $64 million by firms in 
Nigeria and $50 million by firms in Kenya in 2004.  

Such large knowledge gaps in knowledge use and gen-
eration casts some doubt on the extent to which most 
African countries could mould their IP legislations to 
promote innovation and development. This overview will 
use global trends in trade, investment and technology 
transfer to see areas where of IP could play a role in 
Africa's development.  

2.  Glance at IP trends. 

The term intellectual property rights encompasses nu-
merous exclusive legal rights awarded to inventors or 
creators by government for a given period of time and 
territory in which the use of the creations is controlled 
by the rights holders. The common ones include: 

⇒ Patents - for inventions only and usually for about 
20 years  

⇒ Utility model or industrial design rights - for forms of 
appearance, style or design of an industrial object 
(e.g. furniture or textiles)  

⇒ Trademark -  for a sign that distinguishes the prod-
uct or service and whose protection may be indefi-
nite.  

⇒ Copyright - for creative and artistic works (e.g. mov-
ies and paintings).  

⇒ Trade secrets - may be used to protect undisclosed 
commercial products or processes; it is illegal to 
disclose a trade secret. 

⇒ Other forms of rights, among them; breeders, tradi-
tional knowledge or geographical indications.  

In general, IP rules are designed to promote innovation 
and fair competition to facilitate economic growth. The 
first patent law, for instance, passed in Venice in 1474 
was intended to protect inventions after their use were 
demonstrated. The law was passed at the time Venice 
was sought to promote manufacturing. Other measures 
developed within the same period included tax holidays 
for two years for skilled immigrant workers and control-
ling the migration of domestic skilled workers. [6] 
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Many developed countries still use their IP rules largely 
as a tool to promote industrial development and trade. 
They continuously review their IP rules to meet the 
changing needs of industry. For instance, in 2006, the 
United Kingdom Patent Office launched a consultative 
initiative with stakeholders on how the “inventive step in 
[its ] patents can [be used to] maximize innovation".. and 
"whether any aspect of the inventive step requirement 
should be modified.” [7] It has also launched consulta-
tions on how to support innovation in the country and on 
the potential of representative action in terms of litiga-
tion costs, among others. [8] 

Such reviews of IP rules are meant to strengthen the role 
of IP as a tool for economic development rather than for 
creating monopolies. [9] African countries seem to ad-
dress their IP rules largely with a view to meet their obli-
gations under the World Trade Organization (WTO), World 
Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) and bilateral 
agreements. Moreover, the IP debate in Africa is largely 
not driven by industries in Africa but rather non-
commercial interest groups addressing specific needs, 
such as, access to medicine and the rights of farmers to 
save seeds. 

While firms are not the only stakeholders with interest in 
IP rules, they play an important role in enabling any IP 
regime to contribute to development. They also bear 
some of the costs associated with changes in IP. For ex-
ample, the World Bank estimated that the full implemen-
tation of the WTO’s Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects 
of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) would increase 
transfers of licensing fees to technology exporting coun-
tries by more than $20 billion per year. [10] Almost all 
this increase would be bone by firms. Firms may pass on 
those costs to consumers through increases in unit 
prices. Such changes could affect decision to invest in 
R&D, access to new knowledge and alter competitive-
ness of products in the marketplace.  

This overview will only focus on some of the broad as-
sumptions of the impact of IPR on development. Some 
have argued that stronger IPR promotes innovation, in-
vestment and trade which are the major conduits for the 
transfer of advanced technologies. They also argue that 

Country Patent holder Patents granted 

Egypt 
Individually 10 
Firms 0 

Kenya 
Individually 14 
Firms 9 

Nigeria 
Individually 8 
Firms 0 

South  
Africa 

Individually 197 
Firms 90 

Total   328 

Table 1. Patents granted to inventors in Africa between 
2001 - 2005 by USPTO (by country of origin) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: USPTO 



  

 

this may lead to increased production and exports over 
time, and improve the living standards of people. Many 
African countries have greater interests in many of 
these benefits of stronger protection of IPR, if they in-
deed occur.  

2.1 IP and innovation. 

IP is largely seen as an incentive to inventors. This as-
sumption is based on the belief that a temporary mo-
nopoly use of the invention could enable inventors to 
recoup most of their investment. [11] Some of these 
profits or benefits may be ploughed back to stimulate 
additional innovation.  

It is argued that the disclosure requirement, such as 
that in patents, play an important role in knowledge 
diffusion and promoting innovation. Such disclosure 
may stimulate interest in other areas beyond the origi-
nal research. Without such rights, the knowledge em-
bodied in many products will not be disclosed and, as a 
result, the technological insights it may stimulate will 
not occur.  

IP may also serve as success benchmarks in some in-
dustries. In some markets and industries related to 
biotechnology and information technology, IP is used a 
measure of success because they primarily survive by 
continuously churning out new products and services. 
Strong IP rules may therefore be essential to stimulat-
ing innovation.  

IP is also used as a bargaining chip in technology trans-
fer and partnership deals. Firms or institutions may use 
some of their IP assets to gain access to other key IP 
assets owned by their competitors or pool their IP as-
sets and form alliances or joint ventures. Such arrange-
ments could accelerate commercialization of inventions 
and further development.  

These assumptions are likely to hold true for some 
fields or industries and markets. For instance, nearly 
90% of all the industrial technology alliances [12] in-
volve European, American and Japanese firms and 
about 91% of such alliances were in three industries: 
automotive, biotechnology and information and com-
munication technology in 2003. There is little evidence 
that strengthening IP regimes will facilitate alliances 
between the technology-developing ones and those 
without. 

The extent to which current IP regimes stimulate or hin-
der innovation is a subject of great interest.[13] There 
is little argument that IP rules are needed but not every-
one agrees on what should be covered and on the use 
of IP to create what has been termed “intellectual mo-
nopolies”. For example, 'George Selden obtained a U.S. 
patent in 1895 for "putting a gasoline engine on a chas-
sis to make a car". Thousands of dollars were paid in 
royalties - increasing costs and reducing production 
output. It was not until 1911 that Henry Ford and oth-
ers challenged the validity of such a broad patent'. [14] 

Similarly, patent thickets or de facto monopolies could be 
used to block or discourage others, in particular potential 
competitors, in a field of interest or stifle technological 
development. Peter Ringrose, Chief Scientists at Bristol-
Myers is quoted saying: “there are more than 50 proteins 
possibly involved in cancer that the company [Bristol-
Myers] was not working on because the patent holders 
either would not allow it or were demanding unreason-
able royalties.” [15] 

When abused, IP may cause others not to practice their 
inventions until the blocking IPR expires or is invalidated. 
Similarly, demanding a high price for IPR increases the 
cost of innovation - hindering it rather than promoting. IP 
rules do provide some relief in cases where the IP owner 
is not willing to provide the technology on reasonable 
commercial terms and conditions, such as compulsory 
licensing. However, many potential users that may fail to 
obtain technology on reasonable and fair terms are 
unlikely to exploit protected technology using the flexibil-
ity provided by law for fear of paying the legal costs, for 
example those that may arise to prove that the terms 
were unreasonable. 

Many African countries may have to tailor their IP regimes 
and support policies that promote firms and institutions 
capable of inventing new products and services derived 
from inventions. This may eventually enable them to en-
ter into industrial technology alliances and to leverage 
their limited R&D expenditure. There are fears that the 
continent is remaining behind in innovation and IP alone 
is unlikely to help the content to innovate.  

2.2 IP and technology transfer 

The argument that IP facilitates technology transfer 
stems from two broad assumptions: 1. disclosure and 2. 
its impact on trade, FDI and licensing decisions. It is as-
sumed that disclosure plays an important role in promot-
ing diffusion of knowledge. The later role of IP in technol-
ogy transfer stems from the assumption that the IP re-
gime of a host country may influence the decision of a 
technology owner to export their technologies. A stronger 
intellectual property regime (i.e. legislation and enforce-
ment) is thought to act as an incentive or source of com-
fort to technology exporters to transfer their technology 
without fear of losing control or revenue.  

There is increasing doubts about the role IP disclosure 
requirements in patents play in facilitating technology 
transfer. Some inventions that were granted protection 
do not always contain new information that could be re-
garded as innovative or technology.  In addition, detail of 
disclosure, whether the best mode of making the inven-
tion  requirement is disclosed or not, does not necessarily 
represent how the invention will be used in industry (i.e. 
there is usually no requirement to update the mode). 

In the second assumption, it is observed that firms have 
continued to prefer transferring technologies intra-firm. 
Roughly 70% of all royalty and licensing fee receipts by 
the major technology exporting countries (e.g. United 
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States and Japan) are intra-firm. In the case of the 
United States (accounting for half of all receipts), inter-
firm royalty and licensing fee receipts for industrial proc-
esses (or manufacturing know-how) as a proportion of 
the total has steadily declined from about 15% to about 
11% between 1987 and 2004 (see figure 1a).  

In the case of Africa, the trend is even more dramatic. 
Inter-firm payments as a proportion of the total of Af-
rica’s payment for intangible assets to the United States 
have declined from about 50% in the late 1980s to 
about 27% in 2004 (see figure 1b). However, Inter-firm 
payments for manufacturing know-how  by Africa to the 
United States have fallen in absolute value from $33 
million to 1987 to $20 million in 2004 and, has fallen 
as proportion of total payments, has fallen from 46% to 
5% over the same period.  

In many ways, the strengthening of IP rules has had lit-
tle impact on the mode by which major firms transfer 
their technology at the global level.  

The transfer of technology is often accompanied by con-
tractual agreements that detail the nature of the tech-
nology, payment methods, period of use, liabilities, terri-
tories in which it could be deployed and how to deal with 
third-parties, among others. Other than sale or assign-
ment of IP rights, most arrangements such as licensing, 
franchise and joint-venture, among others, include many 
other clauses that deal with knowledge disclosure to 
third parties, access to technology enhancements, use 
of inputs from other parties etc.  

These clauses, often termed restrictive business prac-
tices, are also acceptable market mechanisms em-
ployed by firms to control the use of their technology or 
stay competitive, irrespective of the unique country-IP 
regulations. Earlier efforts to regulate the use of such 
practices through government screening of contractual 
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agreements [16] have largely been abandoned in favour 
of market-based approaches (see TRIPS Agreement Arti-
cle 40). One could also include software and genetic use 
restrictive technologies among restrictive business prac-
tices, perhaps of a higher level.  

It is also often forgotten in the debate on IP and technol-
ogy transfer that domestic firms import technologies to 
enhance their own performance. They are not necessary 
technology transfer agents for other firms. Other than 
public enterprises, most private firms are unlikely to 
share their imported technologies with competitors in the 
domestic market.  

Overall, the strengthening of IP rules following the entry 
into force of the TRIPS Agreement do not seem to have 
been accompanied by increase in inter-firm transfers of 
manufacturing know-how and reduction in the use of 
restrictive business practices and/or government lists of 
dual-use products. It also remains unclear whether the 
increase in intra-firm royalty and licensing fee receipts by 
TNCs are due to improvements in national IPR regimes 
[17] or the growing trend in outsourcing manufacturing 
activities abroad.  

2.3 IP and foreign direct investment 

It is clear that protecting one’s invention in today’s knowl-
edge economy is playing an increasing role in attracting 
investment needed to take the invention to market. As 
the Director of Nordisk put it:  

“Anyone who has tried to create a biotech company 
knows just how important patents are. You learn 
this when you’re studying, and again at your first 
job, and if you haven’t done so before, you realise it 
the first time you meet potential investors.” ….But 
patents are more than just important. They are cru-
cial in deciding whether your invention has a com-

Figure 1a. Percentage of inter-firm 
royalty and licensing fee for 

manufacturing know-how in total 
receipts by United States 
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Figure 1b Royalty and licensing fee payment to the US by 
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mercial future.” [18] 

However, the role IPR in stimulating foreign direct in-
vestment (FDI) remains unresolved. There are several 
observations that cast doubt on the role IPR plays in 
FDI flows. It has been observed that foreign firms rarely 
transfer all their technologies to their affiliates irrespec-
tive of the national IPR regime. If anything, investors 
are more likely to consider important factors such as 
market size, technological development, sophistication 
of consumers and economic and political stability in 
their decisions to transfer their technologies.  

The second observation stems from the actual trends in 
flows of FDI over the last decades. It is difficult to ex-
plain using IPR arguments alone why Thailand attracted 
more FDI than the Republic of Korea throughout most 
of the 1990s and the 2000s. Similarly, countries such 
as China and Russia have continued to attract greater 
amount of FDI despite their perceived weak IPR re-
gimes.  

A third observation is based on the varying decisions of 
investors to spend a proportion of their sales on tech-
nology development. A survey among OECD countries 
revealed wide differences in the ratio of foreign affili-
ates' expenditure in national R&D in comparison to 
their proportional in sales turnover (see figure 2). For-
eign firms’ proportion in national R&D expenditure of 
Germany, Italy and Portugal is higher than their propor-
tion in sales turnover. In a way, foreign affiliates prefer 
these countries for R&D performance than for manu-
facturing. 

The above observation is also backed by the varying 
choice of firms to establish an R&D or manufacturing 
facility in a given country. Between September 2004 
and October 2005, India attracted 146 R&D and 32 
manufacturing investment projects while United States 
attracted 24 R&D and 69 manufacturing projects. Dif-
ferences in national IP rules cannot adequately explain 
the decisions of investors to establish technology devel-
opment or product manufacturing facilities in a country 
or another.  

It is also observed that firms seek IP protection in stra-
tegic markets, such as China, European Union and 
United States. Inventors could undertake their innova-
tion in a country with a weak IP regime but strategically 
seek protection in the potential markets for products or 
services where enforcement may be more effective. An 
increasing number of foreign affiliates are filing for non-
resident patents in key markets. In the case of foreign 
affiliates in India, between 2001 and 2005, IBM has 
seen its annual patents granted by the USPTO increase 
from 8 to 26, Texas Instruments from 9 to 25 and Gen-
eral Electric 6 to 23, according to the USPTO database. 
A similar picture is emerging for foreign affiliates in 
China and Singapore as well. Domestic inventors too 
are seeking protection abroad where they are likely to 
export/sale their technologies or products.  

Finally, UNCTAD's Inward FDI performance index,[19] 
which compares the countries' actual inward FDI flows to 
its potential to attract investment, for 2004, was topped 
by Azerbaijan followed by Belgium and Luxemburg, 
Brunei, Angola, Ireland and Gambia while South Africa 
and Kenya, ranked 126 and 127, respectively, out of 
140 economies. [20] Perhaps other factors influence 
investment decisions much more than IP rules, other-
wise countries such as South Africa and Kenya, per-
ceived to have better IP regimes should score higher 
Angola or Gambia.  
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Figure 2. Share of foreign affiliates in total 
industrial R&D and manufacturing turnover of 

selected OECD countries
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However, as other factors of interest to investors be-
come more equal, IPR may become a major considera-
tion especially in information technology and biotechnol-
ogy. Furthermore, as African countries move up the 
technological ladder - from extraction-based industries 
to manufacturing ones, which attracts most of the 
global FDI and technology, IP may become an issue.  

It is observed that developing countries that are major 
exporters of manufactures [21] attract more FDI than 
the top oil exporters or Africa (see figure.3).  In the ex-
traction-based industries such as mining, investors' 
main concerns are very simple and few: presence of 
natural resources, basic infrastructure, security and a 
government, or a resemblance of it that they could work 
with.  

On the other hand, IP regulations could play a major role 
in domestic investment decisions. For instance, the in-
fant African entertainment industry, e.g. music and 
video, is said to suffer from piracy, especially those in 
small economies. Although piracy is not the major factor 
slowing the development of the entertainment industry, 
it is assumed to be taking a large bite off the profits of 
an infant industry that is also exposed to competition 
from cheaper but high quality products from abroad. 
Since domestic investment tends to lead foreign invest-
ment, enforcing IP rules, such as copyrights in the case 
of the entertainment industry, could indirectly be a way 
of attracting domestic and foreign investment.  

2.4 IP and trade 

It is assumed that IP is critical in promoting trade in IP-
intensive products and services. Some argue that pro-
ducers are unlikely to export knowledge-intensive prod-
ucts to countries where IP rules do not protect the in-
ventions embodied in the products. It is therefore, as-
sumed that strengthening the IP regime would encour-
age trade and fair competition.  

The argument that weak IPR protection will discourage 
export of knowledge-intensive products may be true if 
there are other players in the host economy capable of 
imitating or copying the technology or the mode of trans-
fer would expose the technology to competitors likely to 
copy it. In addition, such copying or imitation has to at-
tain an industrial scale to threaten the market share of 
the original exporter and thus discourage trade.  

A survey by Lesser, conducted for WIPO, [22] revealed 
that most firms ranked product market potential first, 
followed by IPR enforcement and the cost of IP protec-
tions. The actual IP legislation was ranked lower. Most 
firms, other than producers of self-reproducing seeds 
(non-F-1 hybrids), indicated that they will export their 
products to countries with weak IP regimes.  

The survey revealed that a firm will export to a given 
country if the perceived profits exceeding the cost of 
serving the market - taking into account the risk of not 
serving the market may increase the risk of losing out to 
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counterfeit products. In other words, if gaining some 
market share is profitable, it may be wiser to export than 
lose the market to imitators. Therefore, large markets 
attract ever growing volumes of high-tech exports irre-
spective of their IP legislation and enforcement.  

Others see some copying as inevitable or as another 
ways of opening up new markets. As Charles Igwe, Ex-
ecutive Producer of The Big Picture Ltd (Nigeria), siad: 
“We’re not worried about piracy. We realised that the 
only reason why people would make copies is that they 
can’t easily get to the cities to buy more. We know that 
with every illegal copy you create a new market.” [23] 

While recognizing that IP is important in trade, Igwe also 
argues that it could also hinder growth of the industry. 
He argues the success of the Nigerian film industry - pro-
ducing over 1000 movies a year and raking in about 
$400 million in sales - largely depends on its ability to 
creatively and efficiently adapt. Some of its features in-
clude: 1. targeting home use due to lack of Cinemas or 
theatres, 2. distribution through social networks, 3. 
Keeping production costs low, 4. focus on African 
themes that speak directly to the public. [24] Any IP 
regulation has to recognize such differences if it has to 
save as a tool for development. 

It should be noted that not all technologies are available 
for sale, irrespective if the IP regulation of the importing 
country. For instance, the Pakistani Physics Nobel laure-
ate Abdus Salam recalled that 'Pakistan failed to buy the 
technology for the production of penicillin in 1955. A few 
chemists had to re-invent the process - and due to their 
inexperience - manufactured penicillin at 16 times the 
world market price.[25] The number of technologies than 
could not be easily bought range from simple enzymes 
and personal computers to that for producing vaccines 
and launching satellites into space (often falling under 
dual-use restrictions). IP does not seem to have loos-
ened such technology export-restrictions. 

There is a tendency to look at trade as exports by one 
country to another. In reality, firms decide to sell or buy 
from other firms at home or abroad. It is observed that 
many firms prefer to transfer their technologies within 
their network of firms and, to some extent, partners. It 
has been shown that most United States TNCs imported 
their high-tech intermediate inputs from affiliates 
abroad. In a way, intra-firm trade is higher in high-
technology intermediate inputs than in other categories 
of inputs. [26]  

Many African countries are do not far offer the market 
size China or Russia present to many exporters. There-
fore, lowering the costs of doing business, including of-
fering good IP protection has to be considered to pro-
mote exports of technology-products into their markets.  

Domestic firms, too, are unlikely to import products into 
a market where cheaper copies are sold and thus under-



  

 

mine their competitiveness unless they are subsidized 
or shielded from such competition (e.g. government 
contracts for medicines or enforcement of IP). There-
fore, a case for strengthening IP regulations could be 
made to protect domestic producers while maintaining 
space to permit learning.  

IP regulations may be tailored, for example, to allow 
greater latitude for R&D and learning at home (e.g. to 
includes initial sales) while largely permitting imports of 
original products in certain sectors of interest. For ex-
ample, some developed countries’ legislations allow 
generic drugs manufacturers to test and submit for 
approval and registration of their generic drugs before 
the patent expires. For many African countries, an ex-
tension to allow them to stock pile or distribute the ge-
neric medicine may be necessary for a smooth transi-
tion, given the small size of domestic drug producers.  

The purchasing power of consumers may also have to 
be considered. A situation such as that witnessed in the 
health sectors where millions of people who cannot 
afford medicines die even when legal flexibilities exist 
to produce cheaper versions has led to the distorted 
view that IP protection merely serves as an exploitative 
tool of TNCs. In many African countries, more govern-
ment intervention or brokering of technology deals in 
areas of interest should be used to take advantage of 
the flexibilities.  

2.5 IP and enforcement of product standards  

Although IP is often seen in terms of innovation and 
trade, it also plays a role in maintaining and assuring 
the quality of product and service standards. The en-
forcement of trademarks and copyrights in particular, 
play a role in ensuring that products do not sound or 
look so alike that it confuses customers. If the confus-
ing products are of good quality or performance, among 
other properties, the issue is largely violation of IP and 
competition rules. 

However, if the products that appears like the genuine 
one is of poor quality or performance, it may be danger-
ous or risky to use. A recent paper highlighted a few 
examples from Africa:  

“During the 1995 meningitis epidemic in Niger, 
the authorities received a donation of 88,000 Pas-
teur Merieux and SmithKline Beecham vaccines 
from neighbouring Nigeria. The drugs were found 
to be counterfeit, with no traces of active product. 
Some 60,000 people were inoculated with the 
fake vaccines. 

The recent discovery of counterfeit antiretrovirals 
(stavudine-lamivudine-nevirapine and lamivudine-
zidovudine) in central Africa raises the prospect of 
a disastrous setback in the treatment of AIDS in 
sub-Saharan Africa, unless vigorous action is 
taken now”. [27] 

The problem is not restricted to developing countries. In 
March, 2006, the European Commission issued a warn-
ing (IP/06/375) that several websites were selling Ri-
monabant - a treatment for obesity and smoking cessa-
tion - before it was approved for use in the European 
Union. In 2004, three men were jailed in the United King-
dom for running an illegal facility that could produce up 
to half-a-million tablets a day and appeared to be part of 
an international operation that produced counterfeit di-
azepam, steroids and Viagra.  

It is possible that counterfeiters establish illegal produc-
tion, distribution and marketing systems that are pro-
tected by corrupt officers and other criminal elements. 
[28] For instance, In Nigeria, where about half of all the 
drugs on the market were counterfeits in the late 1990s, 
early efforts to control counterfeiting were met with stiff 
resistance. Some of buildings of the national food and 
drug authority torched and the director almost killed in 
an assignation attempt. [29] A strict enforcement of IP 
rules and, registration and approval systems of products 
or services could help fight such a scourge. 

IP rights, especially trademarks, could help stem the flow 
of fake products in the market. Trademarks are also a 
more useful tool in educating the public, tax authorities 
and marketing chains identify fake products than pat-
ents and copyrights. Such IP rights may also enables 
injured individuals to claim damages in the case the 
products cause harm or do not perform.  

However, one has to underscore that in some cases, 
such illegal products fill a vacuum created by both IP and 
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Chisokone market, Kitwe, Zambia.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The market sits in the heart of Zambia’s second largest 
city, next to  modern shopping outlets. Its a one-stop 
shopping outfit for carpenters, pupils, patients, welders,  
trackers and do-in-yourself enthusiasts.  
Any room for IP? 



  

 

non-IP measures. For instance, many lives could be lost in 
Africa if anti-malarial drugs required a prescription or 
were sold only in legal pharmacies for two simple rea-
sons: 1. Few people have access to  health centre or imi-
tations of one, let alone access to qualified doctors and 
laboratories capable of diagnosing malaria and 2. Malaria 
infection rates are high - in some areas, infections could 
reach up to 1 in 3. In such cases, the makeshift stalls 
selling anti-malarial tablets become life-savers.  

A similar debate has raged in Africa on the effect of sec-
ond-hand clothes and used cars on ailing infant indus-
tries. Any fight against counterfeiting in Africa has to in-
clude empowerment and capacity-building initiatives, not 
only to prosecute illegal vendors, but to develop the tech-
nological and industrial bases as well as key infrastruc-
ture for delivery of decent services to the public.  

3. Moving up the technological ladder 

There are some who argue that for many African countries 
IP is not the major issue until they develop some capacity 
to use current knowledge. [30] For example, Taiwan is 
thought to have largely used older machines imported 
from advanced countries and focused on re-engineering 
non-proprietary product technologies in its early stages of 
development and conducted little research up to the 
1970s. [31]  

A recent report indicates that Taiwan had a limited budget 
and research personnel scattered in various institutions, 
more like Africa today. To solve this problem, it estab-
lished the Industrial Technology Research Institute (ITRI) 
in 1973 with about 450 employees. [32] By 2000, ITRI 
had 6100 employees of which 900 had PhDs and 3600 
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had bachelor’s or master’s degrees. Government pro-
vides ITRI with contracts to develop generic technolo-
gies that are then transferred to private sector under 
non-exclusive arrangements. 

Korea is another country that has made major techno-
logical leaps in the recent years. Korea seems to have 
targeted process rather than product technologies. 
Korea imported industrial processing technologies (i.e. 
manufacturing know-how) that it then used to produce 
or deliver its research output to market. For example, 
in the car industry, Korea first learnt how to assemble 
and mass produce foreign models of cars before mov-
ing to increasing local content, and engine and vehicle 
designing. Like Taiwan, most research is designed, 
financed and conducted with significant private sector 
participation.  

It is thought that Taiwan and Korea placed a great em-
phasis on:  

⇒ human capital development 
⇒ Importing or acquiring foreign technology from 

developed countries 
⇒ Building indigenous science and technology capa-

bilities and  
⇒ Perfecting the conversion of research output into 

commercial products and services. 

It may partly explain why these two countries have 
emerged as major technological powerhouses, over 
taking established ones such as Brazil and South Af-
rica (see figure 4). Today, they are among countries 
that are calling for strengthened IP rules, separating 
them from countries such as Brazil, India and South 
Africa which still need more space for learning.  

Most African countries' technological prowess is well 
below that of South Africa. They have to focus on build-

Firgue 4. Patents granted by USPTO for four selected economies
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ing their technological capabilities and industrial base. 
Africa is remaining behind other developing regions not 
only in patent counts but also in scientific publications 
(see figure 5). It is the only region whose science and 
engineering article counts fell between 1988 and 
2001.  

At first glance one will call for increased R&D expendi-
ture to enable the continent to catch-up. However, in-
creasing R&D budgets without clearly defined targets 
could lead to what have been termed ‘Solow Paradox’, 
‘Productivity Puzzle’ or ‘European Disease’ – a situation 
where increased investment leads to major scientific 
breakthroughs that is not necessarily commercialized 
or result in increased productivity. [33] Africa already 
displays some of such failure where even the little re-
search outputs seems not to be commercialized.  

However, if African countries are serious about scien-
tific and technological development of their countries or 
to use IP for national development,  they may have ask 
their “co-operating partners” or donors to deliver most 
of their aid in form of technologies in areas of interest. 
Countries could use part of the aid to pay for technol-
ogy licenses in areas such as health, energy and agri-
culture. They could also utilize some of such resource 
to import skills, and refurbish and/or refocus their pub-
lic research institutions to become technology delivery 
vehicles to emerging firms. In return, developed coun-
tries will be meeting their obligations under the TRIPS 
Agreement (Articles 7, 66 and 67).  

Of course, their sensitive areas such as health and agri-
culture where IP could become a challenge in meeting 
development targets. Countries could expand their bills 
of rights or strengthen their competition laws accord-
ingly to meet food security and health needs. Recent 
cases in South Africa and Brazil highlight the impor-
tance of  public interest or pressure in such negotia-
tions.  

Concluding remarks. 

IP has to be considered in its rightful place as a tool for 
rewarding inventors, protecting knowledge assets and 
promoting innovation. It could therefore be used to pro-
mote development of industries and give value to do-
mestic knowledge (e.g. herbal medicines and tradi-
tional designs). In this case, IP tools could be used to 
give commercial value to natural resources and pro-
mote creativity. 

Awareness and enforcement of some of the often for-
gotten IPR components, such as utility models, trade-
marks and copyrights, could play an important role in 
promoting fair competition and industrial development. 
In particular, trademarks are important in protection of 
technology or non-technology based products, increas-
ing market penetration and extending the protection 
beyond patent life. For example, aspirin continued to 
earn Bayer some money a century after the patent   
expired.  

The extent to which IP could be used as a tool for industrial 
development in Africa will depend on how IP rules are al-
lowed to interact with other industrial and economic poli-
cies essential for building a viable technological base.. In 
this case, deliberate government policies to stimulate in-
vestment in R&D and human capital development in public 
and private institutions will be required. As of now, some 
African countries treat R&D expenditure by firms in their tax 
policies in the same way as expenditure on luxury cars. In-
centives, such as those offered to attract FDI (e.g. tax holi-
days and duty free imports of machinery) may be needed to 
stimulate investment in R&D. 

The ability of many African countries to use their IP rules to 
promote trade, investment and technology transfer is lim-
ited. For instance, Egypt is the only African country among 
the 48 countries the United States Trade Representative 
has designated as Priority Watch List, Watch List or Section 
306 monitoring countries with respect to IPR infringements, 
in the 2006 report. The absence of almost all African coun-
tries from this list which includes countries such as Brazil, 
Canada and India, either suggests African countries do not 
have the capacity to exploit technology or their IP legislation 
and enforcement is excellent. The former is likely to be true. 

Africa's greatest challenges is perhaps balancing the inter-
est of its trade partners that are calling for ever stronger IP 
rules with its needs to develop industries that will compete 
in global trade in future. Meeting these conflicting needs 
may require an investment in diplomacy skills to negotiate 
for space to learn and develop a sound technological base 
while guaranteeing some fair market to its trade partners.  

The former may prove challenging but not impossible. Afri-
can countries could develop international R&D collabora-
tions with developed countries in a specific industry or tech-
nology. They could also use some of their bilateral aid pack-
ages, aid for trade and, for some, debt savings to subsidies 
specific technology transfers or transactions. And where 
they hit a block, they could mobilize pressure groups, such 
as NGOs, to accelerate the process. Such measures could 
offset any costs associated with IP while meeting their WTO 
obligations. 
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Figure 5. Science and engineering articles 
published by developing region authors
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Abstract:  
This paper tells the story of the controversial 30 August 
2003 decision of the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
General Council on intellectual property (IP) rules and 
flexibility for addressing public health emergencies. It 
provides a brief history on multilateral agreements gov-
erning intellectual property and international trade, as 
well as outlines the emergence of the IP agreement 
within the WTO. Then, it describes how WTO members 
clashed over IP issues related to the HIV/AIDS pan-
demic, explains the essence of their disagreement and 
chronicles how they attempted to strike an accord that 
balances the objectives of commerce and health. 
 
Introduction 

An ambulance pulls up outside the WTO build-
ing. An African woman emerges, hooked up to 
an emergency intravenous drip of generic 
medicine. But suited trade delegates from the 
US, Canada, the European Union and Switzer-
land, egged on by drug company lobbyists 
whispering in their ears, "Cut the tube that 
leads to her arm".  She protests holding out 
the WTO’s “Doha Declaration” she was told 
would guarantee her access to affordable 
medicines.  But drug company lobbyists re-
mind the trade delegates: “She doesn’t have 
the right disease. She doesn’t come from a 
poor enough country. She can’t prove she 
won’t sell the drug to a rich tourist. She hasn’t 
got the proper authorization.” [1] 

Staged by Oxfam in November 2002, the stunt drama-
tized concerns that negotiations on the WTO’s intellec-
tual property agreement threatened to undermine im-
portant legal flexibilities guaranteed in the previous 
round of negotiations and further restrict access to 
medical treatment for some of the world’s most poverty 
and disease-stricken people.  While it may seem alarm-
ing that a commercial instrument, such as patent pro-
tection, could impede access to lifesaving medicines, 
attempts to balance the interests of producers and con-
sumers of patented medicines created a political mo-
rass that left players on virtually all sides frustrated, 
angry, and worried about the future. 

Where did the fight about IP begin?  

The impetus for the Intellectual Property (IP) fight was 
the long-standing challenge of simultaneously encour-
aging innovation and making cutting-edge information, 
ideas, and products readily available to those who need 
them.  To achieve these ends, governments created IP 

protection.  IP is a creation of the mind - it is ideas that 
have value in the marketplace.  Since the costs of gener-
ating new ideas are largely upfront costs, once an idea 
has been generated, the cost of sharing it is virtually 
zero. IP would be accessible to consumers at no cost, 
absent a system for designating rights to the generators 
of IP.  For this reason, IP protection awards monopoly 
rights to the generators of IP, for some specified period 
of time, as a means of preserving the economic incentive 
to invest in research and development.  At the same 
time, IP protection provides universal access to new 
ideas (either through the requirement that inventers dis-
close information about their invention when they apply 
to governments for protection or through the distribution 
of the final product) so that researchers and innovators 
may build on the latest knowledge and information and, 
ideally further human progress. 

At the international level, IP protection began in 1883 
with the Paris Convention, the first major treaty that 
granted national treatment - or the same protection for 
the nationals of other states as they provide to their own 
nationals - for industrial property, such as inventions, 
trademarks, and industrial designs.  The Paris Conven-
tion was followed by the Berne Convention in 1886, 
which provided protection for literary and artistic works, 
such as novels, plays, musical works, drawings, paint-
ings, and sculptures.  Over time, the administrative ar-
rangements for these treaties merged and ultimately 
became the World Intellectual Property Organization 
(WIPO) in 1967.  Seven years later, the United Nations 
formally recognized the WIPO as “a specialized agency 
and as being responsible for taking appropriate action in 
accordance with its basic instruments, treaties and 
agreements.” [2] 

For all intents and purposes, WIPO became the global 
governing body responsible for encouraging the develop-
ment and protection of intellectual property. Its activities 
centered on developing new norms and standards for 
intellectual property protection and encouraging states 
to conform to them. [3] However, countries were not 
obliged to sign the WIPO administered treaties and WIPO 
lacked enforcement capacity.  This shortcoming in IP 
protection fueled the drive of major IP producers to ex-
plore avenues for more effective and consistent protec-
tion. 

Enter the WTO.  

In 1995, the burgeoning global economy brought with it 
an overhaul of the multilateral trading system and adop-
tion of IP protection by the WTO.  The original system of 
international trade was born out of the Bretton Woods 
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Agreement, an agreement aimed at promoting eco-
nomic cooperation following the Second World War, by 
establishing the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund and an International Trade Organization (ITO).  The 
trade framework that ultimately emerged was narrower 
in scope than the plan for the ITO, which would have 
covered rules on employment, commodities, invest-
ments, restrictive business practices, and services.  It 
became known as the General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT), entered into force in 1948 and focused 
mostly on reducing tariffs on goods. [4]  The GATT facili-
tated decision making between contracting parties 
through a series of negotiations known as “trade 
rounds.” There were seven rounds leading up to the 
round that established the WTO, which lasted from 
1986 to 1994 and became known as the Uruguay 
Round.   

On January 1, 1995, the WTO came into existence and 
revamped the multilateral trading system in several re-
spects.  First, it provided protection for IP, in response 
to the growing threats of piracy and patent infringement, 
particularly with the proliferation of trade in high tech-
nologies.  Second, it covered trade in services, including 
those relating to transportation, communications, and 
finance.  Third, it created a process known as a “single 
undertaking,” which departed from the GATT tradition of 
structuring negotiations around unilateral concessions, 
where contracting parties could pick and choose which 
agreements to sign.  Instead, the Uruguay Round nego-
tiations took place on all trade issues simultaneously, 
so that concessions made in one area could further ne-
gotiations in another, ultimately leading to a single 
package of agreements on which countries could vote 
up or down.  Fourth, the WTO overhauled the dispute 
settlement mechanism in the GATT by creating more 
detailed rules and procedures and the possibility of 
compensating for injury through retaliation. [5] 

The changes to the multilateral trading system were far-
reaching and controversial.  Whereas the GATT con-
sisted of 23 contracting parties, the newly-formed WTO 
began with 123 members (now 149), representing a 
much greater diversity of interests and capacities to 
engage in world trade.  Even though not all members 
participated in negotiations equally, for reasons such as 
a lack of staff resources or access to exclusive meetings 
for only the most powerful, all members voted on a sin-
gle package of agreements.  In the end, many develop-
ing countries felt as if they had been forced to adopt a 
new trade agreement which tipped in favor of the more 
powerful, industrialized members for two reasons.  First, 
it seemed to disproportionately benefit the domestic 
industries of more industrialized countries, as they have 
historically been the primary creators of IP and have 
more highly developed services industries.  Second, the 
agreement required changes in domestic laws, which 
some developing countries lacked the technical capac-
ity to implement. 

In 2001, discussions about launching a new round of 
negotiations illuminated discontentment with the Uru-
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guay Round agreement. For example, Indian Commerce 
Minister, Murasoli Maran, opposed launching a new 
round because he noted that, “imbalances will become 
worse and intolerable” and that “developing countries . . 
. already paid the price by agreeing to some of the con-
tentious issues in the Uruguay Round of trade negotia-
tions.” [6]  The Prime Minister of Malaysia, Datuk Seri Dr 
Mahathir Mohamed concurred when he stated that 
“developing countries were already disadvantaged by 
the imbalances contained in the Uruguay Round agree-
ments.” [7] 

What did the TRIPS actually do?  

The WTO’s Agreement on Trade Related Aspects of Intel-
lectual Property (TRIPS) established minimum standards 
for intellectual property protection relating to copyrights, 
trademarks, geographical indications, industrial designs, 
patents, layout designs, trade secrets, and anticompeti-
tive practices in contractual licenses. [8]  Unlike IP pro-
tection in the WIPO, which lacked enforcement capacity, 
the TRIPS agreement had teeth for two reasons.  First, 
the TRIPS agreement required that all members adopt 
procedures and remedies in their domestic laws, guar-
anteeing that individuals could seek enforcement of IP 
protection in judicial and administrative settings. [9] 
Second, the TRIPS agreement was backed by the newly-
bolstered dispute settlement mechanism in the WTO, 
which provided members an avenue for recourse when 
other members failed to conform to the provisions of the 
agreement.  In contrast, the WIPO could neither force 
members to sign agreements, nor could it enforce the 
agreements that members elected to sign.   

Like other changes that accompanied the establishment 
of the WTO, the TRIPS agreement underscored the di-
vide between developed and developing countries.  De-
veloped countries, making up the vast majority of net 
exporters of IP, sought a far-reaching agreement that 
forced developing countries to adopt and enforce exist-
ing international IP conventions.  On the other hand, 
developing countries, comprised largely of net importers 
of IP, worried that IP protection would strengthen the 
monopoly power of multinational corporations and ulti-
mately result in higher prices for many products in their 
countries. [10]   

Developing countries were joined in criticizing the TRIPS 
agreement by some members of the academic commu-
nity.  London School of Economics scholar, Dr. Razeen 
Sally argued that the effect of the TRIPS “is to close, not 
open, markets” and that “strong patent protection in 
particular increases prices and transfers rents from 
poorer developing countries to multinational enterprises 
headquartered in the West.” [11]  He was joined by Co-
lombia Economist Jadish Bhagwati, who stated that 
“intellectual property protection is not a ‘trade’ issue; 
the WTO ought to be about lowering trade barriers and 
tackling market access problems.” [12]   

 



  

 

Enter the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 

 Soon after the Uruguay Round, a political battle over 
the implications of bringing IP protection in the WTO 
began to germinate around the issue of access to medi-
cines, most notably antiretroviral drugs (ARVs).  During 
this period, 36.1 million people worldwide were living 
with HIV/AIDS. [13]  Of these, 90 percent were in devel-
oping countries and 75 percent were in sub-Saharan 
Africa. [14]  The international community was stepping 
up efforts to deal with the pandemic, through instru-
ments such as the Millennium Development Goals, [15] 
the UN Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS, [16] 
the Joint United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS 
(UNAIDS), [17]and the International Partnership against 
AIDS in Africa (IPAA). [18] 

At the country level, governments began developing 
laws to make medicines more accessible to victims of 
disease.  However, the pharmaceutical industry began 
to question the legality of some of the domestic laws in 
light of the newly-adopted TRIPS agreement.  In 1998, 
the Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association, com-
prised of thirty-nine pharmaceutical companies, filed a 
suit against Nelson Mandela and the South African gov-
ernment to block implementation of the South African 
Medicines Act. [19]  The Act was aimed at making 
drugs more affordable by offering patients generic 
medicines and empowering the government to import 
medicines from other countries in cases where they 
were available for purchase at lower prices. [20]   

At the time of the case, more than 4.5 million people in 
South Africa were infected with HIV/AIDS and most 
lacked access to treatment. Numerous NGOs, including 
Médicins Sans Frontières (MSF), Treatment Action Cam-
paign (TAC), Health GAP Coalition, Third World Network 
(TWN), Oxfam, and Consumer Project on Technology 
(CPTech), mobilized by circulating petitions, staging 
protests, and writing letters.  Rumor has it, even Mike 
Moore, then-Director-General of the WTO, rebuffed the 
pharmaceutical industry representatives asking them 
why they did not bother to sue Gandhi and Jesus too. 
[21]  Three years later, the pharmaceutical companies 
negotiated a settlement with the South African govern-
ment and withdrew the case. 

Brazil also had a confrontation over a national law relat-
ing to access to medicines.  In 1996, Brazil passed a 
law to further its policy of providing universal distribu-
tion of HIV/AIDS drugs to its estimated 600,000 resi-
dents infected with HIV/AIDS. [22]  The law permitted 
the government, under certain conditions, to authorize 
domestic production of medicines without the permis-
sion of the patent holder.  The US government filed a 
complaint in the WTO, backed by the pharmaceutical 
industry.  In the wake of political pressure exerted by 
many of the same NGOs that were active in the South 
Africa case, and failure to effect a change in the Brazil-
ian law through the WTO dispute settlement mecha-
nism, the US withdrew its complaint in July 2001. [23]  

TRIPS and public health in the new round.  

The persistence of HIV/AIDS, paired with legal battles 
over the domestic laws of South Africa and Brazil, made 
TRIPS and public health a major issue when the WTO 
launched the next round of negotiations in Doha, Qatar 
in November 2001.  The overriding problem was that 
the TRIPS agreement did not clearly delineate coun-
tries’ options for simultaneously addressing public 
health crises and satisfying its obligations to protect IP.  
Consequently, one central objective for negotiations 
was to resolve the ambiguity in the TRIPS agreement.   

At the Doha Ministerial Conference, WTO members re-
sponded to the need for clarification by endorsing the 
Doha Declaration on the TRIPS Agreement and Public 
Health. The Declaration “recognized the gravity of pub-
lic health problems afflicting many developing countries 
and least-developed countries, especially those result-
ing from HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria, and other epi-
demics” and stressed the need for an agreement 
“supportive of WTO members’ right to protect public 
health and . . . promote access to medicines for 
all.” [24]  It delegated responsibility for resolving the 
ambiguity to the TRIPS Council, the WTO body which 
administers the TRIPS agreement. Specifically, it in-
structed the Council to “find an expeditious solution” 
and report to the General Council before the end of 
2002. [25] 

The crux of the problem.  

As with many international agreements, the TRIPS 
agreement was reached through “constructive ambigu-
ity,” leaving certain provisions open to various interpre-
tations for purposes of achieving consensus.  In the 
debate on TRIPS and public health, much of the dis-
agreement focused on a particular legal instrument, 
known as “compulsory licensing.” A compulsory license 
is authorization by a government to produce a patented 
product without the consent of the patent holder. [26]  
Compulsory licensing is unpopular with patent holders 
because it can threaten the monopoly rights afforded to 
them by IP protection.  Article 31 of TRIPS set restrictive 
conditions under which a country can issue a compul-
sory license. Specifically, it provides that in “situations 
of national emergency or other circumstances of ex-
treme urgency,” countries can issue a compulsory li-
cense to manufacturers for the production of pharma-
ceuticals. [27]  It also set forth a series of conditions for 
countries issuing a compulsory license, including obliga-
tions to notify the patent holder, outline the scope and 
duration of manufacturing operations, and provide an 
appropriate level of compensation to the patent holder.   

However, Article 31 limited compulsory licensing to pro-
duction for a country’s domestic market, as section (f) 
says that “any such use shall be authorized predomi-
nately for the supply of the domestic market of the 
Member authorizing such use.” [28] As a result, coun-
tries lacking the capacity to produce pharmaceuticals 
domestically could not take advantage of the compul-
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sory license provisions under the TRIPS agreement.  
They were left with four options.  First, they could con-
tinue to purchase medicines from the patent holder, 
though they were cost-prohibitive for many countries 
and the very problem the TRIPS and public health nego-
tiations were attempting to address. Second, they could 
attempt to import medicines from countries where the 
patent holder sold them at lower prices, a practice 
known as parallel importing, which was also wrought 
with legal controversy. [29]   Third, in the short-run, they 
could issue a compulsory license to a foreign manufac-
turer, in a country where pharmaceuticals were not yet 
protected by patents.  Countries that had not yet 
adopted patent laws were not constrained by the provi-
sions of the TRIPS agreement. [30] However, eventually 
all WTO members would be required to comply with the 
TRIPS agreement. Fourth, arguably, they could import 
medicines from a country that had patent protection, 
providing the amount did not exceed that which was 
produced predominately for the supply of the domestic 
market. Yet, under any of these scenarios, there was 
neither a guarantee that these countries could supply 
other markets, in addition to their own, nor supply medi-
cines at an affordable price.   

How did the TRIPS Council attempt to solve the prob-
lem?  

The Doha Declaration on the TRIPS Agreement and Pub-
lic Health included two instructions for the WTO body 
responsible for administering the TRIPS Agreement, the 
TRIPS Council.  First, the Declaration directed the TRIPS 
Council to extend the deadline by which Least Devel-
oped Countries (LDCs) were required to implement IP 
protection on pharmaceuticals until 2016.  LDCs are 
among the fifty least developed countries in the world 
and are designated as such by the United Nations; 
thirty-two of these belong to the WTO, many of which 
lacked the capacity to manufacture pharmaceuticals. 
[31]  On June 27, 2002, the Council issued the exten-
sion, preserving the option for LDCs to import, and in 
some cases produce, generic pharmaceuticals without 
the permission of patent holders.  

 Second, the Declaration mandated that the 
TRIPS Council design a plan to expand access to medi-
cines for countries without domestic manufacturing ca-
pacity. However, finding a solution required that the 
Council consider several issues, including: 

 

1. Price - The overall objective of the Doha Declaration 
on the TRIPS Agreement and Public Health was to im-
prove access to medicines.  While several obstacles 
impede access, such as infrastructure for the delivery of 
medicines and availability of qualified health personnel, 
price is the obstacle that IP protection rules influence.  
Since IP protection awards monopoly rights to patent 
holders, it affects the number of suppliers in the mar-
ket, the level of competition for business, and ultimately 
price.  Hence, the WTO could encourage lower drug 
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prices by modifying provisions of the TRIPS agreement 
to provide exceptions to monopoly rights.   

Since compulsory licensing was permitted under the 
TRIPS agreement, it was one instrument that could 
help make medicines more affordable.  It promised to 
increase competition by allowing countries with manu-
facturing capacity to authorize additional suppliers to 
enter the market. It encouraged competition and in 
some cases, enabled countries to obtain price reduc-
tions with patent holders by threatening to issue a 
compulsory license.  In the end, the major challenge 
for the TRIPS Council was to extend the compulsory 
licensing mechanism to countries lacking manufactur-
ing capacity.  

2. Capacity – The Doha Declaration on the TRIPS 
Agreement and Public Health sought a solution for 
“WTO members with insufficient or no manufacturing 
capacity.” [32]  However, it was unclear what consti-
tuted “manufacturing capacity.”  As members endeav-
ored to define “capacity,” they considered a number of 
different factors, including, countries’ respective levels 
of economic development, monetary values of drugs 
and medicines, and histories of discovery and market-
ing of chemical entities. [33]  The debate was further 
complicated because only a handful of countries pro-
duced the active components in a medicines that are 
responsible for their effect. This fact begged the ques-
tion - should those countries, which import active in-
gredients for pharmaceutical production also be 
deemed to have manufacturing capacity? [34]   

Even if the WTO settled on a definition for manufactur-
ing capacity and created a system for assessing 
whether member countries had adequate capacity, 
another challenge still remained - while some coun-
tries might have the capacity to produce certain medi-
cines, it did not necessarily mean they could produce 
any and all medicines, in light of technological and 
economic constraints.  Several NGOs, including 
CPTech, Oxfam, MSF, and Health Action International 
(HAI), raised this issue in a letter addressed to dele-
gates of the WTO.  The letter highlighted a statement 
by a WTO dispute settlement body, in a related case, 
which acknowledged that “smaller countries that did 
have generic industries did not have domestic markets 
sufficiently large to enable those industries to operate 
on an economic scale.” [35] 

 

3. Scope of Diseases – The Doha Declaration on the 
TRIPS agreement and public health specifically recog-
nized “public health problems afflicting many develop-
ing and least-developed countries, especially those 
resulting from HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria and 
other epidemics.” Naturally, countries with a large 
pharmaceutical industry, and the pharmaceutical com-
panies themselves, sought to limit the conditions un-
der which countries could circumvent patent protec-
tion, particularly by curtailing the flexibility provided by 
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the “other epidemics” clause of the Declaration. As one 
company warned, “extensive use of these exceptions/
flexibilities…would quickly negate the intellectual prop-
erty-related incentives that are needed to develop the 
next generation of pharmaceutical therapies.” [36]   

On first glance, it seems that the Declaration targeted a 
select group of the world’s most pressing health chal-
lenges.  However, in legal terms, it was unclear which 
diseases qualified as “other epidemics.”  The US wor-
ried that this clause could be used for breaking patents 
on “any drugs for any disease, including ‘lifestyle’ drugs 
for erectile dysfunction, baldness, or obesity.” [37]  
While at one level it seemed ridiculous that countries 
would use flexibilities under the TRIPS in this way, 
newspaper articles attest to attempts to provide local 
generic manufacturers with permission to produce Via-
gra, without the permission of the patent holder, in 
Egypt and China. [38]   

At the same, developing countries viewed attempts to 
narrow the scope of diseases, as reopening an issue 
that had already been settled in negotiations over the 
language of the Declaration.  According to a representa-
tive from Brazil, “it was not in the purview of the Council 
to re-examine what had been agreed upon in the Decla-
ration.” [39]  Moreover, developing countries feared 
losing the right to define for themselves what consti-
tutes a public health emergency and the flexibility 
needed to respond to unforeseen health challenges.  
As the South African Ambassador later noted, “it is nei-
ther practicable, nor desirable to predict the pharma-
ceutical product needs of the members desiring to pro-
tect the public health.” [40]  

 

4. Coverage – The Doha Declaration on the TRIPS 
agreement and public health was a response to “public 
health problems afflicting many developing and least-
developed countries,” particularly those with 
“insufficient or no manufacturing capacities in the 
pharmaceutical sector.” [41]  To ensure that the Decla-
ration facilitated access to medicines for the intended 
countries, the Council considered limiting the scope of 
countries that could utilize a solution.  One method for 
accomplishing this objective was to target countries 
identified in the WTO as developing and least devel-
oped.  However, developing countries comprised about 
two-thirds of the membership in the WTO and included 
a diverse range of income levels, some of which might 
be more likely targets for additional flexibilities under 
the TRIPS agreement and some of which might not. 
[42]  In contrast, LDCs were among the neediest coun-
tries in the world and were designated as LDCs by the 
United Nations. [43]  Since the Council’s first action 
was to delay implementation of the agreement for 
LDCs, the remaining challenge was to decide which 
developing countries the solution should target and 
how they should be targeted. 

 

Towards forging agreement.  

 In 2002, the Chair of the TRIPS Council, Ambassador 
Eduardo Perez Motta (Mexico), engaged in a process 
commonly used in the WTO to facilitate agreement. He 
held numerous small meetings and consultations with 
members and then proposed a compromise in the form 
of a draft text. In December, he circulated the draft text, 
which garnered wide support on several points.  It pro-
posed to waive the TRIPS requirement that compulsory 
licensing be used predominately for the domestic mar-
ket. The waiver would allow countries to import generic 
medicines from foreign manufacturers under a compul-
sory license. In addition, the draft proposed safeguards 
against abuse and the diversion of products to unin-
tended markets. These would require, among other 
things, that members using the waiver: (1) specify the 
names and expected quantities of products; (2) confirm 
that the importing member has insufficient manufactur-
ing capacity;  (3) utilize special labeling, marketing or 
packaging to distinguish products from the rest; and, 
(4) post details about the conditions of the compulsory 
license on a specified website.[44] 

Yet, many countries were skeptical about the text. 
While there was broad consensus on the major provi-
sions, several developed and developing countries re-
mained uncomfortable with the details of the draft.  For 
example, developing countries contended that the safe-
guards were too onerous.  In particular, a group of Afri-
can countries argued that provisions, which required 
special labeling and markings for medicines produced 
under compulsory licenses, would “further increase 
production and compliance costs” and ultimately com-
promise the effectiveness of the solution. [45]  Some 
developed countries considered the draft overly broad, 
particularly with respect to the scope of diseases.  A 
representative from Canada noted that “members still 
needed to distinguish between those [diseases] that 
were epidemics and those that were not.” [46] Never-
theless, all members were willing to support the draft 
text except for one- the US, which walked away from 
negotiations at midnight on December 20, 2002. In her 
statement before the Council, the US representative 
explained that “her delegation was willing to join the 
consensus on all parts of the draft except the scope of 
diseases.” [47] 
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2002 intact, while crafting an interpretive statement to 
accompany the agreement, known as a Chair’s state-
ment, which “recognized the importance of patent pro-
tection as incentive for drugs development while reaf-
firming the rights of governments to protect public 
health.” [56] 

However, before Ambassador Motta’s could complete 
negotiations on the statement, his term as Chair expired 
and Ambassador Vanu Gopala Menon (Singapore) took 
over. The new Chair built on the work carried out by his 
predecessor by also leaving the draft text intact and fo-
cusing on a Chair’s statement.  To help devise the state-
ment, he convened a small group of representatives 
from the five countries of the US, Brazil, India, Kenya and 
South Africa. These countries were particularly relevant 
to the discussion either for their pharmaceutical manu-
facturing industry or the widespread suffering from dis-
eases in their respective countries.  More specifically, the 
US was home to the largest pharmaceutical company in 
the world, Pfizer, and comprised a market valued at 
some $200 billion a year and growing. [57]  Further-
more, since the US was the only member to reject the 
December 2002 draft text, breaking the deadlock was 
largely a matter of finding agreement between the US 
and everyone else.  Brazil’s aggressive HIV/AIDS pro-
gram engendered large-scale domestic production of 
generic medicines- it involved government manufactur-
ing of ARVs for distribution, free of charge, to HIV/AIDS 
victims. [58] In addition, the US and Brazil had previously 
engaged in a legal battle over Brazil’s HIV/AIDS program.  
India was one of the largest generic drug producers in 
the world, with an industry valued at £2.7 billion. [59] 
Manufacturers of patented medicines had long com-
plained about India’s lax enforcement of IP protection. 
Kenya had firsthand experience with the devastation of 
AIDS, as more than 2 million of its adults and children 
lived with AIDS and the disease claimed approximately 
600 lives or more per day. [60] Its Ambassador to the 
WTO, Amina Mohamed, often spoke on behalf of a group 
of African countries in the WTO, known as the African 
Group, which were also dealing with the far-reaching im-
pacts of the AIDS pandemic. [61]  South Africa was also 
home to tremendous suffering from HIV/AIDS, as 4.7 
million of its population of 40 million was HIV-positive. 
[62] In addition, the relationship between the govern-
ment and pharmaceutical companies was combative, as 
evidenced by the legal dispute over the importation of 
medicines. [63]  

By the Spring of 2003, the context for discussing TRIPS 
and public health began to change.  Members became 
more concerned about unforeseen health emergencies 
when Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), a res-
piratory illness, emerged in Asia.  It spread to 8098 peo-
ple in 26 countries in just a matter of months, causing 
774 deaths, as well as major disruptions in travel and 
health services. [64] According to a representative from 
Kenya, in light of SARS, “an urgent solution was 
needed.” [65] 

 

Rumors among some insiders suggest that key officials 
in the Office of United States Trade Representative 
(USTR), which manages trade issues on behalf of the 
President, supported the draft text.  Yet, political pres-
sure from pharmaceutical industry executives on the 
White House led to the USTR’s rejection of the pro-
posed agreement. While the rumors cannot be corrobo-
rated, the pharmaceutical industry clearly exercised 
considerable power. In December 2002, the industry 
had recently contributed $60 million for Republican 
campaigns in the mid-term election, allowing the more 
conservative party to expand their majority in the House 
of Representatives and regain control of the Senate. 
[48]    

Breaking the deadlock.   

Director-General Supachai Panitchpakdi proposed that 
the TRIPS Council overcome the deadlock on the scope 
of diseases and reach an agreement by February 11, 
2003. [49]   To this end, the US, the EU, and Japan 
each brought new policy initiatives to the WTO at the 
start of the new year. The US proposed a moratorium 
on WTO challenges to poor countries for using compul-
sory licensing in response to “HIV/AIDS, Malaria or Tu-
berculosis or other infectious epidemics of comparable 
scale and gravity.” [50]  The moratorium was intended 
to serve as an interim solution, allowing LDCs and 
lower-income developing countries to authorize foreign-
based generic manufactures to produce patented 
medicines for a narrow set of diseases. [51] However, 
the EU delegation considered the moratorium a “face-
saving exercise,” which had “limited substantive value” 
because it did not provide the legal footing for generic 
producers to export medicines.  More specifically, the 
EU suggested that even if WTO members joined the 
moratorium, it lacked “the legal backup at the domestic 
level” for generic producers to sell medicines to needy 
countries. [52]   

Instead, the EU proposed to add a footnote to the 
TRIPS agreement, specifying that it apply to a more 
flexible definition of at least 22 infectious diseases, 
including HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis, Malaria, Measles, 
Influenza, and Meningitis.  In addition, the EU proposed 
that the World Health Organization serve in an advisory 
role to the WTO on the scope of diseases. [53] Accord-
ing to a representative of the EU, the proposal was not 
designed “to restrict the scope of the Declaration, but 
to preserve it” and that the only difference between the 
draft text and the EU proposal was that “for those pub-
lic health problems not appearing on the list, the WHO 
could be called upon, in case of any doubt, to give its 
opinion.” [54] Japan offered a proposal similar to the 
EU proposal, calling for application of the TRIPS and 
public health agreement to 22 epidemics. [55] 

The TRIPS Council missed the February 11th deadline 
for an agreement, in spite of the new policy initiatives, 
as well as the efforts of the TRIPS Council Chair, Am-
bassador Motta. The Chair had been working to forge 
an agreement by leaving the draft text from December 



  

 

TWN, remained in the halls of WTO at all hours of negotia-
tions, speaking with representatives, and providing de-
tailed updates on negotiations on their websites. 

In August, the US, Brazil, India, Kenya, and South Africa 
completed their draft of the Chair’s statement and re-
leased it for other members to review. It purported to out-
line the “shared understanding of Members regarding the 
decision . . . and the way in which it [would] be interpreted 
and implemented.” [73]  Moreover, it specified the follow-
ing: (1) the decision should be used in the pursuit of pub-
lic health rather than for commercial objectives; (2) all 
reasonable measures should be taken to prevent diver-
sions from the markets for which the products were in-
tended; (3) Members should seek to resolve any issues 
arising from the decision “expeditiously and amicably;” (4) 
information relating to the implementation of the decision 
should be brought to the TRIPS Council in its annual re-
view; and (5) twenty-three developed countries agreed not 
to import pharmaceuticals under the agreement. [74]  

When the civil society received copies of the draft state-
ment, several groups announced their concern.  MSF sug-
gested that, “rather than allowing the poorest countries to 
make effective use of compulsory licensing, this text seeks 
to throw up as many obstacles and discouragements as 
possible, and opens the system up to constant political 
intimidation from powerful members.” [75] Oxfam said 
that “the statement contained ‘burdensome conditions’ on 
top of what was already a restrictive text, and was unlikely 
to benefit the developing countries it was designed to 
help.” [76]  Civil society was joined in their opposition to 
the proposed statement by some representatives, but it 
didn’t seem that there was much they could do to stop its 
approval, as it was quickly garnering the support of trade 
ministers and high-ranking officials in the country’s capi-
tals. 

One last-ditch attempt.  

The TRIPS Council was expected to adopt the agreement 
on August 28, 2003.  Concerned that the proposed agree-
ment was bad for developing countries, a staff member of 
one NGO pleaded with a like-minded representative from 
the Philippines not to give up on “the good fight.”  The 
representative indicated he would try to find a way to ad-
dress the impending course of events. 

On August 28th, when the TRIPS Council took up the agree-
ment, the representative from the Philippines raised his 
microphone, requesting to be recognized.  He read a state-
ment, indicating that while the Philippines would support 
the agreement, the Chair’s statement did not, in fact, out-
line a shared understanding of the membership.  His 
country had a different understanding of the agreement, 
which he proceeded to delineate for the Council. [77]  
Among other things, he noted that: 

 The Chair’s statement indicated that members should 
take all reasonable measures to prevent product diver-
sion, but many developing countries were ill-equipped to 
fully take responsibility for trade diversion.  His country 

In May 2003, the World Health Assembly also acknowl-
edged the need for a solution to the TRIPS and public 
health issue in the wake of SARS.  The Assembly re-
solved that “in order to tackle new public health prob-
lems with international impact, such as the emergence 
of SARS, access to new medicines with potential thera-
peutic effect and to health innovations and discoveries 
should be universally available without discrimina-
tion.” [66]  Furthermore, it urged members to: (1) reaf-
firm that public health interests are paramount in both 
pharmaceutical and health policies; (2) consider adapt-
ing legislation to use the full flexibilities of the TRIPS 
agreement; (3) continue to work towards a reaching a 
solution on the TRIPS agreement and public health; 
and, (4) establish conditions to spur the development 
of new medicines for diseases affecting developing 
countries. [67] 

 In the same month, a group of more than 70 
countries from the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group 
of States (ACP), issued a letter to the TRIPS Council, 
criticizing the US for blocking the adoption of the draft 
text in December 2002 and stressing the need for an 
agreement. [68]  In addition, the letter requested “that 
the issue of TRIPS and public health be addressed sat-
isfactorily” before the next ministerial conference and 
“that all WTO stakeholders be mobilized to ensure ur-
gent and adequate resolution to the issue.” [69] 

In June 2003, in Cairo, the WTO held a mini-ministerial 
meeting, which is an informal meeting of trade minis-
ters, held prior to a formal ministerial meeting to pro-
mote consensus-building on various trade topics.  Dur-
ing the meeting, the US abandoned its endeavor to limit 
the scope of diseases.  According to then-US Trade 
Representative, Robert Zoellick, the US changed its 
position because the scope of disease was no longer 
an issue with the pharmaceutical industry. [70] Accord-
ing to one report, The USTR managed to “convince its 
industry to give up its demand on reducing the cover-
age of disease.” [71]  As a result, Ambassador Menon 
began to plan for brokering an agreement.  He indi-
cated that US seemed comfortable with the draft text, 
but wanted more assurances that the agreement would 
not be misused. [72]  At this point, he would begin 
working to incorporate assurances in the Chair’s state-
ment. 

What about everyone else?  

 Members of civil society and WTO members, who were 
not privy to the meetings of the five countries negotiat-
ing the Chair’s text, began to worry when they realized 
that an agreement was forthcoming.  Because they 
were excluded from meetings, they tried to figure out 
what exactly was being negotiated.  Trade representa-
tives sought information from their colleagues.  Some 
NGO’s were permitted by the Secretariat to enter the 
WTO and speak with representatives coming and going 
from meetings. One representative later noted that civil 
society exerted considerable influence by asking ques-
tions, lobbying representatives, and reporting on nego-
tiations.  For example, NGO’s, such as CPTech and 
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2003) p. 5: http://www.freetrade.org/pubs/pas/
tpa-023.pdf. 
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nancial Times, 17 September 2002. 

13. Today an estimated more than 45 million people 
are infected with HIV.  See: http://
www.theglobalfund.org/en/about/aids/default.asp. 

14. UN General Assembly, Declaration of Commitment 
on HIV/AIDS. (25-27 June 2001) http://
www.unaids.org/NetTools/Misc/DocInfo.aspx?
LANG=en&href=http://gva-doc-owl/WEBcontent/
Docum ents/pub/Pub l icat ions/ IRC-pub03/
AIDSDeclaration_en.pdf. 

15. The MDGs target factors contributing to vulnerabil-
ity to HIV and provide specific targets with regard to 
prevention and care.  See section III at: http://
www.unaids.org/NetTools/Misc/DocInfo.aspx?
LANG=en&href=http://gva-doc-owl/WEBcontent/
Documents/pub/UNA-docs/Q-A_I_en.pdf. 

16. At the UN Special Session on HIV/AIDS in 25-27 
June 2001, governments agreed on specific steps 
of action, targets, and accountability measure-
ments.  Ibid, section II. 

17. In 1996, six UN organizations cosponsored UNAIDS 
to coordinate their efforts relating to prevention, 
care, vulnerability reduction, and impact alleviation.  
Ibid., section I. 

understood that the obligation of developing countries 
was on a “best-endeavor basis.” 

While the Chair’s statement indicated that the Agree-
ment should not be used as an instrument for pursuing 
industrial or commercial policy objectives, the Philip-
pines understood that a policy designed to circumvent 
patent rights or monopolistic-rights was inherently an 
instrument of industrial policy. 

His country understood that special packaging and col-
oring requirements, aimed at safeguarding products 
against trade diversion, threatened to increase costs, 
and make the system more difficult to use for both im-
porting and exporting members.   

After he read the statement, consensus began to un-
ravel and the Council meeting was adjourned.  As it 
turned out, other developing countries also had ques-
tions about the Chair’s text.  It took two days of political 
haggling and unseen pressuring, for proponents to re-
build the consensus.  On August 30, the Philippines 
retracted its statement and the WTO passed the agree-
ment. It consisted of a waiver, which was exactly the 
same waiver the WTO considered in December 2002. It 
permitted countries to import pharmaceuticals manu-
factured under compulsory licenses and contained sev-
eral safeguard provisions for patent holders.  Also, the 
agreement contained the Chair’s statement and the 
commitment by 23 countries not to use the system for 
importing medicines. While the WTO celebrated the 
agreement, wide disagreement remained over whether 
it balanced effectively the interests of IP protection and 
public health. 

In December 2005, WTO members made the agree-
ment of 30 August 2003 an amendment to the TRIPS 
agreement requiring parties intending to import or ex-
port medicines manufactured under compulsory li-
censes to notify the TRIPS Council, which makes the 
notifications publicly available on the WTO website. This 
amendment will be formalized when two-thirds of the 
Members ratify it. To date, three countries have ratified 
the amendment: the US, Switzerland, and El Salvador. 
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innovate. In a knowledge-based economy where intangi-
ble assets such as intellectual capital become increasin-
gly important, the state increasingly plays the role of a 
mid-wife that facilitates birth of a home-grown technology 
industry.   

Successful participation in the knowledge economy de-
creases the reliance on labour intensive activities and will 
encourage higher value-added production. In countries, 
such as, Malaysia and Singapore, continuing dependence 
on labour intensive activities will not ensure future econo-
mic growth as they stands in direct competitions with 
other economies in the region that offer cheaper labour 
costs. As they are more affluent, the two countries are 
also facing a shortage of skilled labour that comes along 
with the shift to a more knowledge-based economy which 
uses more skilled human resources.  

Despite having access to one of the largest biodiversity 
resources in the world, both Malaysia and Singapore are 
still lagging behind in local R&D, thus stifling the growth of 
home-grown technology. It cannot be said that this is be-
cause of the patent system. However, it can be argued 
that the focus of the economy has been on other sectors, 
such as, infrastructure development. As there is growing 
competition from neighbouring countries offering cheaper 
labour costs, Malaysia and Singapore have to move on to 
high technology activities. The move to high technology 
activities requires R&D and higher spending on R&D.  

The low amount of R&D spending per capita is a serious 
issue that must be addressed by the relevant countries. A 
critical determinant of the availability and accessibility of 
biotechnology innovations in developing countries is the 
countries’ own national capacity in biotechnology re-
search. National research capacity increases the ability to 
invent new technologies, to import and adapt agricultural 
technologies, to ensure that the public goods aspects of 
research are addressed and to appropriately regulate 
technologies [3].  

Research capacity depends on wide portfolio - physical, 
human, and financial resources that facilitate the effec-
tive use of research. Research capacity is not limited to 
undertaking research projects, but encompasses engage-
ment with a broader innovation system, including speci-
fying, accessing, interpreting and applying research [4]. It 
also involves a spectrum of key elements and activities, 
including defining objectives and priorities in an identified 
sector; developing and implementing clear policy strate-
gies for the identified sector and designing appropriate 
biosafety regulations; developing R&D management capa-
city; facilitating transfer of technologies, knowledge and 
skills to the private sector; and promoting international 
collaboration and technology transfer [5]. 

Abstract 
Intellectual property protection is often regarded as a 
catalyst for endogenous development and developing 
countries are being encouraged to a have proper intel-
lectual property system that also includes patents re-
gistration. There is however a controversy whether a 
patent system will effectively encourage domestic firms 
to innovate and contribute to local economic develop-
ment or whether it just benefits foreign investors and 
their off-shore production. Malaysia and Singapore are 
two countries in Southeast Asian committed to promote 
biotechnology as a catalyst for future economic growth. 
The two countries may be different in many ways but 
their approaches to stimulate technological innovation 
by means of a strong intellectual property system are 
quite similar. The article shows that patent systems are 
now increasingly being used by local firms in Malaysia 
and Singapore, yet foreign firms continue to have by far 
the largest share of patents.   

Introduction 
Intellectual property is said to be a catalyst for econo-
mic development. Take the patent system for example. 
The granting of patents originated in Europe in the 15th 
century where European economies issued letters of 
patent to local and foreign inventors to attract them to 
invest in their particular country. Patents were granted 
as monopoly rights to foreign and local investors in re-
turn for them bringing in their technology. The system 
was used to protect the trade of glassmaking in Venice, 
the industry of silk-making in Lyons and the glassma-
king, weaving and shipbuilding in the early period of the 
Industrial Revolution in England.  

The most famous and probably the first written law on 
patent was the Venetian Patent Law of March 19, 1474 
[1]. It confirms the early recognition of the importance 
of foreign experts in bringing knowledge and invest-
ment to “benefit to the State”. The Venetian Patent Law 
granted patent protection for 10 years. The Law also 
prohibited any form of infringement in any territory and 
not just in Venice [2]. The law was introduced to attract 
inventors and investors to Venice to generate new eco-
nomic activities. At the time the law was introduced, 
Venice already had a glass-making industry which was 
monopolised by guilds. The guilds had their own rules 
which were restrictive thus restricting innovations.  

The short lesson from history shows that patents were 
being used to attract foreign direct investments and 
spur local innovation that would eventually lead to hig-
her economic growth. This article will argue that develo-
ping countries, such as, Malaysia and Singapore reali-
sed that intellectual property protection such as pa-
tents should be used to achieve both - attract foreign 
direct investments and encourage local companies to 
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“Halal” food is also recognized in the Organization of 
Islam Conferences [12]. 

The National Biotechnology Policy is to give impetus to 
developing the biotechnology sector into a new economic 
engine enhancing prosperity and wellness of the nation 
by 2020.  The policy encompasses 3 phases: capacity 
building (2005-2010), creating business out of science 
(2011-2015), and turning Malaysia into global player 
(2016-2020). The policy document does not explain in 
detail what activities will take place in each phase.  

To implement the policy, Malaysia has created Malaysian 
Biotechnology Corporation to oversee the implementa-
tion of the policies and initiatives. The Corporation will be 
a dedicated and professional one-stop agency responsi-
ble for developing the country’s biotechnology industry. It 
is overseen by an Implementation Council and advised 
by an International Advisory Panel, both under the lea-
dership of the Prime Minister of Malaysia. The Malaysian 
Biotechnology Corporation will coordinate biotechnology 
initiatives from all relevant government ministries, but 
will come under the purview of the Ministry of Science, 
Technology and Innovation. It will also work closely with 
relevant ministries to enhance biotech R&D and to help 
improve the regulatory environment. 

The activities for the first phase (2005-2010) are best 
explained by the 9th Malaysia Plan (2006-2010) in parti-
cular, Chapter 6 of that Plan. The 9th Malaysia Plan sta-
tes that ‘The Ninth Plan will focus on implementing the 
NBP to develop Malaysia’s niches in agriculture biotech-
nology, healthcare related biotechnology, industrial bio-
technology and bioinformatics. In this regard, the promo-
tion of foreign and domestic investments and close colla-
boration with foreign entities to access new technology, 
expertise and markets will be intensified.’[13] 

Among the strategies employed by Malaysia are: 

⇒ transforming and enhancing value creation in the 
agriculture sector through biotechnology; 

⇒ capitalising on the strengths of biodiversity to com-
mercialise discoveries in health-related products 
and position Malaysia in the growing bio-generics 
market; 

⇒ nurturing growth opportunities in industrial bio-
processing and bio-manufacturing;  

⇒ leveraging on the convergence of technologies to 
grow the nascent bioinformatics industry; 

⇒ creating an enabling environment with supportive 
institutional, regulatory and financial framework to 
facilitate the build up of a strong and diversified bio-
technology industry; 

⇒ enhancing human capital development to meet na-
tional needs; and  

⇒ establishing R&D centres of excellence and accele-
rating technology development, diffusion and com-
mercialisation. 

 
With the promotion of biotechnology as the growth     

A common problem of high technology investment in 
Malaysia and Singapore is the fact that most are owned 
by foreign companies. This is because the two coun-
tries are at the early stage of the transition from low 
level manufacturing based economy into high technolo-
gy based economy. Thus there is a dependency on fo-
reign direct investment to bring in new technologies 
and to facilitate transfer of technology to the domestic 
sector, owned by Malaysians and Singaporeans. The 
transfer of technology will allow domestic players to 
learn from the new technologies and this will result in 
spin offs from the foreign owned companies.  

There is no doubt that both countries are well known 
for their manufacturing prowess based on foreign in-
vestment and imported technologies. However, they 
have yet to be recognized as centres of world-class ex-
cellence in science and technology and research and 
development [6]. With the exception of Singapore, pu-
blic spending on R&D averages less than 0.3 % of do-
mestic income in the region, which is below the 2.5-3 % 
range in Japan and Korea [7]. Singapore has been suc-
cessful in raising R&D expenditures to 1.8 % of domes-
tic income [8]. Malaysia has little R&D expertise in ge-
neral, not only in biotechnology. The present govern-
ment's R&D expenditure is only 0.5 % of GDP. Accor-
ding to the numbers of the Knowledge-based Economy 
Master plan, the figure is even lower at 0.39 %. The 
Government is aiming to increase R&D spending in the 
field of science and technology to at least 1.5 % of the 
GDP by 2010 [9].   

The use of biotechnology in Malaysia  

Towards the later part of the 20th century and at the 
turn of the 21st century, Malaysia and Singapore have 
put more focus on biotechnology as a catalyst for the 
future economic growth. Although the focus is the 
same, the approach may be different.  

Malaysia, which is ranked by the United Nations Envi-
ronmental Programme (UNEP) as 14th in the mega-
diversity countries, [10] will use this natural asset as a 
basis for the biotechnology R&D and commercialisa-
tion. Malaysia has the natural resources that are useful 
in R&D and the necessary motivation to develop a bio-
technology industry. Yet, to make biotechnology an en-
gine of economic growth, it also needs to invest in its 
human capital and the acquisition and attraction of 
new knowledge and technologies from abroad.  

Malaysia has an important agricultural sector, which 
accounts for 12% of the GDP [11]. In the new Asian 
knowledge economy that is also slowing trickling down 
into the agricultural sector, Malaysia competes with its 
neighbours as well as China and India in exporting to 
the Asia Pacific region. Malaysia has produced a Natio-
nal Biotechnology Policy, which was launched on 28th 
April 2005. As the current Chairman of the Organisation 
Islamic Conference, Malaysia has a strong economic 
influence in the Moslem World and it intends to expand 
its markets in Middle East. Malaysia’s leadership on 
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sector, Malaysia hopes to create 100 companies with 
about 280,000 jobs and contribute towards 5 % of GDP 
by 2015 [14]. This is comparable to the contribution of 
some 50 medium-sized Malaysian companies in 2002 
[15]. This is a modest target, considering that the sec-
tor will take about another 14 years to achieve its tar-
get. To achieve the target, Malaysia plans to conduct 
research and academic development activities in seven 
areas: molecular biology, plant biotechnology, animal 
biotechnology, medical biotechnology, environmental 
and industrial biotechnology, and bio-pharmacy and 
food biotechnology. 

A local patent system is expected to assist and benefit 
local inventors and investors in their efforts to realise 
the potential of biotechnology. Malaysia signed the 
Convention on Biodiversity (CBD) on 12th June 1992 
and ratified the same on 24th June 1994 [16]. As a 
country rich in biodiversity, Malaysia offers vast oppor-
tunities for bio-prospectors to make use of these natu-
ral resources and convert them into new products [17].  

Genetic resources have long been a source of impor-
tant raw materials in agriculture and medicine. They 
have continually provided the basis for both the impro-
vement of agricultural crops and for traditional plant-
based medicines. About 75% of the world population 
relies on traditional plant-based medicine for its prima-
ry healthcare [18]. It has been reported that 33% of 
drug products in the highly industrialized countries are 
derived directly from plants; most of these are tropical 
plants growing in equatorial countries such as Ma-
laysia.  

The rapid advancement in science and biotechnology 
has increased the potential uses of genetic resources 
and hence their actual and potential economic value, 
prompting a surge of interest in these resources and 
stimulating trade [19]. The growing biotechnology in-
dustry currently utilises genetic resources to develop 
new and improved drugs, crop varieties, industrial tech-
niques and a myriad of other commodities.  Its combi-
ned annual global market value was estimated to lie 
roughly between US$500 billion and US$800 billion in 
1999 [20]. 

This is a combined value derived from the following 
sectors: pharmaceutical, botanical medicines, major 
crops, horticulture, crop protection products, and appli-
cations of biotechnology in fields other then healthcare 
and agriculture and cosmetics and personal care pro-
ducts. The global market value of drugs derived from 
genetic resources is estimated to be US$ 75-150 billion 
per year. The annual total value of sectors associated 
with the global seeds market, not limited to seeds using 
genetic diversity, is estimated at around US$ 45 billion, 
while the total output from the world’s agro- ecosystem 
is equivalent to US$ 1.3 trillion per year [21]. 

A major issue for national implementation is the need 
to achieve a balance between controlling access to ge-
netic resources and facilitating it. Malaysia will be 

concerned as to how it can capture a share of the bene-
fits generated from genetic resources, and simulta-
neously tackle the unauthorised use of its genetic re-
sources [22]  

Prospectors from other countries must also protect lo-
cal people and traditional knowledge, from misuse or 
piracy. Bio-piracy is still an unresolved issue, as develo-
ped countries are reluctant to curb it through rules in 
the international fora. For example, they have not adop-
ted rules on the disclosure of origin of biological mate-
rials claimed in patent applications. 

The European Union intended to introduce a rule to 
disclose the origin of genetic material used in patented 
inventions. An obligation of this type was incorporated 
in the draft of the European Union Directive relating to 
patents on biotechnology, as recommended by the Eu-
ropean Parliament in July 1997, but was removed from 
the final text. However, Recital 27 of the Directive men-
tions an obligation to provide information as to geogra-
phical origin of biological material where this is known, 
without prejudice to patent validity.  

Brazil, a leading mega-biodiversity country, has made 
several proposals to the WTO TRIPs Council, WIPO and 
the CBD to introduce provisions requiring disclosure of 
sources of genetic materials. Brazil is of the view that 
patent applicants for inventions relating to biological 
materials and/or associated traditional knowledge, un-
der the existing relevant international treaties, should 
be required, as a condition for acquiring patent rights, 
to disclose: (i) the source and country of origin of the 
biological resources and associated traditional kno-
wledge used in the invention; (ii) evidence of their com-
pliance with prior informed consent under the relevant 
national regime; and (iii) evidence of their compliance 
with fair and equitable benefit sharing under the rele-
vant national regime.[23] 

Between 30th January and 3rd February 2006, the CBD, 
at the Ad Hoc Open Ended Working Group on Access 
and Benefit Sharing in Granada, discussed the draft 
International Regime on Access and Benefit-Sharing. 
Among the scopes of the regime is the plan to introduce 
a fair and equitable sharing of the monetary and non-
monetary benefits arising out the utilization of genetic 
resources, and associated traditional knowledge in the 
context of mutually agreed terms. The draft proposes 
that:  

a. The regime applies to all genetic resources and as-
sociated traditional knowledge, innovations and 
practices and benefits arising from the utilization of 
such resources. However, it will not apply to the 
plant genetic resources that subject to the Interna-
tional Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food 
and Agricultures.  It is also proposed that conditions 
for access to genetic resources shall be dependent 
upon or related to benefit sharing arrangements; 

b. Access procedures shall be clear, simple and trans-
parent and provide legal certainty to different kinds 
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A permit is also required for ethno biological research.  

Under Rule 3 of Sarawak Biodiversity Centre Regulation 
1997, only the following persons are eligible for such 
permits to conduct bio prospecting in the state: 

a. Malaysian citizen who is either of Sarawak origin or 
permanently resident in Sarawak; or  

b. A corporation or body corporate established under 
any written law in Malaysia or educational institu-
tion registered with the Ministry of Education, Ma-
laysia; or  

c. A corporation or educational institutions incorpora-
ted under the laws of foreign country with the expe-
rience, expertise knowledge and facilities to under-
take research on the biological resources of the 
State; or  

d. Any person who has special qualifications or exper-
tise in any particular field of research relevant to 
the biological resources of the State. 

However, a person under paragraph (c) and (d) above 
must have sponsors who are Malaysian citizens of Sara-
wak origin, or permanently resident in Sarawak, or an 
institution or a corporation incorporated or registered in 
Sarawak. Such a sponsor shall undertake to the Council 
that he will comply with the provisions of the Ordinance, 
the Regulations, and the conditions of the permit. 

The Regulation also prohibit any collection of biological 
resources for research or commercial purposes from 
any state land, national park, nature reserve, wildlife 
sanctuary, forest reserve, protected forest or communal 
forest or any marine and aquatic areas without permit. 
It also prohibits such biological resources from being 
exported for research and commercial purposes without 
permit. 

Under Rule 14 of the Regulation, the Sarawak Govern-
ment may impose a condition that the State Govern-
ment have the rights to patents and intellectual proper-
ty to any discovery resulting from the research underta-
ken and, where appropriate, the rights to share such 
rights with other parties to the research agreement; and 
the rights to license any patent or intellectual property 
referred to above and the entitlement to benefits deri-
ved there from. The State may also require that the bio 
prospectors arrange for programmes or make arrange-
ments for the transfer of technology, skills and kno-
wledge derived from any research covered by such 
agreement, including the training of scientists from the 
state and their participation in such research. 

In Malaysia, traditional Malay, Chinese and Indian sys-
tems of medicine are practised. Cross-cultural utiliza-
tion of traditional systems of medicine is also popular. 
In Malaysia, the market for traditional medicine is esti-
mated to be RM 1 billion to RM 2 billion annually, which 
is larger than the market for modern medicine [25]. 

 

of users and providers of genetic resources with a 
view to the effective implementation of article 15, 
of the CBD;  

c. Parties or Countries of origin providing genetic re-
sources, may establish measures requiring that 
access to such genetic resources shall be subject to 
prior informed consent; and 

d. Mutually agreed terms for access to and specific 
uses of genetic resources may include conditions 
for transfer of such genetic resources to third par-
ties, subject to national legislation of countries of 
origin. 

It is also proposed that in accordance with article 8(j) of 
the CBD:  
a. Parties may consider developing, adopting and/or 

recognizing, as appropriate, international, national 
and local sui generis systems for the protection of 
traditional knowledge, innovations and practices 
associated to genetic resources; 

b. Parties to recognize and protect the rights, respect, 
preserve and maintain knowledge, innovations and 
practices of indigenous and local communities and 
ensure the equitable sharing of benefits arising 
from the utilisation of such knowledge, innovations 
and practices; and  

c. Parties should comply with the prior informed 
consent of indigenous and local communities hol-
ding traditional knowledge associated with genetic 
resources, in accordance with article 8(j) of the 
Convention on Biological Diversity, subject to natio-
nal legislation of the country where these commu-
nities are located.  

The draft proposal also foresees the establishment of 
an international certificate of origin/source/legal prove-
nance of genetic resources to be issued by the provider 
country or country of origin.  The issues are still being 
discussed at the CBD and they are not expected to be 
resolved in the near future. 

However, the need to address bio-piracy, which normal-
ly refers to foreign entities, should not prevent the pos-
sible use of biodiversity, in a sustainable manner. [24] 
Thus, there are rules which allow bio prospecting by 
foreign entities by collaborating with local concerns. For 
example, in the Malaysian state of Sarawak, foreign bio 
prospectors may collaborate with local institutions to 
conduct such activities.  

Under Section 23 of the Sarawak Biodiversity Centre 
Ordinance 1997,  

‘no person is allowed, without a permit issued by the 
council and subject to such terms and conditions as 
may be stipulated in such a permit, to collect or take 
any plant or any part of a plant found on any State 
Land, protected forest, forest reserve or communal fo-
rest or collect any biological resources as may be speci-
fied by the Council for the purpose of any scientific stu-
dy or experiment or for medicinal or pharmaceutical 
research or development.’  
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The use of biotechnology in Singapore 

Singapore focuses on different sectors of biotechnology, 
such as, allowing stem cell research, pharmaceuticals 
and medicinal products.  As seen from Table 1 below, 
despite the challenges posed by the financial crisis in 
the late 1990s and other unfavourable global factors, 
Malaysia and Singapore largely remain on track in terms 
of economic growth and charted a 4.4 % and 5.4 % 
growth rate respectively in 2005. 

Malaysia’s economy is expected to grow by another 6 % 
in 2006. Table 1 below also shows that there is a big 
per capita income gap between Malaysia and Singa-
pore. The per capita income in Malaysia is around 
US$9,857 compared to Singapore’s per capita income 
of US$24,853. This could explain the difference in the 
R&D spending in Malaysia and Singapore. Singapore 
being a small country with a small population may 
concentrate on a specialised field. Malaysia, with 13 
different states and a population of nearly 26 million 
people will have spend more on other areas, such as, 
poverty eradication and infrastructure development.  

Since there is an income gap and the gap in R&D spen-
ding between the two countries, both countries focus on 
different areas in the biotechnology sector. Malaysia 
originally plans to focus on areas that can use its biodi-
versity as an attraction for investors, whereas Singapore 
concentrates on biomedical manufacturing. However, as 
mentioned above, Malaysia is also interested to venture 
into certain areas that can be considered the niche of 
Singapore, such as bio-manufacturing. It is expected 
that Malaysia and Singapore will be able to foster strate-
gic partnership in the future. [26]  

The Economic Development Board of Singapore (EDB) is 
responsible for the country’s biotechnology develop-
ment policy. The EDB aims to make the country a world-
class hub attracting 15 top biotech or pharmaceutical 
companies by 2010. One of its projects is an infrastruc-
ture project called “Biopolis”, an 18 million square foot 
biomedical sciences hub, housing public research insti-
tutes, corporate R&D centres and start-ups. The EDB 
first developed the R&D infrastructure as well human 
resource training and technology facilities. A gradual 
shift towards the promotion of biotechnology invest-
ments is part of the second stage [27]. The National 
Biotechnology Program Unit was established in 1988.  

The EDB's priority is to develop pharmaceuticals and 
diagnostic toolkits of high commercial value. Recent 
initiatives by the EDB emphasize biomedical research 
geared toward commercializing and promoting a start-
up formation to make Singapore a regulatory haven for 
stem cell research [28]. Singapore has also established 
the Biomedical Research Council and a Biomedical Grid, 
a high-security network enabling biomedical research 
information to be shared and distributed between inte-
rested parties within the ‘grid’.  

 

Singapore has attracted some pharmaceutical giants. 
Eli Lilly is spending US$ 140 million on research over 
five years and Novartis is spending US$119 million over 
five to ten years from 2002 [29]. With the help of va-
rious incentives to attract R&D from foreign investors, 
Singapore has managed to produce various innovations 
like urine-powered batteries [30] and body parts produ-
ced from stem cells. [31] In view of the competition, 
Singapore plans to spend S$12 billion over the next five 
years as compared to S$5 billion dollars between 2001 
and 2005 [32] 

In addition, Singapore offers grants for start up compa-
nies [33]. There are several other initiatives, such as, 
US $ 600 million to attract leading international compa-
nies to conduct R&D in the form of a Biomedical 
Science Investment Fund. In addition, Singapore BioIn-
novations (SBI) has investment commitments of US$ 
21 billion for 13 new companies. SBI invested in three 
European, five Asian and fifteen US based companies. 
Singapore also has a policy to develop a manpower 
requirement [34]. 

Although Singapore does not have many natural resour-
ces for certain bio-based R&D, its position in the centre 
of Southeast Asia, close to Malaysia and Indonesia, 
which are rich in such natural genetic resources, allows 
Singapore to remain competitive and take full use of 
such an advantage. The availability of funds also at-
tracts investors to the country. 

The statistics from the government are very encoura-
ging [35]: The Biomedical Sciences industry's manufac-
turing output grew to S$15.8 billion in 2004, a 33.2% 
increase over 2003. Pharmaceuticals contributed 
S$13.9 billion or 88% to the total manufacturing out-
put, with employment expanding by 7.4% compared to 
2003. Value-added also showed a robust 48% growth 
to reach S$10.1 billion. Employment grew by a healthy 
6.7% to 9,225 in 2004. Medical Technology enjoyed a 
6.0% growth in manufacturing output to reach S$1.9 
billion in 2004. The latest figures show that the Biome-
dical Sciences industry's manufacturing output grew to 
S$18 billion in 2005, a 9.8% increase over 2004. Phar-
maceuticals accounted again for 88% of the total while 
Medical Technology enjoyed a strong 10.6% growth to 
reach S$2.1 billion in output. Employment also expan-

Country 

GDP growth 
rate (constant 
prices) 

GDP per capita, 
(current prices) 

Percent US$ US$ PPP 
Malaysia 4.4 4,625 9,857 
  Q3 2005 2004 2004 
Singapore 5.4 25,207 24,853 

  Q3 2005 2004 2004 

Table 1 – Economic growth in Malaysia and Singapore. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: ASEAN Secretariat  
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ded by a healthy 8.6% to cross the 10,000 mark. Of the 
10,200 jobs in the BMS manufacturing sector, 62% are 
in Medical Technology [36] 

Patents and Biotechnology in Malaysia and Singapore 
It is commendable that the two neighbouring countries, 
which are also the two most dynamic economies in the 
ASEAN region, have managed to resort to high techno-
logy to generate economic growth. However, the issue 
is whether the emphasis on this high technology such 
as biotechnology is to the benefit or to the detriment of 
the local (home-grown) scientific communities. Are the 
local scientific community able to use the patent sys-
tem in the same way as foreigners? Or, are the patent 
systems in the two countries more for the benefit of 
foreign investors? The other issue is whether the local 
scientific community will be able to take advantage of 
the foreign patents by engaging in various collabora-
tions for mutual benefits, such as, to achieve technolo-
gy transfer to local experts. These issues require further 
research to find the ways to allow the local scientific 
continue to fully benefit from the patent system.   

Nevertheless, patent is not a licence to commercial 
success. Many patented products or process are not 
commercialised. There are other factors that affect a 
failure or a success of a patented product or process. 
At the same time, commercialisation also depends on 
the intention of the patent owners. Some patent owners 
apply for patents to protect future research rather than 
seek commercialisation. Commercialisation of patented 
products or process depends on other factors, such as, 
marketing skills, viability of the products or process to 
meet market and consumer demand and expectation, 
viability of production, and the ability to translate the 
technology into commercially viable process. At the 
same time, some products such as pharmaceuticals 
require regulatory approvals from relevant authorities. 
The regulatory process can take much time and incur 
huge expenses. 

In Malaysia, many researches are conducted at public 
universities, as the universities have access to exper-
tise and grants. However, the results of the research, 
even if patented may not result in commercialisation. 
According to a study by Amran Md. Rasli, an associate 
professor at University Teknologi Malaysia, anticipated 
commercialisation activities of the university failed due, 
in part, to the lack of connectivity between the industry 
and academia. One of the contributing factors to the 
failure is that commercialisation of R&D has not been 
traditionally a high priority of university research.[37]  

Another factor that leads to lower commercialisation in 
Malaysia is the fact that most researches are funded by 
the Government. Recent assessment by the Ministry of 
Science, Technology and Innovation (MOSTI) indicated 
that most academia research and development (R&D) 
activities are funded by the ministry and other govern-
mental agencies with only 0.68% university R&D fun-
ding coming from the industry as compared to the more 
advanced countries, such as, Canada (11.8%), Germa-

ny (7.5%), UK (6.2%) and the USA (5.5%). Countries 
such as Canada, Britain, Australia and Germany exhibit 
strong university-industry linkage. [38]  Md. Rasli also 
finds that one key reason for poor university-industry 
linkage in Malaysian, especially in the life sciences sec-
tor, is the lack of industry receptors due to the limited 
state of development of this industry in Malaysia. The 
Malaysian industrial sector ‘prefers’ to be labour inten-
sive and not invest into R&D in technology to gain com-
petitive advantage. As such, Md. Rasli states that Ma-
laysia’s commercialisation effort to date has been quite 
modest with low number of patents indicated by 8.8 
patent applications per population million as compared 
to Australia (546), USA (623) and South Korea (1,561). 
Further, compounding the situation is the fact that, the 
commercialisation movement has not resulted in any 
significant licensing revenue for the Malaysian universi-
ties. No R&D output from Malaysian universities has 
been commercialised yet on a national scale. Only 5.1 
% of 5,232 R & D projects implemented during 7th and 
8th Malaysia Plans were considered as having commer-
cialisation potential.[39] 

Thus, one of the ways to promote commercialization is 
to encourage joint ventures or collaborations between 
local and foreign firms. Foreign firms may need the mar-
ket and access to natural resources and at the same 
time local firms need access to the technology. Patents 
and the numbers of patents filed do not give the accu-
rate picture of the situation. For example, certain fo-
reign companies might have licensed out their patent to 
a domestic firm, or they are in a joint-venture and the 
registration largely driven by the interests of the expe-
rienced foreign firm. A joint-venture agreement/
partnership also enables the domestic firm to get full 
access to the protected knowledge of the foreign firm. 
Moreover, the equation is too simple because young 
Malaysian companies cannot churn out as many pa-
tents as foreign companies who are in business for ma-
ny decades, and have expertise in getting patents for 
even minor innovations. Malaysian companies may use 
patents to attract investment, but foreign companies 
use patents to broaden their war arsenal in case they 
are sued by another company for patent infringement. 

Both Malaysia and Singapore are members of the World 
Trade Organisation ("WTO"). Both countries are also 
signatories of the Paris Convention for the Protection of 
Industrial Property 1883 (“Paris Convention”) and the 
Washington Patent Cooperation Treaty 1970 ("PCT"). 
Being WTO members, both countries have to comply 
with the requirement of the Trade Related Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPs) Agreement. There is no doubt 
that both countries’ patent laws are in compliance with 
TRIPs provisions. The main issue here is whether the 
existence and the implementation of the patent laws 
will benefit local innovations?  

One of the ways to overcome this challenge is by the 
relevant country to introduce a sui generis system for 
certain innovation, such as, petty patent. Malaysia’s 
Patent Act 1983 provides for utility innovation model, 



  

 

industrially applicable. There are slight differences in the 
wordings of the laws.  

Under the Malaysian Patent Act, an invention is patenta-
ble if it is new, involves an inventive step and is industrial-
ly applicable. [42] In Singapore a patentable invention is 
one that: (a) is new; (b) involves an inventive step; and (c) 
is capable of industrial application. [43] 

The Malaysian Patents Act excludes from patentability 
discoveries- scientific theories, plant or animal varieties or 
essentially biological processes for the production of 
plants or animals, other than man-made living micro-
organisms, micro-biological processes and the products of 
such micro-organism processes and methods for the 
treatment of human or animal body by surgery or therapy, 
and diagnostic methods practiced on the human or ani-
mal body other than to products used in any such me-
thods. [44] This has direct implications for biotechnology.  
Singapore’s patent law is more biotechnology friendly as it 
does not provide for such exclusion. 

Countries such as Malaysia and Singapore are however 
wondering whether their patent systems are really used to 
reward development of new local and home grown inven-
tions or whether they merely serve foreign patents to 
stake out their intellectual property rights area in the 
country?  Does this mean foreign patent protection hinder 
local innovations? These two questions need further study 
so that not only Malaysia and Singapore will benefit from 
the answers but also other developing countries. This is 
because if local patents systems are just acting as mere 
agents to protect the interests of foreign inventions at the 
expense of local inventions, then there must be a rethink 
of the whole system, with a focus on how local inventions 
should be able to benefit more from the system.  

Table 2 shows that, in Malaysia, between 1986 and 2006 
there have been 82,008 foreign patent applications and 
only 4,603 local applications. Local applications are only 
about 5% of the total applications. Of the patents granted, 
local patents make up only 2.3%. The figure also shows 
that only 578 out of 4,603 or 12.5 % applications filed by 
locals are granted. The ratio for the foreign applications is 
higher, at about 30% of the total applications.  

One of the possible explanations for this situation is that 
the majority of foreign applications are priority applica-
tions, meaning that their applications are based on appro-
ved patents issued elsewhere. The Malaysian Patent Of-
fice will normally approve patents already granted by the 
European Patent Office (EPO) or those meeting EPO stan-
dards. The lower ratio of approvals issued to local applica-
tions also explains the standard of advice they get from 
local practitioners. In Malaysia, there are about 150 pa-
tent agents and the majority of them are lawyers without 
technical or scientific background. This means that the 
advice they can offer to their clients are based on the in-
terpretation of the law rather than assisting client with the 
scientific technicalities of the application.  

generally known as utility model. Utility model may be 
defined as a second tier patent system, offering a 
cheap, no-examination protection regime for technical 
inventions which would not usually fulfil the strict pa-
tentability criteria. [40] The important factors identified 
by Suthersanen in relation to utility model are: utility 
model protection is accorded, cheaply and quickly, to 
inventions or innovations, many of which cannot gain 
protection under the patent regime.  

Suthersanen identifies three traits common to all the 
national “utility model” laws from a global perspective: 
all utility model laws confer exclusive rights on the pro-
prietor of the right (as opposed to an anti-copying right); 
novelty is a criterion in all utility model systems, though 
the standard of novelty varies widely; registration is a 
requirement but usually there is no substantive exami-
nation of applications; and most utility model laws pro-
tect the technical character of the invention, as oppo-
sed to the ornamental function or the appearance of 
the product. [41] 

Simultaneously, the country may introduce sui generis 
registration system for traditional knowledge-based 
activities, as provided for under the CBD and discussed 
above. In this way, traditional knowledge-based activi-
ties may get protection in the form of proper registra-
tion and obtain rights, similar, to those obtained by pa-
tent holders.  

The patent - dilemma with patents 
Supporters of the patenting system argue that the ratio-
nale for a patent is to provide a long-term advantage to 
society as a whole by rewarding the development of 
new inventions. The counter argument is that the kno-
wledge from the patents is not free and thus, the public 
may not fully benefit from the information provided in 
the patent disclosures. However, many innovations are 
not patented and remain trade secrets, meaning that a 
majority of new knowledge are not shared with the pu-
blic.  

It is also argued that patent promotes the advance-
ment of technology and protects the inventor. The in-
vestors are rewarded by receiving exclusives over the 
inventions, which leads to financial rewards for their 
labour. Patent holders (most of which are the em-
ployers of the inventors) have the right to sell, transfer, 
assign or license the patented invention for free or for 
revenue. It is also argued that if there is no patent, indi-
vidual inventors would not be encouraged to invent new 
products or share their inventions with the public. To 
obtain a patent, the inventor must eventually disclose 
to the public how to make and use the invention in the 
best way the inventor knows. The counter argument 
here is that inventors’ motivation for obtaining a patent 
is for monetary gain rather than to share to knowledge 
with the public. The sharing of knowledge is by default 
of the system.  

The Malaysian Patents Act 1983 and the Singaporean 
Patents Act 1995 provide that there are three elements 
to be satisfied before a patent is granted i.e. it must be 
new; involve inventive steps; and the invention must be 
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these figures refer to foreign applications.  Compared to 
Malaysian figures in Table 2 above, Singapore received 
more foreign applications than Malaysia. However, Ma-
laysia has not implemented the PCT and all foreign re-
registration applications will have to go through priority 
application procedure under the Paris Convention. 

As shown in Table 4 above, local applications in Singapore 
between 1995 and 2005 is 4844. This is about 6% of the 
total applications filed as shown in Table 2 above. This 
shows that, although Singapore is seen as more advanced 
in the biotechnology field as compared to Malaysia, Singa-
pore also suffers from serious local patents deficit even 
when compared to Malaysia. It is unfortunate that the In-
tellectual Property Office of Singapore does not produce 
the numbers of patents approved to facilitate comparison 
of the figures of Singapore’s approved patents with the 
figures in Malaysia.  

Policy Reforms 
Malaysia has taken few policy measures to address the 
problems of lack of local innovations. For example, one of 
the main thrusts of the National Biotechnology Policy is to 
develop an effective legislative and regulatory framework 
[45]. Under this thrust, Malaysia seeks to create an ena-

A check with the patent statistics in Malaysia and Sin-
gapore fails to reveal how many of those patents are 
biotechnology-based invention. Patent offices in both 
countries do not reveal how many patents are still in 
force. At the same time, there is no clear figure of how 
many patents are commercialised. Probably the Go-
vernment should commission a study to find out how 
many of these patents are commercialised. The study 
is important to ascertain the effectiveness of patent 
system and its contribution to the local economy.    

Table 3 above shows number of patent applications 
filed in Singapore from 1990 to 2005. Singapore has 
96251 patent applications by way of registration, di-
rect national filings, and PCT applications entering na-
tional phase. The figures from 1990 to 1995 in the 
second column refer to the re-registration application 
or priority application under the Paris Convention. The 
figures are applicable to those applications before the 
introduction of the new Patents Act 1995, which en-
force the PCT into Singapore. 

The third column refers to PCT applications in Singa-
pore which designates Singapore as the applicable 
country where the patents will be enforced. Thus, 
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Table 2: Patents Application in Malaysia 

Source: Malaysian Intellectual Property Corporation.  

Year Patent applications  Patents granted 

  Local Foreign Total Local Foreign Total 

1986 29 233 262 - - - 
1987 71 3,195 3,266 - - - 
1988 73 1,547 1,620 - 6 6 
1989 84 1,803 1,887 11 121 132 
1990 92 2,213 2,305 20 498 518 
1991 106 2,321 2,427 29 1,021 1,050 
1992 151 2,259 2,410 10 1,124 1,134 
1993 198 2,684 2,882 14 1,270 1,284 
1994 223 3,364 3,587 21 1,608 1,629 
1995 185 3,992 4,177 29 1,724 1,753 
1996 221 5,354 5,575 79 1,722 1,801 
1997 179 6,273 6,452 52 737 789 
1998 193 5,770 5,963 21 545 566 
1999 218 5,621 5,839 39 682 721 
2000 206 6,021 6,227 24 381 405 
2001 271 5,663 5,934 18 1,452 1,470 
2002 322 4,615 4,937 32 1,460 1,492 
2003 376 4,686 5,056 31 1,547 1,578 
2004 522 4,920 5,442 24 2,323 2,347 
2005 522 5,764 6,286 37 2,471 2,508 
2006 361 3,710 4,071 87 4,162 4,249 
Total 4,603 82,008 86,605 578 24,854 25,432 

Year Re Regis-
tration 
Applica-
tions 

Direct National 
Filings and PCT 
Applications 
entering natio-
nal phase 

Total 

1990 1028 - 1028 

1991 1104 - 1104 

1992 1354 - 1354 

1993 1426 - 1426 

1994 1818 - 1818 
1995 2329 2412 4741 

1996 2802 12357 1515
9 

1997 2140 6048 8188 

1998 - 6367 6367 

1999 - 6679 6679 

2000 - 7720 7720 

2001 - 8133 8133 

2002 - 8070 8070 

2003 - 7908 7908 

2004 - 7951 7951 

2005 - 8605 8605 

Table 3 : Patent Applications in Singapore 1990 to 2005 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       Source: Intellectual Property Office of Singapore   



  

 

bling environment through continuous reviews of the 
country's regulatory framework and procedures in line 
with global standards and best practices [46].  

Under the 9th Malaysia Plan 2006-2010, Malaysia reco-
gnises the importance of a good regulatory environment 
in developing the biotechnology industry. One of the 
thrusts is the creation of regulatory framework to facili-
tate the build up of a strong and diversified biotechnolo-
gy industry [47]. As stated in the 9th Malaysia Plan, Ma-
laysia intends to improve the intellectual property (IP) 
policy and management framework. The main objecti-
ves of the IP plan are: 
⇒ to conduct a comparative study on the best practi-

ces of IP policy and management; 
⇒ to identify areas for the improvement in IP regula-

tions and processes; 
⇒ to introduce guidelines on IP sharing for resear-

chers in public research institutions and in busi-
ness collaborations as well as for local and foreign 
ventures; 

⇒ to establish a referral centre that offers technical 
advice on issues such as IP and regulatory com-
pliance;  

⇒ to conduct capacity building and awareness pro-
grammes to encourage researchers to patent their 
findings and products; 

⇒ to develop a comprehensive IP guide and manage-
ment manual; and  

⇒ to develop an adequate IP-related human resource 
base including patent specialists, technology eva-
luators, lawyers and examiners. 

Singapore has also introduced measures to increase 
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patent applications in the country. The EDB introduced 
the Patent Application Fund-Plus Scheme in 2002. This 
fund is to partially fund patent application costs. Accor-
ding to the EDB, up to 2006, this fund has supported a 
total of 348 applications, of which 209 are Singapore 
based businesses and 139 individual inventors.  

Conclusion 
The above discussion shows that they are more foreign 
applicants (including resident foreigners) and foreign 
granted patents in Malaysia and Singapore than locals. It 
is expected that this trend will continue in their near fu-
ture.  

The existence of foreign patents may have negative ef-
fects on local innovations if the patent claims are broad. 
However, the patent system alone should not be the 
main reason for lack of innovation. There are many other 
factors that affect innovations, such as, availability of 
fund for R&D, existence of capable human capital, an 
environment conducive for research, and, existence of 
suitable facilities.     

There has to be a rethink of how the two countries ad-
dress the issues relating to..... In addition to capacity buil-
ding, grants of patent application funds and awareness 
programmes, local patents offices in the two countries 
may have to look at the possibility of revamping substan-
tive provisions in their patent laws. One such provision is 
on research exemptions.  There should be wider exemp-
tions given to the local scientific community to conduct 
research in areas which may otherwise be in breach of 
existing patents.   

Under Section 37 of the Malaysian Patents Act 1983, the 
rights under the patent do not extend to acts done only 
for scientific research. This is a broad research exemp-
tion. Nevertheless, this has to be explained to the scienti-
fic community. In Singapore, Section 66 (2) of Singapo-
re’s Patent Act 1995 provides for an exemption for expe-
rimental purposes relating to the subject-matter of the 
invention. The wordings between the Malaysian and the 
Singaporean provisions are different. Malaysia refers to 
scientific research and Singapore refers to experimental 
purposes. It is suggested that Malaysia’s research 
exemption is wider than the Singapore’s exemption. 

Research exemption is important to encourage R&D and 
innovation within this biotechnology field. Without re-
search exemptions or clear authorisation, activities falling 
within the scope of the patent owner’s rights infringe on 
the patent holders’ rights. Consequently, patent legisla-
tion in many countries states that research and/or experi-
mentation on a patented invention is not an infringement 
of the patent holders’ rights. This experimental use ex-
ception attempts to balance the interests of patent hol-
ders in commercialising their inventions with those of 
society in fostering further research. [48] This is because 
access to basic or platform technology such as DNA se-
quences, cell lines, plants and animals at reasonable 
cost is crucial to research.  

Year No. of applications 

1995 145 

1996 224 

1997 288 

1998 311 

1999 374 

2000 516 

2001 523 

2002 624 

2003 626 

2004 641 

2005 572 

    Table 4 . Local Applications in Singapore 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Intellectual Property Office of Singapore, as of 
February 2006.  



  

 

‘Members may provide limited exceptions to the exclu-
sive rights conferred by a patent, provided that such ex-
ceptions do not unreasonably conflict with a normal ex-
ploitation of the patent and do not unreasonably preju-
dice the legitimate interests of the patent owner, taking 
account of the legitimate interests of third parties.’[52] 

Correa and Yusuf suggest that the following exceptions 
may be provided for within the scope of article 30: acts 
done privately and on a non-commercial scale, or for a 
non-commercial purpose; use of the invention for re-
search; experimentation on the invention to test it or 
improve on it; use of the invention for teaching purposes; 
preparation of medicines under individual prescriptions; 
prior use; and experiments made for the purposes of 
seeking regulatory approval for marketing of a product 
after the expiration of the patent. [53] 

In Switzerland, Thumm reports that there are asking for a 
broad research exemption, which is considered to be a 
more efficient strategy to resolve problems to those tech-
nologies of public interest. They also have asked for clari-
fication for the “experimental use” exemption. [54] 

Any reforms that the Governments of Singapore and Ma-
laysia introduce may take into account several factors, 
such as, the need to attract and maintain foreign invest-
ments and at the same time the desire to encourage 
local domestic innovations.  

The continued reliance on foreign technologies and fo-
reign direct investment may have negative effects on the 
economy in the future as foreign companies may be 
more attracted to new markets which offer better returns 
for their investment.  

Therefore, it is of crucial importance that governments in 
developing countries assist local innovators in all their 
efforts to file a patent. However, states cannot ensure 
the successful commercialization of the patent and for 
that purpose, foreign companies may still be of some 
importance (e.g. the local patent holder could license out 
the technology to a company (foreign or local) that has 
all the resources to commercialize it. The revenues from 
the royalty fees could then be reinvested into local pri-
vate R&D in order to eventually obtain new patents. 
These would be genuine knowledge firms and they are 
likely to emerge also in countries such as Malaysia and 
Singapore, if the governments encourage such a deve-
lopment. 

About the author  

Sufian Jusoh is the author of the book ‘Biotechnology 
Law and Regulations – The ASEAN Perspective,’ (London, 
Cameron May, 2006). I am grateful to Victor Konde, Phi-
lipp Aerni and Intan Murnira Ramli for their useful inputs, 
comments and support. All errors and omissions are 
mine. 

 

Malaysia and Singapore may have to learn from the 
experience of more developed countries. For example 
in the United States, although the US Patent Act does 
not provide for statutory research exemption, the Wax-
man Hatch Act of 1984 provides exemptions to experi-
ments carried out on drugs or medical devices for the 
purpose of obtaining Food and Drug Administration 
approval.  

In Madey v. Duke University [49] the Court of Appeals 
of the Federal Circuit that Duke University did not quali-
fy for exemption because its use of the patented inven-
tion (a free electron laser) fell within normal “business” 
activities of the university, such as fulfilling government 
grants. Accordingly, in the US the research activities 
may not be shielded from patent infringement liability.  

In Canada, the current Canadian experimental use ex-
ception is vague and dates from a 1971 decision of the 
Supreme Court of Canada in Micro Chemicals Ltd. v. 
Smith Kline & French Inter-American Corp. [50] decided 
in the context of research aimed at sustaining a com-
pulsory licence. This situation was not remedied 
through the introduction of section 55.2 into the Patent 
Act. That section sets out a specific experimental use 
exception applicable only to regulated inventions such 
as pharmaceuticals.  

The Canadian Biotechnology Advisory Committee 
(CBAC) recommends that the Patent Act should be 
amended to include an exemption from claims of infrin-
gement for research on a patented invention, as well as 
for certain research using a patented invention: [51]  

It is not an infringement of a patent to use a patented 
process or product: 

(a) privately and on a non-commercial scale or for a 
non-commercial purpose, provided that such purpose 
does not significantly prejudice the economic interests 
in the patent of its owner; and 
(b) to study the subject-matter of the patented inven-
tion to investigate its properties, improve upon it, or to 
create a new (i.e., not incorporating the patented inven-
tion) product or process. 

Most European countries have modelled their statutory 
provisions on Article 27 of the Community Patent 
Convention, even though it is not yet in force, the rele-
vant portion reads: The rights conferred by a Communi-
ty patent shall not extend to: (a) acts done privately and 
for non-commercial purposes; and (b) acts done for 
experimental purposes relating to the subject-matter of 
the patented invention.  

The second part of the provision is similar to the provi-
sion in section 66(2) of the Singapore’s Patent Act 
1995.  

The TRIPs Agreement provides exceptions to exclusive 
rights under certain conditions. It provides that  
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Africa Technology development Forum (ATDF) was con-
ceived in 2003 as virtual centre dedicated to facilitat-
ing information exchange related to technology and 
development of Africa. Over the past three years, ATDF 
has slowly transformed itself from simply providing a 
website space for technology, trade and innovation sto-
ries to becoming a publication entity. The usage of the 
ATDF website has continued to grow, with traffic so far 
tripling that of last year. 

The ATDF Journal, this issue being the 9th, was con-
ceived as a newsletter for short stories but quickly as-
sumed a life of its own to become a full-fledged ATDF 
quarterly publication in the second issue as authors 
have continued to demand more space. It is our hope 
that Journal will continue to save authors in Africa and 
abroad seeking to contribute to the technological devel-
opment of the continent. 

Yet, over the years, several requests to practice what 
ATDF preaches have grown even louder and have 
pushed ATDF to work even harder. We acknowledge 
ATDF still needs to improve its services as well as make 
a real difference on the ground by pro-actively promot-
ing entrepreneurship and technology use in Africa. To 
this effect ATDF has taken two modest steps: 

ATDF was officially registered as an international NGO 
in Geneva, Switzerland.  

ATDF will seek to use the Geneva base to provide young 
African scientists and those with interest in African is-
sues to: 

⇒ Familiarize themselves with international issues 
likely to affect Africa's technological development 

⇒ Negotiating strategies of developed and developing 
countries 

⇒ Interact with other scientists and 

⇒ Mobilize and work with African representatives to 
the United Nations and WTO as well as use the con-
centration of embassies to establish networks with 
home institutions. 

However, we still looking for support to enable ATDF 
meet these broad goals. So far, ATDF has been one of 
the most cost-effective organization dependant largely 
on the goodwill of its broad base of editors, advisors, 
members of the steering committee, authors and well-
wishers to implement its programs at near-voluntary 
costs. 

 

ATDF is registering a corporate entity, ATDF Business 
Hub, in Zambia . The Hub will be responsible for invest-
ing and promoting entrepreneurship, initially in Zambia 
and later on in other countries. In brief, the Hub is de-
signed to mobilize young creative minds in Zambia that 
have excellent business ideas but lack the financial 
support and the necessary network to succeed as en-
trepreneurs. The ATDF business hub is offering an an-
nual competitive award for two to three technically and 
commercially viable business projects. The winners will 
be allowed to use ATDF business resources and take 
advantage of the ATDF business network while ATDF 
will take up interests in the projects to help them suc-
ceed. It will particularly encourage young people in uni-
versities, research institutes and industries to partici-
pate. 

The Hub will also offer two to three smaller awards for 
great business ideas from university and colleges stu-
dents (see page 51). 

ATDF is indebted to Syngenta Foundation for providing 
the initial support that enabled ATDF develop its busi-
ness strategy and to Dr. Ernst Thomke who has kindly 
provided the financial investment for the Hub. The ATDF 
Business Hub is fortunate to have the financial and 
intellectual support of Dr. Ernst Thomke, inventor of the 
Swatch concept and probably one of the most success-
ful Swiss high-tech entrepreneurs. 

The Hub consists of a board of advisors, experienced 
Zambia business executives, directors of research insti-
tution and senior government advisers and one interna-
tional expert. It also has a board of directors that will be 
assisted but Dr. Ernst Thomke. 

ATDF is also scouting for financial support to enable the 
Hub expand to other African countries, produce an an-
nual print versions of most read (or editors choice) arti-
cles of the ATDF Journal and expand the use and con-
tent of its several e-centers. 

Finally and more importantly, ATDF wish to thank all 
those who have supported or planning to support any of 
its activities. A special thank to our team of editors, ad-
visors, web-manager, authors, critics and readers. We 
count on your continued support to enable ATDF made 
a modest contribution towards the development of Af-
rica. 

ATDF CORNER: 
Learning to walk ; ATDF Registered in Geneva, Expanding 

in Zambia and a big thank you! 
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The Zambian Entrepreneurship Award is designed to 
promote Zambian men and women, especially those 
below the age of 45, who have innovative business 
ideas and the necessary discipline and skills to convert 
their ideas into a successful company that creates new 
products, services and employment for the Zambian 
people. The business projects can range from low-tech 
innovations in areas such as the agricultural, mining, 
services and manufacturing sector to high-tech innova-
tions in IT and biotech, among others. Small start-up 
firms seeking technical and financial support may also 
apply. 
 
The winner of the award is expected  to: 
⇒ establish a Zambian company that converts the 

business idea into real products and services (with 
the base of the company in Zambia)  

⇒ dedicate 100% of his/her time to the company 
⇒ have either have Zambian citizenship, be a resident 

of Zambia 
 
Application Form 
Please complete chapter 1 in the form and submit all 
the necessary information of your business project des-
cription, evaluation and realisation (chapter 2 and 3).  
Send in the documents in a double copy to:  
Info@atdforum.org : In the subject enter 
"Entreprenuership Award) or ATDF business hub, P.O. 
Box 31484,  Lusaka 
Deadline for Submissions: 31. January 2007 
 
Chapter 1: Personal Information of the Applicant 
Name: 
Contact address: 
Phone/Mobile: 
Date of Birth: 
Current occupation and position (students indicate year 
of study): 
Primary motivation to become an independent entre-
preneur: 

----------maximum 1 page------------- 
 
Chapter 2: Project 

1. Title/ Description of the Project: 
a. Summarize your project idea in maximally 20 lines 

(mandatory) and some documents you think are 
necessary to illustrate the idea (optional) 

2. Evaluation of your project (use maximally 6 lines to 
answer each question) 

a. Why do you think your project will meet an essential 
demand in Zambia? 

b. How and where do you see your product on the market? 
c. How do you assess the economic potential of your pro-

ject? (please add information about expected variable 
and fixed costs of the company over time as well as the 
expected sales price of your product and the calculated 
revenues. This could be arranged in the form of a busi-
ness plan that also includes the budget of the first year) 

d. Number of employees in the short and long run ( 1-2 
and 3-5 years). 

e. Please outline the different stages of the realisation of 
the project 

f. How do you intend to secure the initial and future finan-
cing of your project? 

g. Do you have, or intend to apply for, patent, trademark 
or copyright protection? 
----------maximum 7 pages------------- 

. 

3. Project Realisation 
a. What type of company do you want to register and 

where will it be located? 
b. Do you have some other institutions or people that sup-

port you financially (names/amount) 
c. Would you agree if the ATDF Business Hub would parti-

cipate in your company with a share of 10-30% of the 
initial capital stock? 
----------maximum 1 page------------- 

 

4. Enclosures 
Mandatory: 
a. CV and passport photo 
b. Copy of a Zambian residence certificate 

 
Optional: 
a. List of references 
Date/Location:     Signature: 

----------maximum 1 page------------- 
 

This application will be submitted to the board of directors 
and the advisory board of the ADTF Business Hub.  
The final selection for the business plan award will be ta-
ken after inviting the finalists to make a presentation in 
Lusaka. 
 
For more information on how to support, participate or 
compete, send an email to info@atdforum.org.  

Zambia Entrepreneurship Award 2007 (up to US$ 50,000!)  
Unleashing the power of entrepreneurship: Investing in ideas!  

See details 



  

 

ATDF JOURNAL Volume 3,  Issue 3  Page 52  

They say “development is about improving the 
quality of people’s lives and expanding their ability 
to shape their own futures." The ATDF Business 
Hub realises that many potential entrepreneurs 
face “confusing questions” that often deflates the 
initial inspirational rush. Some of these questions 
include: How good or original is the idea and 
whether it will work or sell and who will support it! 
The Hub will seek to harvest and nurture these 
ideas before they are discarded.  

  

The Entreprenuership Challenge award will be pro-
vided to selected innovative business concepts. It 
will provide a modest financial investment for fur-
ther refinement, pilot and market research and a 
network of accomplished entrepreneurs in tech-
nology-intensive and highly competitive sectors. 
This award is designed for candidates below the 
age of 40. 

Preliminary application for support: 

In no more than 1100 words, provide your name(s) 
and contact address(es) [team applications are 
highly encouraged but not necessarily favoured], 
affiliation and describe your idea in simple English. 
Please, indicate if the idea is yours or belongs to a 
firm or institution. Please, indicate if there are indi-
viduals or teams you wish not to see your applica-
tion. Devote more than 60% of the space to de-
scribe your idea and its potential.  

Crucial dates 

⇒ 2007 January 31st:  Deadline for receiving 
project proposals  

⇒ 2007 May 31st:  Deadline for full-length 
proposals  

⇒ 2007 August 30:  The first investments will 
be made to selected individu-
als/teams/firms.  

Title: 
  

Title of idea, your name(s), address/contacts, and one statement of the idea) 
  

DO NOT PUT ANY INFORMATION THAT YOU CONSIDER CONFIDENTIAL.                    
(Information in this space may appear on our website) 

Abstract: 
  
  

Briefly make the good case why your idea is needed as clearly as possible (in 
about 120 words) 

Details: 
  
  

Describe you idea, use and target in more details (in about 350 words) 

Market 
  
  

Describe the potential users, buyers, gaps it will fill and size. Will you need sup-
pliers and do you know their interests? Do you have any competitors and why 
will customers choose their products/services over theirs? ( about 400 words) 

Benefit 

  

How will your product generate economic and social values? What will your idea 
contribute to society? (in about 100 words) 

Personal   
interest 

  

Why do you want to develop this idea and not any others of your ideas? 
 (100 words) 

ATDF CORNER 
E N T R E P R E N E U R S H I P  C H A L L E N G E  A W A R D  2 0 0 7  

U P  T O  $ 3 0 0 0  F O R  W I N N I N G  I D E A S !  
See details 
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Sharing the Art of IP Management! 
 
To be published in Spring 2007, the Handbook is pre-
pared for policy makers, leaders of public sector re-
search establishments, technology transfer profession-
als, licensing executives, and scientists, this book offers 
information and strategies for utilizing the power of 
both IP and the public domain. It illustrates how IP can 
be judiciously leveraged to forge stronger partnerships 
and usher in a new age of collaboration and sharing. 
 
The book puts aside ideological debates to focus on 
pragmatic considerations and practical opportunities. 
Written by practitioners in the field, its ~135 chapters 
are a comprehensive resource on current IP manage-
ment issues and approaches. While the authors always 
keep their eye on the big picture, the Handbook es-
chews general proclamations. Instead, it puts forward 
thoughtful dialogue aimed at real-world problems faced 
by those who want to put IP to work for the public sector 
and public interest. 
 
This unique book presents concepts and information in 
a simple, direct style. The chapters are prefaced with 
succinct, no-nonsense editorial overviews that highlight 
the contributor’s key points and place them in the con-
text of evolving best practices and broader policies and 
strategies.  
 
The Handbook covers:  
IP and Innovation in Health and Agriculture; The Tool 
Box; “Global Access” Licensing Practices; The Ins and 
Outs of Contracts; IP Policies, Strategies and Manage-
ment Valuation, Commercialization and Spinouts; Spe-
cial Cases (including Genomics, Bioprospecting and 
Building Networks); National, Institutional and Topical 
Case Studies and more. 
 
Visit www.ipHandbook.org to download free sample 
chapters and pre-order the Handbook. 
 

What others are saying: 
“For all who believe, as I believe, that developing coun-
tries can— and should—participate in and benefit from 
an inter-connected world of innovation, this book is an 
indispensable guide.”  – Mahmoud F. Fathalla, Assiut 
University, Egypt, Chair of the WHO/EMRO Advisory, 
Committee on Health Research 
 
 “At the dawn of the 21st century the world created an 
unprecedented wave of public-private partnerships… 

For such investments to bear fruit as public goods it is 
paramount to manage IP with the public interest in 
mind. This handbook provides expert guidance to do 
just that and will assist in developing new capabilities 
in low- and middle-income countries.” –Ariel Pablos-
Mendez, Director, Knowledge Management and Shar-
ing, WHO 
 
“This Handbook is timely… [it] shows how public sector 
research institutions and developed countries alike can 
use it to achieve their humanitarian and socio-
economic objectives… A valuable guide in helping to 
navigate the complex—but rewarding—world of an in-
creasingly global innovation system.”  –From the Fore-
word of Norman Borlaug, Nobel Peace Prize Laureate 
 
“This Handbook— which really transcends the category 
of handbooks altogether—is a must read for anyone 
who deals with IP. It provides the reader with lots of 
valuable insights for better licensing practices and 
much, much more.”  –Pramilla Senanayake, FRCOG-
Chair, Global Forum for Health Research, MIHR and the 
Concept Foundation 
 
“[This] Handbook is an important step toward new 
trans-national networks… involving multiple partners in 
both North and South—donors and doers alike— who 
still believe in the power of innovation to address the 
needs of the poor.” – From the Foreword of Sir Gordon 
Conway KCMG DL FRS Chief Scientific Adviser, DFID, 
UK 
 
 
Visit www.iphandbook.org or see detail here 

Featured Book 
Intellectual Property Management in Health and Agricultural   

Innovation: A Handbook of Best Practices  
 

(Edited by Anatole Krattiger, Richard T. Mahoney, Lita Nelsen, Jennifer A. Thomson , Alan B. Bennett, Kanikaram Sat-
yanarayana, Gregory D. Graff, Carlos Fernandez, Stanley P. Kowalski.      


