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Increased recognition of the scientific and adminis
trative significance of knowledge relating to tropical 
diseases, on account of the words spoken by the King 
at the opening of the Exhibition, may well lead to 
developments which in due time will stamp the Ex
hibition as a landmark in the economic history of the 
Empire. This great display is of manifold significance. 
It demonstrates, with a degree of completeness never 
before attained, the remarkable variety of the human 
and material resources of the Empire; it is a " symbol 
of unity " with local freedom ; and affords to the world 
clear evidence of the spirit of confidence which animates 
the British people, still slowly recovering from a de
vastating war. 

In his speech the King said : "This Exhibition will 
enable us to take stock of the resources, actual and 
potential, of the Empire as a whole ; to consider where 
they exist and how they can best be developed and 
utilised ; to take counsel together how the peoples can 
co-operate to supply one another's needs, and to pro
mote national well-being." This statement goes to 
the root of the matter and defines the material objects 
of the Exhibition. But it implies and invites conse
quent action, without which this fine imperial effort 
cannot, in any case, justify the expenditure of wealth 
and thought which has been lavished upon it. Such 
action to be effective must be organised . Much may 
be accomplished by devoting to the overseas countries 
a larger share of that business genius and commercial 
acumen in which the British race is not lacking, but the 
fundamental condition for success is a systematic in
vestigation, on scientific lines, of the natural resources 
of the countries concerned. 

In the case of the Dominions it may be said that, 
with adequate development of the agricultural and 
scientific departments which they already possess, 
machinery should be available to enable the necessary 
research to be carried out with comparatively little 
direct assistance from the mother country; but for 
many years to come a very different situation must 
remain in the case of the colonies, which will need all 
the assistance they can obtain from home in investigat
ing and developing their natural resources. Fortun
ately, there are in Britain organisations expressly de
signed, and admirably adapted, to carry out such work. 
Little is needed but skilful and statesman-like co
ordination of their varying activities, combined with 
proper financial endowment to allow of the necessary 
reorganisation and expansion-including as an essential 
feature the development of a central clearing-house of 
imperial economic information-to put into commis
sion the action implied by the words of the King. The 
British Empire Exhibition will not have failed if it 
achieves this result. 
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The Protection of Scientific Discovery.' 

I N our last issue, we alluded to the extent to which 
judge-made law had advanced towards conferring 

protection upon discoveries. We shall now consider 
at closer quarters the draft convention which was 
communicated to the League of Nations by its Com
mittee on [nte!lectual Co-operation. 

So far as public opinion in Great Britain can be 
judged, we think that-to borrow the Committee's 
statement when referring to the " complex problem of 
factory inventions "-an attempt at unification by 
means of international agreements would be altogether 
premature. Local law must precede international 
agreement if success is to be obtained. To adopt a 
phrase in the Report : " Reform has been preceded in 
every country by experiment and trial." 

The draft convention is seemingly based upon 
data furnished by experience in protecting industrial, 
artistic, and literary property. It attempts to bridge 
the gap which extends from inventions on one hand 
to artistic and literary productions on the other. 
Article 3 runs as follows : 

The purpose of the present Convention is to protect 
discoveries, that is to say, expositions and demonstra
tions of the existence, previously unknown, of laws, 
principles, bodies, agents, or properties of living beings 
or of matter and inventions, that is to say, creations of 
the mind (consisting of methods, appliances, products, 
the composition of products previously unknown, and, 
in general, all new applications of discoveries and in
ventions), the specifically scientific character of which 
deprives them of the protection granted to works of 
industry, art, and literature. 

This Article is subject to the qualification that the 
right of protection is not to be conferred if the dis
coveries " only give a scientific demonstration of a 
result or of a process already known, that is to say, 
already applied beforehand in industry or commerce." 
By Article 4 the duration of protection is to continue 
during the lifetime of the author and fifty years after 
his death, in this respect following the precedent set 
by copyright in literary productions. 

In the other of the 23 articles of the Convention, 
what most concern men of science are the proposals for 
securing the recompense arising out of the exploitation 
of a discovery by another. From Article 5 we learn that 
the discoverer "shall have the right to exact a royalty 
on a scale to be determined by agreement between the 
parties or, in default thereof, by the tribunal," tribunal 
meaning apparently the Courts of Law before which 
inventions are brought for adjudication. 

On turning to the Report to discover the real 
significance of this Article 5, and to obtain some in
dication of the nature of the reward which shall be 

I Continued from p. 595· 



© 1924 Nature Publishing Group

NATURE [MAY 3, 1924 

bestowed, we find two proposals selected for considera
tion. According to one of these proposals, a fund is 
to be built up for division between laboratories and the 
inventor-investigators by levying, say, 30 per cent. of 
any profits which would accrue from the utilisation of 
discoveries. In exchange for this 30 per cent., the 
inventor will receive advantages such as a reduction in 
the fees for obtaining a patent and the abolition of 
compulsory working. 

According to the second proposal, the reward is to 
be paid out of a fund formed from subscriptions paid 
by, or contributions levied.on, the industries profiting 
by the discoveries, the share of the reward to be 
allocated by a commission on which the industrial 
representatives most directly concerned will be in a 
maJonty. The Committee lays down the rule that, so 
far as possible, payment should proceed in proportion 
to the profits earned from the application of the dis
covery to industry. It does not, however, entirely 
disdain a system of prize-giving in cases in which it is 
not possible to establish some direct and sure relation
ship between the discovery and its economic produc
tivity. But, continues the Report, present-day opinion 
having veered from a system of giving prizes in settle
ment of all claims, towards conferring premiums pro
portional to services rendered, decisions upon this 
question may fitly be ieft open for each nation to decide 
in accordance with its own laws. This conclusion, as 
previously pointed out, is embodied in an Article of 
the Draft Convention. Of the idea of paying off an 
inventor by a lump sum, the Committee says that: 

"It seeks to dispose of their pretensions in as speedy 
and summary a manner as possible by granting them 
a dole, just as merry-makers hasten to give alms to an 
importunate beggar in order that they may be well rid 
of him ! " 

In Great Britain there is even now in use a system 
which, not in the nature of prize-giving, is based upon 
economic exploitation, a system which points out the 
way for recompensing the man of science on his dis
covery being put into operation. The Postmaster
General, in virtue of a monopoly claimed by him 
under certain Telegraph Acts, requires the issue of a 
licence to every one who possesses listening-in sets in 
order to receive messages and information transmitted 
by the British Broadcasting Company. The licences 
are issued directly to the applicant. A proportion of 
the money paid for the licences is allocated to the 
British Broadcasting Company in payment for the 
Company's services in the wireless transmission of in
formation, etc. According to a reply in Parliament, 
the Company, down to January 31 last, had been the 
recipient of 71,45ol. of the sum of about 348,oool. which 
was due to it. 
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In this way, then, a central authority levies a charge 
upon all who make use of listening-in apparatus, and 
disburses a portion of the proceeds. Similarly, on a 
desire to employ a scientific discovery being expressed, 
a Government Department could grant permits, and 
hand over a proportion of its fees to the discoverer, 
or to a fund from which rewards could be drawn. 
Machinery, therefore, somewhat of the character 
adumbrated in the Report, is already in existence for 
rewarding the man of science so soon as the law confers 
upon his discovery the dignity of " property " and 
recognises the exclusive right of possession to be in him. 
Moreover, a system such as this satisfies the require
ment of the Committee of the League when it says, 
"Above all, a special fund must be created." Further, 
the community will gain through the hope of reward 
stimulating the scientific worker to successful enterprise. 

That an extension of the law in this direction will be 
obtained with difficulty is certain, for, as the Com
mittee says," we have to secure the acceptance by every 
legislature of a principle which they have hitherto 
excluded either explicitly or implicitly, or tacitly, but 
in every case in a very definite manner." In addition, 
there may be parties who, interested in the commercial 
exploitation of novel ideas in whatever form they are 
presented, would strenuously oppose any such amend
ment as is contemplated. Difficulties in practice 
would, of course, also be encountered, as well as the 
initial difficulty of determining whether a discovery is of 
such a nature as to be worthy of protection. But this 
difficulty would be but little removed from that which 
confronts a Court in every patent action when the Court 
is called upon to decide whether the invention which is 
brought before it is proper" subject-matter" for a patent. 

We have been able to touch upon a few only of the 
many topics with which this interesting Report abounds. 
The Report is worthy of all the study that can be 
devoted to it, admirably reflecting as it does Continental 
feeling. It is unfortunate, however, that British 
opinion is not more fully represented and that practical 
proposals emanating from Great Britain should not have 
been fully discussed. That the League of Nations has 
taken the matter in hand gives hope for the future; 
but that the extension of the law which is advocated 
will proceed internationally before each country has 
prepared the way for the amendment of its own law is 
quite unlikely. Moreover, such a proposal to act in 
the first place through an international convention may 
prejudice acceptance of the general idea of the protec
tion of scientific discoveries which are not statutorily 
"inventions." In Great Britain it remains for a 
united body of opinion to make its influence felt and 
to urge the legislature to bring about a reform which is 
so long overdue. 
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