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There is an urgent need to establish the basis of a new balance
between the availability of drugs in the poorest countries, in
which millions are dying, and protecting the investments of

those who developed those drugs. Members of the Trade-Related
Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) council meeting at 
the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Geneva this week face this
challenge. They do so with the less-than-comfortable conclusions 
of a UK government-commissioned report ringing in their ears, 
highlighting as it does the problems in the present system.

Many of the messages in the report are not new. The added 
significance lies in where it comes from. It was commissioned by Clare
Short, UK secretary of state for international development, from a
group of six international experts led by John Barton, professor of law
at Stanford University, California, and including representatives from
India and Argentina. It sends a strong signal to developed countries
that the ‘one size fits all’ approach to intellectual property rights can
have a negative impact on developing countries (see http://www.
iprcommission.org/graphic/documents/final_report.htm). 

The report addresses the diverse roles of intellectual property
rights in poorer countries’ development: some have well-established
research infrastructures, whereas others have valuable genetic
resources and traditional knowledge. In the poorest nations, with 
millions of people dying from endemic diseases, the immediate 
priority is not intellectual property but saving lives by getting access 
to essential drugs. The WTO declaration on TRIPS and public health
adopted last November recognizes this and emphasizes that all coun-
tries should be able to use the flexibility in the TRIPS agreement to
obtain cheap versions of essential drugs. This week’s council meeting
will be asking countries to come to an agreement over an exemption
clause that would allow countries without manufacturing capacity 

to issue a compulsory licence to another country in order to import
generic and relatively cheap drugs. 

Compulsory licensing has successfully been used as a threat to
entice the pharmaceutical industry to lower its prices, as witnessed
with anti-retroviral drugs in Brazil. Even the United States, one of 
the most vehement opponents of compulsory licensing around the
WTO negotiating table in the past, was recently vaunting its per-
suasive powers in forcing Bayer to reduce the price of its anthrax 
drug Cipro during last year’s anthrax attacks. But unless agreement is
reached on the exemption clause, suppliers of generic versions based
in countries yet to implement the TRIPS framework, such as India,
will no longer be able to supply them once it comes into force, remov-
ing the desired competition with patented pharmaceutical products. 

The report calls for developing countries to make maximum use 
of compulsory licensing in their own legislation, but notes that the
economics of supply to one country with a limited market may not
attract generic suppliers. It advocates that the World Health Organ-
ization or the United Nations Children’s Fund, for example, should
broker a deal for a generic version of an essential drug to be supplied 
to a group of countries with a similar public-health need. 

The Commission on Intellectual Property Rights concluded that
for most developing countries, rapid economic growth is more often
associated with weaker intellectual property protection than that man-
dated under TRIPS. But if things are going to change for the better,
developing countries must be given the opportunity to participate in
reform discussions, instead of leaving this to the non-governmental
organizations. Only then will the playing field begin to level out. The
Rockefeller Foundation’s plan to launch a programme in November
to give experts from developing countries and groups of indigenous
people a forum to discuss these issues should be welcomed. n

Suppose you have a talented 16-year-old daughter who is 
interested enough in science to think about studying it at uni-
versity, but is not obsessed. Her school does its best to sustain

her interest, perhaps with help of career materials supplied by learned
societies and employers. She has taken on board the statistics showing
that graduates in all sciences have very good employment prospects.
But she could yet be diverted by the financial blandishments of law 
or accountancy, or the human intrigues of history or politics.

Maybe the next summer break will provide an opportunity to
stimulate her interest. You go to Google. You’ll find summer camps 
in the United States to make your offspring physically and/or morally
healthier, or a cyber expert. You can send her to NASA space camp 
in Alabama, where she’ll learn to fly a (virtual) space shuttle. You find
US universities and government labs reaching out to seize her soul.
Other countries, however, are invisible. And yet the cry the world over
is that there are too few young souls knocking on university doors.
Non-US universities should do much more to capture them.

Academics will hate the idea of compromising their precious 
summer months’ research opportunities any further, but maybe they
have no choice. To be fair, there are many outreach schemes already 
in place: open days, postdocs assisting in schools and museums. But
too few universities have grabbed the idea that youngsters could be
stimulated by exposing them to science departments’ teaching and
research activities in more depth.

More universities should invite older school students to apply for 
a week in residence where they can be introduced to the leading edges
of research and to the diversity of training and education that they 
can expect to receive. Those students who show particular aptitude
should be given the chance to spend a few summer weeks working
alongside students and postdocs, helping with tasks that may be
menial to the latter but that give young people enough of a glimpse of
the world of science to be enticed further into it. And those universities
enlightened enough to do this should advertise their wares in a search-
friendly form on the web, to be eagerly seized by relieved parents. n

More drugs, less protection
A study of the impact of the system of intellectual property rights on drug development has highlighted problems that must
be addressed. An influential committee meeting this week has the power to bring about change, and should do so.
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Improving proto-scientists’ summers
Parents need to keep offspring occupied in the summer. Universities can help them — and brighten the future of science, too.
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