
Sustainability, Innovation, Intellectual Property  

Syllabus  

BACKGROUND  

[Optional: Sustainability has emerged to be one of the most consequential concepts of the 
present-day  world. It encompasses all dimensions of human well-being on this planet – 
including health, education,  decent work conditions, clean water, infrastructure, clean energy, 
climate action, life on land, life under  water and many more. Most imminently, sustainable life 
on earth is threatened by climate change.  Progress towards sustainability is currently largely 
focused on mitigation and adaptation efforts relating  to the effects of climate change. 
Innovation on a massive scale is required to support these efforts.  Innovation, in turn is largely 
fueled by the incentive mechanism provided by intellectual property (IP)  laws.]  

Tension arises from the fact that IP laws are premised on a market-based, profit-oriented logic, 
while  sustainable development is generally driven by human right-based considerations. Yet, 
further inquiry  shows that the dividing line is not quite so stark. On the one hand, sustainability 
cannot progress absent  the involvement of business interests and, consequently, the incentive 
provided by IP. On the other, IP  norms are the product of balancing the public and the private 
interest.   

COURSE DESCRIPTION AND TEACHING METHOD  

This course examines points of tension and of congruity between IP laws and sustainability. At 
the  outset, students are presented with an introduction to the rationale and operation of various 
types of IP  (patent, copyright, trademark, etc). Next, the tension between patent laws and 
sustainability is  examined, with a focus on the international pharmaceutical sector and on 
biodiversity. Finally, the  course will delve into the role of IP laws in disseminating knowledge, in 
the form of licensing and  technology transfer, open source, open innovation, etc.   

The course is organized in 5 modules of 3 hours each.. Theoretical teaching is 
supplemented by  experiential-type learning methods, such as case studies and discussion 
of hypothetical fact situations.  

COURSE LEARNING OUTCOMES   

Students who complete this course should have acquired a general understanding of the issues 
surrounding  the operation of certain IP laws in conjunction with issues presented by the needs of 
sustainable  development, including   

▪ the policies underlying IP laws, as well as their basic operation  

▪ how IP laws function to incentivize innovation and creation; the manner in which IP laws facilitate  
diffusion of knowledge and the manner in which, under certain circumstances, they may 
operate to  impede the flow of knowledge   

Furthermore, students will have acquired certain practical skills, including the ability to critically 
reflect  on, analyze and synthesize the knowledge described above and to apply it to strategies 
that promote  innovation in the service of sustainability, including the ability to  

▪ identify innovation-furthering or innovation-hindering effects of IP laws  

▪ utilize IP laws to develop strategies for dissemination of knowledge taking in consideration IP 

laws  ▪ advocate policies for a sustainability-friendly interpretation of IP laws and for harnessing 
knowledge  governance policies to support sustainability-focused innovation 
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