
Rouse

India
January 13 2010

A shot in the arm for India’s traditional knowledge

In November 2009, India and the United States of America (US) signed two inter-governmental agreements on intellectual
property (IP) rights to help prevent misappropriation of traditional knowledge through trade mark or patent claims. By virtue of
the Agreements, the US Patent Office (USPTO) will now be able to access India’s Traditional Knowledge Digital Library
(TKDL).    

India compiled the TKDL in 2001. The ambitious US$2 million project is essentially an encyclopaedia of India's traditional
medicine in five languages - English, French, German, Japanese and Spanish.

India has long argued that it has been a victim of 'bio-piracy' on account of the fact that its traditional/indigenous knowledge
was not properly documented. In most developed nations (like the US), such knowledge is only recognized if it is published in a
journal or made available on a database &ndash; it is not accorded recognition if it has been merely passed down through
generations of oral and folk traditions. No wonder then that India has been embroiled in some high-profile patent litigation in the
past decade - the government spent US$6 million in fighting legal battles against patents granted in favor of US-based entities
for turmeric and neem-based medicines alone. Equally controversially India (successfully) challenged a USPTO-granted patent
for new strains of rice similar to basmati - which has been grown for centuries in the Himalayan foothills of North-West India.
These instances of bio-piracy might have been prevented if the USPTO had had ready access to India’s database of traditional
knowledge. Hopefully this will change with the recent inter-governmental agreements.

Source: rediff Business
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