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IMPLEMENTING THE WTO TRIPS AGREEMENT  

THROUGH PARTNERSHIP & TECHNICAL COOPERATION 

The inclusion of the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of 

Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) within the World Trade 

Organization system of trade law stemmed from increasing 
recognition of the significance of the intangible component of trade – 

technology, knowhow, product development, distinctive brands and geographical indications.  

Audiovisual works, music recordings, books and journals, computer software and on-line services are 
bought and sold largely because of the value of their content, rather than the value of the physical 

media such as discs and newsprint.  TRIPS established a new multilateral benchmark for the balanced 
protection, administration and enforcement of intellectual property (IP), so that the intangible value of 

trade could be realized, while leaving suitable domestic policy space and avoiding the creation of 
barriers to legitimate trade.  TRIPS articulated the rationale of the IP system as contributing to the 

promotion of technological innovation and to the transfer and dissemination of technology, to the 

mutual advantage of producers and users of technological knowledge and in a manner conducive to 
social and economic welfare, and to a balance of rights and obligations. 

When TRIPS entered into force in 1995, many developing 

countries already had significant IP laws and administrative 

systems in place. But to implement the full set of TRIPS 
standards presented a significant challenge for most developing 

countries, as it involved substantial development of their laws and administrative systems.  Developing 
countries were concerned, when implementing TRIPS standards, to ensure that their IP systems 

operated in a balanced and effective way as a tool of public policy:  achieving this objective can call 

upon a wide array of technical, legal and policy expertise. An extended period was provided for 
developing countries to implement TRIPS; to facilitate this implementation, developed countries 

agreed to provide, on request and on mutually agreed terms and conditions, technical and financial 
cooperation in favour of developing and LDC Members.  This technical cooperation has continued 

through to the present, facilitated by a system of contact points for providers of technical assistance, 

and technical cooperation programmes are documented in detailed annual reports to the TRIPS 
Council. 

Intergovernmental organizations and other international 

programmes are also active in providing the technical assistance 

and cooperation programmes required by developing countries 
when implementing TRIPS and undertaking related policy and 

legal reforms, institutional development, and capacity building.  The WTO itself has provided extensive 
technical cooperation, aimed at assisting Members to understand the rights and obligations, including 

the available policy options, which flow from the TRIPS Agreement and relevant decisions of WTO 
bodies.  Assistance covers the interplay between TRIPS standards and policy choices, as well as 

support for notifications and reviews of national legislation.  This technical cooperation can touch on 

important areas of public policy - for instance, Members have received assistance regarding health-
related options and flexibilities in the TRIPS Agreement, including the so-called Paragraph 6 System 

on TRIPS and public health which provides an additional pathway for countries with limited resources 
to import cheaper generics made under compulsory licensing if they are unable to manufacture the 

medicines themselves.  Technical cooperation activities have also aimed at assisting Members to 

participate fully in the ongoing work in the WTO on TRIPS matters, in particular by assisting them to 
assess what is at stake for them in issues under negotiation, examination or review.  Increasing 
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attention is paid to building sustainable capacity and indigenous knowhow in developing countries, 
including through the training of trainers and strengthening regionally based expertise.  

A number of other international organizations and programmes 
have provided technical assistance and cooperation on TRIPS 

issues for the benefit of developing countries.  The WTO has 
therefore built up a range of partnerships with other 

organizations, and pays increasing attention to cooperation and coordination of these activities.  The 
World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) in particular has provided extensive technical 

cooperation on TRIPS implementation, on the basis of a 1995 agreement establishing a programme of 

technical cooperation between the two Organizations.  The WTO has also cooperated with other 
intergovernmental organizations in the provision of technical cooperation in the area of TRIPS, such as 

the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD); the past decade has also seen an 
increased focus on activities on public health and IP matters in particular, leading to increasingly close 

coordination with the World Health Organization as that organization takes up a plan of action on 
issues linking health and the IP system.  A trilateral programme of technical cooperation with the 

WHO and WIPO is consolidating practical information and data so as to provide a better coordinated 

and empirically rich basis for continued work in this critical area of IP law and policy.   

Technical assistance on TRIPS matters has increasingly prioritized the 
needs of least developed countries (LDCs), in the light especially of 

their assessment of their individual priority needs. Given the special 

needs and requirements of LDCs, their economic, financial and 
administrative constraints, and their need for flexibility to create a viable technological base, TRIPS 

accorded LDCs an extended implementation period, initially running up to 2006;  in 2005, the WTO 
TRIPS Council prolonged this period up to 2013. At the same time, the Council also created a special 

process to boost coordination and delivery of technical cooperation for LDCs – based on LDCs 

themselves communicating their individual priority needs, followed by a response by developed 
country Members in order to effectively address the needs identified, and enhanced cooperation 

between the WTO with WIPO and with other relevant international organizations such as UNCTAD, so 
as to make technical assistance and capacity building as effective and operational as possible.  A 

number of LDCs have now informed the TRIPS Council of their priority needs, and efforts are under 
way to step up the necessary coordination of technical assistance and resource mobilisation, including 

through a series of dedicated regional workshops requested by the LDC group of WTO Members.  

WTO technical cooperation has sought to build sustainable capacity 
through concentrating on strengthening the policy and analytical 

skills within developing countries.  A highlight of WTO technical 
cooperation on IP and TRIPS matters is the annual Colloquium for 

Teachers of Intellectual Property from Developing Countries, jointly 
convened by WIPO and the WTO.  The Colloquium gives university teachers and researchers insights 

into the activities and instruments of WIPO, the WTO and other Geneva-based organizations, bolsters 
the independent research, policy analysis and teaching capacity of developing countries on IP law and 

policy, and provides a forum for exchange of information and ideas between academicians and 

Geneva policymakers on these matters; the papers from the Colloquium are published to provide a 
unique, geographically diverse overview of cutting-edge IP issues across the developing world.  

Mirroring the Colloquium, a joint WIPO-WTO Advanced Course is also organized every year in Geneva 
for the benefit of government officials concerned with IP and related policy fields.  In close 

cooperation with the WHO and WIPO, the WTO also convenes an annual workshop on TRIPS and 

Public Health which focuses on current public health issues and the full range of policy options and 
flexibilities under TRIPS, including the paragraph 6 mechanism for enhanced access to medicines.  

 For details of TRIPS technical cooperation:  www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/trips_e/intel9_e.htm 

 For details of LDC needs assessments:  www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/trips_e/ldc_e.htm 

 For more information, please contact the WTO Intellectual Property Division (ipd@wto.org) 

and the Institute for Training and Technical Cooperation 
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