TRIPS-ing Towards Conflict

Based on information from a visit by Geoff Tansey to Ottawa to talk about work of QUNO-Geneva at
the WTO.

By Carol Dixon

WHATISTHE WTO?

he World Trade Organisation (WTO) i s a speci alized agency of the United Nations based i n Geneva

whereinternational agreementsare negotiated and enshrined that govern rues o trade beween and

among nations. Until recently these rues rdatedto trade in goods and servicesonly. Such dedsions
wereformerly ded ded under the banner of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade(GATT) Under the
new regimeof theWTO, agreaments negaiated al0 includesetting therules far trade in intellectual
property.

It isimportant to notethat the WTO isthe only multilateral agency whoserules can be enfarced.
Sanctionscan be braught tobea on nations that donot comply with therules Agreements such as the
Declaration on Human Rights, Convention on the Rights o the Child, International Ban an Land Mines can
only be enforced by mor d suasion. However, rules decided under the auspices of the WTO can be enforced by
other nationsrefusing to trade with the offending nation.

WHAT ARE INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS?

ntell ectual property rights are the agreementstha dlow for the rewarding of inte lectud efforts. Copy-
I right and related rights, trade marks, patenting of industrial design and plant varidies are familiar
conaeptsto most of us It isargued that such praection for innovatars' ideas isalso an incentivefor the
production of new ideas, and knowledge which will benefit dl of us. Others arguethat patenting has
anti-competitiveeffects and can slow the develgoment of new and vital knowledge. International agreements
negotiated in Geneva at the WTO related to Trade in Intell ectual Property Rights are referred to as TRIPS.

WHAT ISTRIPS? AND WHAT'STHE PROBLEM ?

p until recently plants and seeds and to some extent ani mals moved around the world fredy,
l | sometimes by happenstance, sometimes thr ough deliber ate sharing by travelling friends and some-
times cdlected by scientigs seeking to understand more about the flora and fauna of far off lands.

Biotechnology, resarch and new knowledge gained in the past 10 years relating to lifeprocessessin
animals, plants and microbes has put atotally new spin on the discussion of what should or should not be
freely availabl e to the public or only available to those who are able to pay. It appear s now that parts of a
plant cell's biological proceses may bepatented so that the information may be owned and controlled.

Scientific research produces new understandi ng of the detai Is of genetics, molecular makeup and life
processes indgde the cdls of plants. This knowledge goensnew goportunities far dramatically changing the
production o new life, new kinds o foads and also has the patential for affecting biodversity and access to
how foodsare grown and access to them.

New plants may become dominant as apart of the world's food source. We have learned in recent years of
the concept o terminator seeds. The ideais that the farmer buys the seeds from the producer, which is
increasingly likely to bealarge multinational, and the farmer must buy again next year as terminator seeds
produceplants that are gerile. The gption of keeping ome of your seads to plant next year is then not an
option. The new tool s for food pr oducti on and agriculture are al so new tool s for control of food production
and agriculture. One of the questions iswho will be in control of what.

Traditionad knowledge of aborigina groupsis now aso at risk of being commodified and control led by
large multinationals as agents gather samples and take them home to analyze and develop and repr oduce
variants or parts of the cells.

Part of the problem ariseswhere meaning of words is goen for definition by thase in control. Wordsthat
have not been clearly defined in the trade warld include plants, seeds, animals, micro-organisms, essential
bidogical processes. Dedailsof thesenew trade agreementsare nat wdl understood andthe long term con-
sequences of ownership of new knowledge are not known. In 1992 many nations signed on to the Convention
on Biodiversity. New patenting agr eements have the potenti a to contradict earlier agreements.
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WHAT ARE FRIENDS DOING ABOUT IT?

riendsat the Quaker United Nations Office (QUNO-Geneva havebean monitoring the wak at the

WTO and are in the process of devel oping a proposal to provide opportunities for delegates from

devel oped and devel gping countries tosit down together with negotiaorsto try to understand the
wording and long term implications of the TRIPS agreements. Friends also seek to develop a plan to engage
the public in discussion about these critical issues that tend to be decided behind closed doors.

Trade discussions may becarried out simultaneocusly for different parts of the agreaments in different parts
of town, leaving countries with small and inexperienced staff unable to participate, ask questions and speak to

the concens of their people. Later, legalitiesand meaning of words areded ded by those with power and
vested interests.

When smal ler countries enter i nto agreements wi thout full y under standing them, the seeds are pl anted for
future conflict and violence when the outcomes of agreements fall negatively on their people who may refuse
to comply with the terms of the agreements.

Our soon to he established Quaker International Affairs Officein Ottawais planning to wark with
QUNO-Geneva to braaden the impact of this work with processesin Ottawa. It is expected that wak will
include praducing and distributing information to krief people on TRIPs - ind uding. faith-based groups and
NGOs, organising seminars on TRIPs for delegates from bath developed and develgping nations, generating
policy dialogue with Government representatives in Ottawa. Resource people from Geneva would befully
engaged in the wark and members of the secretariat far the Convention on Biodiversity from Montreal would
parti cipate. Canadian Friends are well disposed to share in thisimportant work towards justice and confli ct
prevention.

Carol Dixon isa member of Ottawa Monthly Meeting.
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