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WHAT IS THE WTO?

•The World Trade Organisation (WTO)

•Established in 1995
•164 members – not all countries are 
members
•Sets minimum rules of global trade 
•There are several agreements signed 
under the WTO that regulate trade in 
goods and so on.
•Enforcement and dispute settlement 
mechanism.



WHAT IS THE TRIPS AGREEMENT?

•Types of Intellectual Property 
(IP) covered by TRIPS

• Copyright and related rights
• Trademarks 
• Geographical Indications
• Industrial Designs
• Patents
• Layout-designs (topographies of 

integrated circuits)
• Undisclosed information including 

trade secrets 

•Agreement on Trade Related 
Aspects of Intellectual Property 
Rights (TRIPS)

•After WTO/TRIPS 
•All WTO members to provide 

patents for 20 years.
•The requirement is across the 

board – a one size fits all 
approach.
•Whether the invention concerned 

is a luxury item or a necessity, an 
exclusive right must be granted.



So whose idea was this?
‘The current GATT victory, which 

established provisions for intellectual 
property, resulted in part from the 
hard-fought efforts of the US 
government and US businesses, 
including Pfizer, over the past three 
decades. We’ve been in it from the 
beginning, taking a leadership role’. 

E. Pratt CEO Pfizer ‘95



2001: The WTO’s TRIPS Agreement and HIV  



Doha Declaration

•“We affirm that the (TRIPS) Agreement can 
and should be interpreted and implemented 
in a manner supportive of WTO Members' 

right to protect public health and, in 
particular, to promote access to medicines 

for all.”
•WTO Ministerial Declaration on TRIPS 

Agreement and Public Health, 14 Nov 2001



How is IP impacting access to 
Covid-19 health technologies?



IP impacting access to masks, medical devices 
like ventilators and diagnostic tests



IP impacting access to vaccines

1000s of patents and 
patent applications related 
to coronavirus vaccines 
worldwide.

Source: European Patent 
Office 
https://www.epo.org/news
-events/in-focus/fighting-c
oronavirus/vaccines-and-th
erapeutics.html



As in the case of medicines, vaccine patents tend to be broad and 

cover nearly every aspect of vaccine development  



Different kinds of IP are impacting access…like 
trade secrets

• “Often labeled as “confidential information,” or “proprietary 
information,” trade secrets actually encompass vast quantities of 
information needed to discover, test, create, and manufacture 
diagnostics, treatments, medicines, and vaccines. 

• Manufacturing processes, test data, medical formulas, and cell lines 
and other biological resources, chemical formulas, processes for 
manufacturing. 

• For vaccines and other biologic medicines, cell lines, genomic 
information, and other biological material can also be held as trade 
secrets. 

• Similarly, data about the effectiveness of medicines and vaccines are 
trade secrets. 

• Even “negative information” – information about what does not 
work – can be a trade secret.

• This information is essential to the rapid development of, and access 
to, safe and effective COVID diagnostics, treatments and vaccines 
worldwide.”

• Source: http://infojustice.org/archives/42493 



Relying on voluntary licensing will not work
…specially in a pandemic

• Remdesivir Access: US government 
purchased 90%; EU remaining 10%

• Gilead signs voluntary license with 
companies in Egypt, Pakistan, and India

• 127 Countries; target generic price USD5 



Even with enormous public funding, universities and research 
institutions are entering into exclusive deals with big pharma; 

promises of no-profit pricing are not holding up in reality  

https://khn.org/news/rather-than-give-away-its-covid-v
accine-oxford-makes-a-deal-with-drugmaker/

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/covid19/2020/09/10/could-university-patents-st
and-in-the-way-of-universal-global-access-to-a-covid-19-vaccine/



100% Profit, 0% Responsibility

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/06/from-pfi
zer-to-moderna-whos-making-billions-from-covid-vaccines



Vaccine and medicine R&D and production is possible in developing 
countries; numerous vaccines from the South 

Vaccines from China, Russia, 
India, Thailand, Cuba, Vietnam…

https://www.keionline.org/35364 http://vaxmap.org/



Governments can take actions to make global vaccine 
production and supply a reality 

• Israel: Issued 
compulsory license 
for lopinavir/ritonavir

• Russia and Hungary 
issued compulsory 
licenses for 
remdesivir  

• Germany, Chile, 
Columbia, Ecuador, 
Canada: changes to 
national laws to 
facilitate compulsory 
licenses for Covid19



Treatment activists are already challenging 
Covid-19 medicine patents 



Campaigns: Peoples Vaccine, TRIPS Waiver, 
Medicines Equality Now 



Counter Campaigns 



Its not just about Covid : impending Non-Covid Health 
Crisis 





“The struggle for health is a struggle for a more caring world. And I 
think that we are here to build a more caring world.”

- Amit Sengupta (1958-2018)


