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Hon’ble Commerce & Industry Minister, Excellencies, Distinguished Delegates, Colleagues


It is my privilege to make a few opening remarks at the beginning of the International Seminar on Systems of Protection of Traditional Knowledge, which is being hosted with our co-organiser UNCTAD.  At the very outset, I would like to thank UNCTAD for bringing together this distinguished gathering to discuss a cause which is very dear to our heart and also to many developing countries.


Modern scientific knowledge has to acknowledge the invaluable contribution made by traditional knowledge to the advancement of modern science.  Even now, almost 80 percent of the world’s population depends on traditional knowledge, use them in their daily life and in particular for medicines.  The pharmaceutical industry has gained immensely by way of new medicines out of traditional knowledge which has led to saving of time, money and, needless to say, investment.  Today’s biotechnology industry for research and product development relies heavily on traditional knowledge.


In this background, the question of protection of traditional knowledge is assuming greater importance.  This is more so in the backdrop of globalisation.  Systems have to be developed for protection of traditional knowledge by providing incentives for its sustainable use, sharing of benefits with the creators and holders of traditional knowledge and conservation of biological diversity which is of extreme importance for traditional knowledge.


In our country, more than 7500 species of native plants are used for medicinal purposes.  The Indian systems of medicines such as Ayurved caters to the health care needs of a large segment of the population.  The turnover of the Ayurved industry is around 550 million US dollars today though exports are comparatively less.  Our exports of ayurvedic products are mostly of medicinal plants rather than herbal products due to difficulties in getting necessary approvals in developed countries and non-acceptance by medical insurance companies.  However, the profile of the industry is changing in India with better quality products, standardization and more focussed research efforts.


Developing countries across the world including India have provided or are providing for national level systems for protection of traditional knowledge.  These include prior informed consent and benefit sharing in accordance with the objectives of Convention on Biological Diversity and for prevention of bio-piracy.  Still there are inadequacies and need for international recognition.  In particular, the relationship between the TRIPS Agreement and the CBD needs to be addressed.  The mandate provided by the Doha Ministerial Declaration in this regard provides an opportunity for developing countries to harmonize the different approaches of the TRIPS Agreement and CBD.  This mandate should be utilised to the fullest extent because in the past the developed countries have been raising many environmental issues but when concerns have been raised the other way round, they did not receive due importance.  The area of traditional knowledge is a case in point.


In the above background, this seminar should provide an opportunity to all of us to crystallise issues, which relate to traditional knowledge and to work together towards reaching our common goal, which is protection with benefit sharing.

