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It’s such a pleasure, indeed a great honour, to be in Dakar, and to be given the privilege to make a keynote address on the occasion of this African Ministerial Conference 2015 on Intellectual Property for an Emerging Africa.
But let me first of all extend my sincere and deep appreciation to my brother, His Excellency Macky Sall, President of the Republic of Senegal, and to his Government for the very warm hospitality extended to me and my delegation upon our arrival in this magnificent capital city of Senegal.
Your Excellency, I was overwhelmed and deeply touched by the manner in which you welcomed me at the airport yesterday.

Such marks of affection are no doubt an expression of the close historical links that have always existed between Senegal and Mauritius, and that date back to the beginning of the 18th Century.

Your Excellency, my immediate acceptance to your personal invitation to address this august meeting of African Ministers is also an indication and a re‑affirmation that we have all a common destiny, we share common problems, ideals and values, 
and we have a commonality of purpose in the league of nations.

This Conference is therefore timely and provides an excellent platform to African countries to face the onslaught of the new challenges that are likely to impact the dynamics of an emerging African continent set to become the second fastest growing market over the next 10 to 12 years with a growth rate of over 4.7%.

25 out of the 54 African countries are expected to grow at a rate of 5% annually till the year 2025.

This confirms that the Continent is on the move and the economic fundamentals are there for Africa’s sustained growth and development.

Globalisation and the integration of global markets with the resulting shifts in political and economic forces and the advent of new technologies, particularly biotechnologies and informatics, have brought fundamental changes in both national development and international trade and exchanges in Africa.
Naturally, such changes have also led to a revolution in doing business, science, research and development with greater emphasis on the Intellectual Property landscape.
The big question now is :
How do we address Intellectual Property so that we become real game changers for the African Continent, especially as the African economy continues to diversify further?
It is a known fact that Africa has a weak, not to say underwhelming record on creating and protecting IP.
According to WIPO, “no African nation was among the top 20 countries for patent applications in 2013.”

This is certainly a bleak picture.

Because in this globally fiercely competitive international economic landscape, the creation and management including protection of knowledge will be central to building and spearheading wealth creation and integration in the global economy.
The paradox is that Africa spends on average some US $ 2.2 billion in IP payments but revenues include a paltry US $ 266 million.
On the other hand, IP proceeds for the developed countries amounted to approximately US $ 297 billion in 2013.
These figures are revealing enough and should help us gauge the crucial importance of IPR for Africa.

There is an imperative need for Africa to protect IP rights in order to build sustainable knowledge economies by leveraging the benefits of science, technology and innovation.

May be I should stress that the importance of science and technology in addressing Africa’s development challenges was first captured in President Kwame Nkrumah’s speech at the founding of the Organization for African Unity (the predecessor to the African Union (AU), in 1963, when he said, and I quote : 
“It is within the possibility of science and technology to make even the Sahara bloom into a vast field with verdant vegetation for agricultural and industrial developments.”  (Unquote)

STI contributes to increase agricultural productivity, competitiveness, wealth creation resilience and sustainability as well as enhanced food and nutritional security in Africa.

Several reports produced by the World Bank including the 2010 report, have also emphasized the role of STI and knowledge as economic factors of growth.

They have also proposed that knowledge should become a key driver in development strategies in order for the Continent to ‘catch up’ with developed countries. 
There is no denying that STI capacities as well as IP are now increasingly seen as a tool to achieve social and economic development objectives.
At the same time, IP is playing a major role in enhancing competitiveness of technology-based enterprises, whether such enterprises are commercializing new or improved products or providing service on the basis of a new or improved technology.
Therefore, for Africa to sustain the growth momentum, and indeed for its people to harness the benefits through long-term improvement of quality of life, there is need to rethink the definition of innovation; formulate supportive policies to include all proprietary assets: IPs, Copyrights, Trademarks, (formal and informal) as well as registry and valuation of unique African Assets, namely, local medicinal plants, traditional knowledge, dyes, and unique food products that could benefit from Geographical Indications protection.
Also, Africa should strive to prioritise opportunities unleashed by the digital revolution in the areas of STI and creativity.
These developments invariably present significant opportunities and challenges for the use of the IP system in generating economic growth and social progress through the spread of knowledge.

Because innovation is by construction and not instruction.
We all know that in the global knowledge-based economy, intangible assets are key to any country’s productivity and competitive advantage.
That’s why there is urgency for public policy debate, coordination, integration and the involvement of all stakeholders in order to frame new ways to foster the development of intangibles and to promote innovation and creativity. 
The new IP regimes have wide ranging socio-economic, cultural, technological and political impacts.
A strong IPR regime indeed provides incentives for producers or researchers to develop new products and technologies. 
They may get into large scale R&D operations at a high cost, the more so as the returns on investment take a long time to materialise.
And without Government support, the price of newly patented products to the consumer could be very high, thus negatively impacting the demand for those products.
This may in turn discourage producers from innovating or introducing new products.
It goes without saying that promoting and protecting Intellectual Property Rights should also be accompanied by adequate measures of incentives and support.
Whilst funds are available for registration and licencing, that may not be the case to initiate a start-up.
Therefore, one such support could be the setting up of a fund for African innovators to access the necessary capital to try out a prototype that they would have developed. 
In accordance with the obligations under the Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Systems, members of the World Trade Organization are required to implement national systems of intellectual property rights following an agreed set of minimum standards.
In Mauritius, we have already implemented measures to provide adequate and effective protection and enforcement of Intellectual Property Rights and to adhere to Intellectual Property Rights Conventions.
While well designed IP systems can benefit national economies, poorly designed ones can, on the other hand, harm them.
Each country should consequently be cautious in designing an appropriate IP system that will be best suited to its specificity and needs.
This is a national policy-making process involving the collaboration and cooperation of all national stakeholders, including owners, users and the public. 
Policymakers dealing with trade and development planning covering all areas of economic activities ranging from industry, agriculture, culture to the environment must give careful consideration to the implications of regulating intellectual property rights.
Protection of IPR is unfortunately sometimes perceived in many quarters as leading to an increase in prices. 
The pharmaceutical industry is often used as an example with the prices of patented products being significantly higher than those of generic products. 
However, it is the protection afforded by IPR that yields new products and cures, by allowing investors to reap economic rents from their invention.
As the patents lapse, these products fall into the public domain, and can therefore be produced by others including competitors at cheaper rates.
Intellectual property laws and regulations relating to innovation and transfer of technology have implications beyond the regulation of monopoly rights over inventions, copyrights and trademarks.
IPR has a more cross-cutting impact on the general economy and involves sectors where developing countries have a comparative edge over the developed world, notably on cultural and traditional knowledge.
It impacts on a wide spectrum of issues ranging from access to education and learning materials to the availability and affordability of essential medicines, as well as on the efforts to bridge the digital divide and the technological gap.
Africa as a Continent has lagged behind for too long on these critical issues and as the President of MIT has rightly said and I quote:
“To reverse that trend, and to compete in an intensely globalized world, we need to take a big leap forward, fueled by innovation — and we need an innovation system that can deliver new manufacturing technologies and processes to get us there.”  (Unquote)
I am convinced that IPR will allow emerging countries in Africa to develop such traditional knowledge and know-how, converting it into lucrative activities through FDI.
For example, in the pharmaceuticals sector, traditional local age-old cures and medicines can be adapted to serve the world, while promoting large scale economic activities including trade and exports.
Intellectual property protection issues and decisions, particularly those relating to plant life, biodiversity and indigenous knowledge have major implications for food security, agriculture, rural development, and the environment for both developed and developing countries especially, for farmers and rural societies where subsistence and livelihood may be at stake.
This year, the Nobel Committee has rewarded Tu Youyou, a Chinese national for her work on the Artemisia annua and the derived product Artemisinin that has helped saved millions of lives not only in Asia but in Africa as well.
How many such ‘Artemisia’ does Africa hold?
What are we doing on the Continent to safeguard this traditional knowledge?
How much documentation is happening on the Continent to ensure that this document becomes ‘prior art’ for future development!

I was quite lucky in as much as through my academic career I have been able to bring back that page of the history of my country by documenting the traditional information and which has now served as a basis for the creation of a company when I decided to live my second life – that of an entrepreneur.
The database is now being studied so as to produce innovative ingredients for the industry.

In conclusion, I would like to thank and encourage all those working in this very complex and sophisticated area of economic activity.
You are indeed promoting the public interest and welfare through innovation and creativity and through access to scientific and technological discoveries and innovations.
You are also ensuring that the transformation of ideas and knowledge into commodities, products and properties does promote economic development.
Innovation is the lifeblood of successful economies, but not all innovations can be transformed into products in time.
That leaves a challenge for the industry, academia, and government to collaborate in ways that can either speed the development of technologies or spread the financial foundations of innovative businesses, to help them deliver on their potential. 
Those nations that go all-in on innovation today will own the global economy tomorrow and as President Obama has emphasized “the emergence of economic growth lies in our ability to be creative”.
With these words, I would like to reiterate my thanks to my brother His Excellency Macky Sall and WIPO for their invitation.
I wish you all success and a fruitful Conference.
I thank you for your attention.

