09Apr2002 INDIA: Unctad offers three-pronged support - to develop traditional knowledge. 

By G. Srinivasan.
In an interview to

Business Line

in the Capital on the fringes of a recently concluded international seminar on traditional knowledge and bio-diversity, Mr Roffee said that Unctad has always been trying to deal with specific problems of the developing countries.

NEW DELHI, April 8
THE United Nations Conference on Trade & Development (Unctad) provides a three-pronged support to the developing countries, rich in bio-diversity resources, to undertake "analytical work, consensus-building and technical co-operation" for cashing in on their advantages in traditional knowledge, says Mr Pedro Roffee, Senior Adviser to the Unctad Secretary-General.
In an interview to Business Line here on the fringes of a recently concluded international seminar on traditional knowledge and bio-diversity, Mr Roffee said that Unctad has always been trying to deal with specific problems of the developing countries. "The role of Unctad has been in trying to provide policy analysis for policy options on different questions and in trying to build consensus on specific issues dear to the developing world," he said.
Unctad did this in areas ranging from commodity to trade in general and more specifically provided a very important support on the question of conceptualisation of the issue of services that finally resulted in a services agreement within the system of the World Trade Organization (WTO), Mr Roffee said.
The area of traditional knowledge - not an area that belongs to the WTO - but is in the context of the trade-related intellectual property rights (TRIPs) agreement, particularly provisions relating to Article 27.3(b) that refers to biological inventions, what is patentable and what is not patentable, he said. In the Doha Ministerial Declaration, he said that there was a specific suggestion that in the review of Article 27.3(b) and in the entire review of the TRIPs agreement, "consideration needs to be given to the issue of traditional knowledge".
Mr Roffee said that a special committee has been set up in the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO), which is still working on trying to devise possible mechanism that could assist the protection of traditional knowledge. He further said that the third session of the committee would be held from June 13 to 21. Based on the decisions at the first two sessions, it is likely that the committee would discuss, among others,(i) a format for an electronic database of contract clauses and practices concerning access to genetic resources and benefit-sharing (ii)inventories of extant traditional knowledge - databases and related journals (iii) a review of extant intellectual property protection of traditional knowledge and (iv)elements of a sui generis system for the protection of traditional knowledge.
Mr Roffee said that in the TRIPs pact, there is nothing that specifically bars countries from developing systems to protect traditional knowledge at the national level. Some countries make it obligatory in all patent applications for biotechnological innovations, to include the country of origin of the germplasm; to make it obligatory to indicate whether prior informal consent was obtained for the biological genetic resource or traditional knowledge so as to facilitate benefit-sharing mechanism, he said.
Some countries seek a recognition of the role of traditional knowledge directly or indirectly in the TRIPs agreement and also harmonisation between the provisions of TRIPs and the Convention on Bio-diversity. He said in Unctad, the emphasis has been on exchanging national experiences on policies and measures to protect traditional knowledge in a broad sense and on identifying policies to harness traditional knowledge for trade and development.
In all, Unctad approach is to urge the global community to "exchange information on national systems to protect traditional knowledge and to explore minimum standards for an internationally recognised sui generis system for traditional knowledge protection," Mr Roffee observed.
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