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Traditional cures get new protection  
India catalogs ayurvedic treatments to combat 
their patenting by Western drug companies 
Suzanne Marmion, Chronicle Foreign Service 
Saturday, July 8, 2006 

  

(07-08) 04:00 PDT New Delhi -- 
Ayurvedic doctor Nishta Tiwari writes 
out a prescription for migraines. It's 
an herbal powder to which Tiwari 
adds a few other powdered 
ingredients. "This is coral and conch, 
and this is pearl, and this all for the 
brain," she said. She notices some 
blisters on her patient's feet, and 
throws a complimentary pot of 
turmeric ointment into the 
prescription bag.  

Ayurveda is a school of medicine in 
India thought to be at least 4,000 
years old. Today, its ancient 
medicines have been caught up in a 
modern phenomenon called 
biopiracy. India claims that U.S. drug 
companies have started wrongfully 
patenting existing ayurvedic 
treatments. So India is working on an 
equally modern solution: a digital 
database for patent officers to 
peruse, containing thousands of 
traditional medicines that include 
everything from cardamom paste for 
bronchitis, to nightingale droppings to 
treat constipation.  

Such remedies may sound unorthodox to Americans, but the 
majority of Indians still use these traditional medicines. In the United 
States, the World Health Organization reports, 42 percent of 
Americans have tried some form of traditional medicine at least 
once. Increasingly, India says, its wealth of ancient medical 
knowledge has attracted western pharmaceutical companies, too.  

India claims to have found 5,000 U.S. patents on medicinal plants, 
80 percent of them from India. Half of these patents should never 
have been given to the American drug developers, according to 
India's government. Europe has also granted a patent to use neem 
extract for its antiseptic properties. Millions of Indians have a neem 
tree growing in their gardens. They pick off a twig each morning to 
use as a toothbrush. It cost millions of dollars to fight the neem 
patent, which was repealed in 2005.  
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"The big firms want to not pay anything, and want to have a shorter 
path (to new drugs)," says V.K. Gupta, director of the Indian 
government's National Institute of Science, Communication and 
Information Resources.  

New drugs typically take seven to 10 years to develop and the 
research can cost $800 million or more. So Gupta says Western 
pharmaceutical companies have been plundering India's ancient 
medical textbooks instead. Even yoga isn't safe -- a yoga teacher in 
the United States tried to patent 32 poses.  

Officials from the birthplace of Mahatma Gandhi's nonviolent 
resistance to colonialism have already fought their first battle over 
patents with that turmeric in the blister ointment. In 1995, two 
Indians at the University of Mississippi Medical Center obtained a 
patent on the yellow spice for its wound-healing properties. Gupta 
says when the news reached India, "our parliament couldn't work for 
a few days. Everybody was discussing this. Everybody was 
enormously disturbed."  

Indians have long used turmeric to treat wounds and rashes. 
Moreover, the cure is documented with thousands of others in 
medical texts written in Sanskrit, Hindi, Arabic and Persian. After 
India translated the Sanskrit text about turmeric for patent officers, 
the United States repealed the Mississippi Medical Center's sole 
right to use turmeric for healing wounds.  

However, the furor prompted India's national institute to start 
building the database of medicines and yoga poses, complete with 
pictures, and having the information translated into five languages 
for patent officers to search. The database is called the Traditional 
Knowledge Digital Library, and it's the first effort of its kind.  

In a Delhi building full of computers cooled by powerful air 
conditioning and whirring overhead fans, dozens of doctors in the 
traditional ayurvedic, siddha and unani practices thumb through 
books, some more than 2,000 years old. Practitioners such as 
ayurvedic doctor Jaya Saklani Kala painstakingly type alphanumeric 
codes for words and phrases. Kala's assigned book is written in 
Sanskrit. "Saliva, forehead, honey, antiseptic wound cleansing ... 
aphrodisiac. We need a code for everything," she says.  

The codes then translate a Sanskrit sentence fragment and a plant 
name into their equivalents in English, French, German, Spanish 
and Japanese.  

The software that the national institute developed to do this has 
reduced the workload from 32 years and 5,000 workers to just three 
years and 100 employees. The government is expected to bring the 
database online this year. Once it is up and running, patent officers 
can quickly search terms such as "turmeric" and "wound healing" to 
find that a patent on the ancient cure might not be appropriate.  

"We were born with this knowledge," says Kala. "Our ancient rishis 
or ancient scientists, they were explorers. They observed each and 
every bird, plant, and then they found out a way of living which is 
most healthy in which disease does not occur, and if a disease 
occurs how to cure that disease.  

"It is as much yours as it is mine," Kala says. "You can't have a 
person taking the sole right over something that has existed 
already."  

Other nations, including Nigeria, Mongolia, Thailand and South 
Africa want to model databases after India's Traditional Knowledge 
Digital Library. South Africa has recently been embroiled in a patent 
controversy over hoodia, a plant chewed by the nomadic San 
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people to stave off hunger in the desert. Drug companies are 
researching the appetite suppressant as a potential blockbuster diet 
aid for the West.  

Not everybody approves of what these traditional-knowledge 
databases might mean. The U.S. pharmaceutical industry says they 
could discourage new research based on old cures.  

Mark Grayson, a spokesman for the Pharmaceutical Researchers 
and Manufacturers of America, also takes issue with India's claim 
that thousands of patents have been wrongfully filed. "We have yet 
to see any evidence," he wrote in an e-mail. He believes that the 
database is less about national pride and more about profits. "It 
seems that this is not only about patents, but about paying the 
Indians for the knowledge," he stated.  

Indeed, Gupta from the Indian government's national institute 
emphasizes that India is willing to do collaborative research with 
foreign companies toward developing medicines based on its 
ancient texts.  

In the meantime, though, Gupta says the patent challenges 
continue. Another version of India's turmeric cure remains patented 
for the time being: a cure for acne made from a paste of turmeric 
and cow's urine.  
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