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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
Compulsory licensing of pharmaceuticals and TRIPS 

See fact sheet 
English http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/trips_e/factsheet_pharm00_e.htm 
French http://www.wto.org/french/tratop_f/trips_f/factsheet_pharm00_f.htm  
Spanish http://www.wto.org/spanish/tratop_s/trips_s/factsheet_pharm00_s.htm 

What is compulsory licensing? 

Compulsory licensing is when a government allows someone else to produce the patented product or 
process without the consent of the patent owner. It is one of the flexibilities on patent protection 
included in the WTO’s agreement on intellectual property — the TRIPS (Trade-Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights) Agreement. 

Are these flexibilities new? 

No. They always existed in the TRIPS Agreement, ever since it took effect in January 1995. 

But what about the November 2001 Doha Ministerial Declaration on TRIPS and Public 
Health? Didn’t that change the rules? 

Not in general. Two provisions to do with least-developed countries and countries that do not have 
production capacity directly involved changes to the rules of the TRIPS Agreement. For the main part 
the declaration was important for clarifying the TRIPS Agreement’s flexibilities and assuring governments 
that they can use the flexibilities, because some governments were unsure about how the flexibilities 
would be interpreted. Let’s focus on the general case first. 

OK. What is the general case? 

For compulsory licensing, it’s when the generic copy is produced mainly for the domestic market, not for 
export. 

Is this the same as tearing up the patent? 

No. The patent owner still has rights over the patent, including a right to be paid for the authorized 
copies of the products. 

Does there have to be an emergency? 

Not necessarily. This is a common misunderstanding. The TRIPS Agreement does not specifically list the 
reasons that might be used to justify compulsory licensing. However, the Doha Declaration on TRIPS and 
Public Health confirms that countries are free to determine the grounds for granting compulsory licences. 
 
The TRIPS Agreement does list a number of conditions for issuing compulsory licences, in Article 31. In 
particular: 
 

• normally the person or company applying for a licence has to have tried to negotiate a 
voluntary licence with the patent holder on reasonable commercial terms. Only if that fails can 
a compulsory licence be issued, and 

• even when a compulsory licence has been issued, the patent owner has to receive payment; the 
TRIPS Agreement says “the right holder shall be paid adequate remuneration in the 
circumstances of each case, taking into account the economic value of the authorization”, but it 
does not define “adequate remuneration” or “economic value”. 

 
There’s more. Compulsory licensing must meet certain additional requirements: it cannot be given 
exclusively to licensees (e.g. the patent-holder can continue to produce), and it should be subject to 
legal review in the country. 
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You said “normally” … 

Yes, this is where the confusion about emergencies arises. For “national emergencies”, “other 
circumstances of extreme urgency” or “public non-commercial use” (or “government use”) or anti-
competitive practices, there is no need to try first for a voluntary licence. It’s the only instance when the 
TRIPS Agreement specifically links emergencies to compulsory licensing: the purpose is to say that the 
first step of negotiating a voluntary licence can be bypassed in order to save time. But the patent owner 
still has to be paid. 

Who decides whether the payment is “adequate”? 

The authorities in the country concerned. The TRIPS Agreement says the patent owner must be given the 
right to appeal in that country as well. 

And that’s always been the case under the TRIPS Agreement? What has changed? 

Yes, it’s always been the case. What has changed is a provision that used to say that compulsory 
licences must be granted mainly to supply the domestic market (paragraph (f) of Article 31). The 2001 
Doha Ministerial Conference decided that this should be changed so that countries unable to manufacture 
the pharmaceuticals could obtain cheaper copies elsewhere if necessary. 
 
The legal means of making the change was agreed on 30 August 2003 when the General Council decided 
to waive the provision, allowing generic copies made under compulsory licences to be exported to 
countries that lack production capacity, provided certain conditions and procedures are followed. 
 
All WTO member countries are eligible to import under this decision, but 23 developed countries are 
listed in the decision as announcing that they will not use the system to import: Australia, Austria, 
Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, 
Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom 
and the US. Since they joined the EU, the list now includes 10 more: Czech Republic, Cyprus, Estonia, 
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovak Republic and Slovenia. 
 
As recorded in a separate statement that is not part of the waiver, 11 other members announced 
voluntarily that they would only use the system as importers in situations of national emergency or other 
circumstances of extreme urgency: Hong Kong China, Israel, Korea, Kuwait, Macao China, Mexico, Qatar, 
Singapore, Chinese Taipei, Turkey, and United Arab Emirates. 

So all obstacles have been removed? 

Not entirely. The WTO waiver on its own is not enough. To use the system, potential exporting countries 
probably have to change their laws too. This is where their laws complied with the original TRIPS 
provision by requiring production under compulsory licensing to be predominantly for the domestic 
market. So far Norway, Canada and India have informed WTO members (through the TRIPS Council) 
that their new laws and regulations are in place. The EU, Switzerland and Republic of Korea have said 
they are close to completing the legislation. 

And least-developed countries? 

They can now delay protecting pharmaceutical patents until 2016. So long as a medicine is not patented 
in a least-developed country, the government does not need to issue a compulsory licence to import. But 
the supplying country would have to issue a compulsory licence to export a generic copy of a medicine 
that is patented in that country. 

Just to be clear, if a compulsory licence is issued it could be under the original TRIPS 
Agreement and not under the newer 2003 decision? 

Correct. The 2003 decision (sometimes called the “Paragraph 6” decision because it refers to that 
paragraph of the Doha declaration) only deals with compulsory licences to produce for export. Many 
news stories are about the possibility of issuing compulsory licences to supply domestic markets. That 
was always possible. 
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


