INTERNATIONAL SEMINAR ON SYSTEMS FOR THE PROTECTION OF TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE

STATEMENT BY THE UNCTAD SECRETARIAT

H.E. Murasoli Maran, Minister of Commerce and Industry, Government of India,

Authorities

Dear participants

On behalf of the Secretary-General of UNCTAD, Mr. Rubens Ricupero, I have the great privilege to take part in this inaugural ceremony of the International Seminar for the Protection of Traditional Knowledge, organized by the Government of India in cooperation with UNCTAD.


This initiative bears witness to the continous commitment of India to the cause of international cooperation in the sphere of economic development.  UNCTAD has been fortunate in drawing on the experience of distinguished nationals of this country who have prominently contributed to the work of the secretariat by playing a major role in areas such as trade and technology.


India has also played a leading role, among developing countries, in collective initiatives geared at improving, qualitatively, the participation of these countries in the international economic system.


The special relationship between the government of India and the UNCTAD secretariat has intensified in recent years particularly with respect to a number of initiatives in areas such as trade and investment and trade and the environment.  We are further exploring ways and means of cooperating with the Government of India in activities related to the Post Doha process.  With respect to the seminar, that we are starting today, your commitment, Mr. Minister, as well as the close working relationship between your staff and UNCTAD’s team, has been exemplary.

-----

We will be dealing in the next couple of days with an important item in the international development agenda.  Traditional Knowledge (TK) plays an important role in the global economy.  Traditional peoples and communities are responsible for the discovery, development and preservation of a tremendous range of medicinal plants, healthy-giving herbal formulations, and agricultural and forest products that are traded internationally and generate considerable economic value.  TK is also used as input into modern industries such as pharmaceuticals, botanical medicines, cosmetics and toiletries, agriculture and biological pesticides.  In most cases, virtually all the value added is captured by corporations that can harness advanced scientific, technological and marketing capabilities.


As I refer to the global economy, it might be pertinent to underline that one of its most salient features is precisely the role played, in general, by knowledge.  We are used to commonplaces; but, there could be little doubt that the current system is permeated by what could be called essentially a knowledge-based economy.  The high share of high technology goods in manufacturing value-added and exports in the leading industrialized countries continue to grow in most of the OECD countries.  For example, if one takes the case of the UK, the share of high-technology content of exports grew from 17.1% in 1970 to 32.6% in 1993.


Again, as one manifestation of the asymmetries of the world economy, this knowledge, key to competitiveness is concentrated in OECD countries.  As an example, close to 95% of industrial R&D is undertaken by a few countries and firms.  If one takes as indicator of this trend the geographical origin of patent applications in the world, in the year 2000, close to 93% of these applications is concentrated in North America (USA and Canada), Western Europe and Japan.


The private sector in the industrialized world plays a major part in innovation and industrial development.  But, according to earlier work by UNCTAD:  “… today more than ever before, it is recognized that the production and distribution of generic knowledge, be it in the form of basic science or basic general training, is a responsibility of governments.  The incentives for the private sector are not strong enough to guarantee an adequate level of investments in these.”

-----

The knowledge society is an important feature of this global economy.  Some of you might ask what is the link with our subject: TK.  Innovation is essential for countries seeking to produce high-value-added manufactured goods and commodities rather than low-value raw materials.  Innovation connotes newness but it is possible to argue that an innovation for one company or national economy may not necessarily be innovative to another.  Innovation is a cumulative process of technical improvements that is normally related to the experience of the firm and to prior knowledge.  In this respect, an open question is still the better understanding of the link between TK and the industrial R&D and patent activity taking place in leading economies.  I suggested earlier, than in a number cases, virtually all the value added to the original contribution of TK is captured by corporations that can harness advanced scientific, technological and marketing capabilities.


Attempts have been made to estimate the contribution of TK to modern industry and agriculture.  For pharmaceuticals, the estimated market value of plant-based medicines sold in OECD countries in 1985 was $43 billion.  Biochemist Norman Farnsworth’s estimate that of the 119 plant-based compounds used in medicine worldwide, 74% had the same or related uses as the medicinal plants from which they were derived.


But, it should be admitted that accurately estimating the full value of TK in monetary terms is not possible, first because TK is often an essential component in the development of other products, and secondly, because, most TK-derived products never enter modern markets anyway.  In any case, a great deal of TK is likely to have cultural or spiritual value that cannot be quantified in any monetary sense.


The fact that TK is being so widely disseminated and commercially exploited with such a small proportion of the benefits flowing back to provider peoples and communities raise the question of ownership.  Who owns TK according to traditional peoples and communities? And who owns TK according to most national legal systems and the international IPRs regimes?

-----

Important work and activities on TK-related aspects is taking place in various organizations, including NGOs.  The main international organizations dealing with the subject include CBD, WIPO, WTO, WHO, FAO.  We are very pleased to see among the participants distinguished representatives of some of those organizations.  

UNCTAD, from its perspective, is also actively contributing to work in this area.  Our emphasis has been on exchanging national experiences on policies and measures taken to protect TK by conducting analytical work, organizing regional workshops, assisting interested parties in exploring policies to harness  TK for trade and development and by assisting in exploring ways to protect TK.  In October 2000 a major meeting of experts was convened to look into systems and national experiences for the protection of TK, innovations and practices. 

-----

We are aware of the difficulties ahead.  On all these TK-related issues a lot of more work needs to be done.  We look at all of this as process.  This seminar should contribute to the ongoing work by generating new ideas, gain from the experience that all of you are bringing to this event and contributing to the exploration of possible solutions.


The UNCTAD secretariat is extremely pleased to have all of you with us.  We look forward to the contributions you will be making to the deliberations and to the progress we could make in a better understanding of the issues and to the recommendations you could make in this area including future work in UNCTAD. 


Finally, and again on behalf of the Secretary-General of UNCTAD and the secretariat in general, our best wishes for a fruitful and successful event.

Many thanks 
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