India builds database to stop theft of lore
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India builds database to stop
theft of lore

DEC. 23 2:32 P.M. ET For thousands of years Indian Pl M St L T
village_rs ha\{e. used an extract from seeds of the neem tree TODAY'S HEADLINES
as an insecticide. So when a U.S. company patented a

process for producing the substance in 1994, India reacted ~ Dream Machines

with outrage.
9 Yahoo on Your Phone, TV, PC...

After spending millicns of dollars in legal fees to Subcontinental Drift
successfully overturn the patent, India's government now is .
creating a 30-million-page database of traditional Hita Few, Miss a Few
knowledge to fend off entrepreneurs trying to patent the
country's.g ancient lore. R FRNG. 5P A Capital-Spending Bonanza?
A Slow. Steady Rise for the
India is not alone in worrying about "bioprospectors” Yuan
profiting from the genetic resources of its plant life with no _ _
benefit to its people. It joined with China, Brazil and nine Miva: Rising from the Depths?
other nations a few years ago to begin pushing for , )
international protections. Me Vaar's Rartiolio
Resolutions
ADVERTISEMENT Stocks Dressed for Success
Vital Signs for the Week of Jan.
IT'S KIND OF AWKWARD ’
Aetna: Succession At Full
BRINGING CLIENTS o
INTO THE BEDROOM.

LoJack's Stronger Signal
IM Security Is One Tough Sell
For Gates, It's Entertainment

Israeli Markets: Concem, Nol

Panic
[; EMBASKRY SUITES Amp'd: Cells for the Maxmm Set
i NOTLEN
A Chinese Welcome for
Entrepreneurs
: : The Art of Chinese
The database project already has caught the interest of Relationships

others. A South African team recently visited and a
Mengolian mission is coming in January, said V.iK, Gupla, Bigfooting the Winter
chairman of India’s National Institute for Science

Communication and Information Resources. The Digital Schusser

The database. called the Traditional Knowledge Data e
Library, will make information available to patent offices

around the world to ensure that traditional remedies are not presented as new
discoveries.

"If socielies have been using it for centuries why should it be patented?,” said Shiv
Basant, a senior official at the Health Ministry's Depantment of Ayurveda, Yoga, Unani,
Siddha and Homeopathy, India's traditional health and medical disciplines.

The government also has successfully challenged patents on the use of the spice
turmeric to heal wounds and rashes and a patent on a rice strain derived from India’s
famed Basmati rice.

But that is a tiny fraction of the problem. A 2003 study by Gupta’s institute estimated
some 7,000 patents worldwide are based on Indian indigenous knowledge, far too many
for India to challenge in expensive legal fights.

Officials hope the database will head off future batlles.

"If we have all the data in TKDL, we will not have to spend all those millions of dollars,”
said Ajay Dua of the Commerce Ministry's Department of Industrial Policy and Promotion.

Currently it is difficult for overseas patent office researchers to prove purported
innovations are really based on old lore because, while the information is widely
published in India. it is often in ancient languages like Sanskrit or modern regional
languages like Tamil.

"We decided we have to break the language and access barrier," Gupta said.

He convened a group of 150 experts in traditional medicine, scientists, doctors, patent
lawyers and computer programmers to put together the database of traditional
knowledge.

Instead of laboriously translating the manuscripts, the scholars structured the texts into
classifications widely used by patent examiners. The texis are then entered in the
database, where specially developed software translates them into Hindi, English,
German, French, Japanese and Spanish.

“We created knowledge conversion software that converts local names of diseases and
plants into modern names," Gupta said.

More than 1,500 yoga poses have been catalogued, too. That's because yoga poses also
have been patented, often by Indians living abroad, Basant said.

A patent researcher can search the database using key words or phrases. So if the plant
aloe vera is entered, the traditional term Kumari will come up with a list of its known
medicinal uses,

More than 10 million pages already have been loaded into the system and 20 million
more will be available by the end of 2006, Gupta said.

Several intemnational patent offices have applied for access to the database and it will be
made available to them as soon as the group finishes establishing technological and
legal safeguards to prevent the knowledge from being wrongly exploited, he said.

The issue is not just a matter of national pride. It also has financial implications.

A pharmaceutical company, for instance, could develop a medicine from a treatment
long-used by an indigenous group and reap big profits while also charging those very
people to use it.

So India and its allies want lo ensure that profits arising from traditional knowledge are
sharad with local people.

“"Developing countries as a whole are saying that there should be benefit sharing,” said
Dua, the Commerce Ministry official.

On the Net:

National Institute for Science Communication and Information Resources:
http:/tkdl res.in/

Department.of AYUSH: hitp://indianmedicine.nic.in/
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