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Foreword

The preservation, protection and promotion of the traditional knowledge, innovations and prac-
tices of local and indigenous communities (TK) is of key importance for developing countries.
Their rich endowment of TK and biodiversity plays a critical role in their health care, food
security, culture, religion, identity, environment, sustainable development and trade.  It is par-
ticularly crucial for the most vulnerable segments of their societies, and for indigenous peoples
worldwide.

But this valuable asset is at risk in may parts of the world, an here are concerns that this
knowledge is being used and patented by third parties, with few or none of the benefits being
shared with the original TK-holders, and without their prior informed consent.  While such
concerns have pushed TK to the forefront of the international agenda, the best ways of ad-
dressing the range of issues related to its preservation, protection, further development and
sustainable use are not yet clear.

The different facets of these complex issues are being addressed in a number of forums.
The Convention on Biological Diversity highlights the important role of TK and local and indig-
enous communities in the preservation of biological diversity.  Intellectual property aspects are
being studied in the WIPO Intergovernmental Committee on Intellectual property and Genetic
Resources, Traditional knowledge and Folklore.  The UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous
Issues highlights issues of particular concern to indigenous peoples.  Developing countries are
also raising international aspects of TK protection in the World Trade Organization, notably in
the TRIPS Council and the 2001 Doha Ministerial Declaration.

In 2000, UNCTAD's member States decided in the Bangkok Plan of Action to address this
issue as part of the organization's work on trade, environment and development.  As a knowl-
edge-based institution that is the focal point within the United Nations for the integrated treat-
ment of trade and development and related issues, UNCTAD has an important role to play in
the debate.  In this forum, countries can explore new ideas from a holistic development per-
spective, enhance understanding of complex issues, exchange their experiences with different
approaches and build consensus.  UNCTAD can further assist developing countries through
its technical cooperation activities.

This book, a collection of papers prepared in conjunction with an UNCTAD expert meeting
on TK, attempts to advance discussion and understanding of the issues by focusing on three
key questions:

• What are the importance and scope of TK, particularly in the areas of agriculture and
medicine?

• How can TK be preserved and protected?
• How can this valuable resource be harnessed for development and trade to benefit the

TK-holding communities and countries?

The answer to these questions are evolving as experiences are gained and shared.  Moreo-
ver, as the types of TK, and related concerns and objectives, are unique to each country and
community, solutions must also be tailored to local circumstances.  By presenting a wide range
of experiences and perspectives on this subject, this book provides the reader with ample food
for thought in designing such solutions.

Rubens Ricupero
Secretary General of UNCTAD
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