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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The patenting of higher life forms and their biological material has become the focus of concerns
about biotechnology and about the patent system.  There has been much discussion of ethical,
legal and social issues relating to genetics, biotechnology and patenting.  However, human
rights law analysis as such is strikingly under-represented in the literature  �  an unfortunate gap
given the important issues at stake.  Consideration of human rights is fundamental to any full
discussion of the patenting of human material because they reflect the special status that human
beings have in our legal system, which makes patenting of human material different from other
higher life forms.

Discussions about patenting tend to attract a variety of concerns about biotechnology generally,
some of which are directly related to patenting, while others are not.  Similarly, an attempt must
be made to identify issues which are specifically human rights issues as opposed to more general
concerns about ethics or patent law.

The rationale for the patent system is that by giving inventors a limited monopoly we provide an
incentive for innovation and encourage the disclosure of information so that society can benefit
from innovation.  In Canada, micro-organisms, cell lines, and purified or isolated genes and
proteins are patentable; non-human higher life forms were recently found to be patentable by the
Federal Court of Appeal.  The US and Europe have allowed the patenting of non-human animals
but not humans.  European patent law also has a general exclusion based on public order or
morality. International trade law imposes some requirements on states as to what patents should
be allowed and what protection should be provided.

In Canada human rights are protected by legislation, which generally deals with discrimination,
and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  Some of the rights and freedoms that may be
relevant include: freedom of conscience and religion (section 2(a)); the right to  � life, liberty and
security of the person and the right not to be deprived thereof except in accordance with the
principles of fundamental justice �  (section 7); the right to be secure against unreasonable
search and seizure (section 8); and equality rights (section 15(1)).  Infringements of Charter
rights are permitted only if they meet the test for justification under section 1.  Charter rights are
to be interpreted in a  � purposive �  manner, and are to be given a  � large and liberal
interpretation. �   The Charter applies to government actions, including legislation or the
issuance of a patent.  A law is void to the extent of that it infringes the Charter.  Remedies for
Charter violations may include striking down legislative provisions,  � reading in �  or  � reading
down �  provisions in legislation to make them consistent with the Charter, or making a
declaration or an order.

International human rights law may be contained in treaties, customary international law or
general principles of law, as well as non-binding  � soft law �  documents.  Canada is a party to
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights as well as a number of other major human rights
conventions.
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 � Human materials �  may refer to human beings, human embryos, and elements or products of
the human body including human organs and tissues, cell lines, genetic material and proteins. 
All of these are considered for the purposes of discussion although human beings are almost
certainly not patentable.  In patenting we are not dealing with materials in their natural form,
but with isolated or purified materials or other products of human intervention.

The concept of human dignity is frequently raised in the context of biotechnology and especially
human genetics research.  It is a powerful and important concept, but difficult to define.  There is
no  � right to dignity �  as such, but the concept of human dignity can be used to interpret specific
rights and their meaning in a given context.

It would be a mistake to assume that the relationship between patenting and human rights is
necessarily antithetical.  The patent regime plays a role in generating important benefits for
individuals.  In addition, international law has recognized rights to the protection of intellectual
property as part of the human rights framework.  The right to protection of intellectual property,
like other rights, is not absolute, and rights may have to be limited to accommodate each other
where there is a conflict.

International law affirms the right to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental
health.   The right of everyone to  � enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its applications �
is also recognized.  Some people have raised concerns about equitable access to benefits from
medical research which may be related to patenting.  First, the granting of patent rights is
designed to create incentives for research, but it may also hamper research that could lead to
beneficial discoveries.  Second, there are concerns that the exclusive rights held by patent
owners will result in prohibitive costs for therapeutic applications of research, and thus lead to
serious inequities of access to the benefits of research.  Finally, there is a concern that reliance
on patents as incentives for research will direct research priorities toward certain types of
products (those which are likely to be patentable and to be commercially lucrative) and leave
gaps in areas which may be of great importance to the general population or to disadvantaged
groups within a nation or in the international community.

A number of distinct issues are raised with respect to patenting human material due to the fact
that the patented inventions are derived from material obtained from human beings.  The
question therefore arises whether the individuals from whom material is taken are entitled to
some specific benefit or compensation if the material is used to produce a patented invention.  A
number of well-known and controversial cases have highlighted concerns in this area, some of
them involving the alleged exploitation of vulnerable peoples.

To the extent that research subjects � claims to benefit are based on the recognition of property
rights in one �s own body and biological material, there is no clear support in human rights law. 
However, these claims may also be based in equity.  Furthermore, individual autonomy and
bodily integrity are protected in the context of medical treatment and research by the
requirement of informed consent.  Informed consent requires the disclosure of any financial
interest or commercial potential of the research.  Groups such as indigenous peoples may make
more extensive claims using the right to self-determination. This right might entail a greater



           6

degree of control over any research involving a particular population, possibly including some
rights to financial, health or other benefits.

Other human rights issues may be raised by the targeting of certain ethnic or indigenous
populations, where the group is one that is vulnerable to discrimination, or that holds strong
religious or spiritual beliefs which are inconsistent with the patenting of human or other
biological material.

Modern genetic research has given rise to serious concerns about personal privacy and the
possibility of discrimination based on genetic heritage.  The right to privacy and to protection
from discrimination is recognized both in Canadian and international law.  Possible
implications for the patent system need to be further investigated.

The U.S. Patent and Trade Office has taken the position that patenting of human beings is
contrary to the Constitution which prohibits slavery.  A patent holder does not  � own �  the
invention, but it must be determined whether the property interests of a patent holder might
entail sufficient control that the patent offends the prohibition on slavery or broader rights to
liberty and security of the person.  In the Canadian context we must consider whether patent
rights might in some cases offend the Charter �s guarantees of liberty, security of the person and
equality.  This must be undertaken with reference to the rights that the patent holder would have,
i.e. exclusive rights to make, use or sell the invention.  Some have suggested that excluding
others from using or making the invention could interfere with individual autonomy (e.g. a
individual � s right to reproduce).

Further questions arise as to the scope of any constitutional prohibition on patenting humans. 
First, what patents on human materials, as opposed to humans per se might give rise to potential
of infringements?  Second, assuming that there are some constitutional barriers to patenting
human beings, how would we define  � human beings �  as the subjects of this protection?  This
question arises with respect to human embryos and transgenic animals, hybrids and chimaeras
which are part human.

Resolution of the issues raised in this paper is important for government, individuals, industry,
investors and researchers.  Various options have been suggested to modify or supplement the
patent regime.  A rigourous analysis of human rights issues can help take the debate toward a
more comprehensive assessment of potential harms and benefits.  This will allow in turn a more
precise consideration of possible responses.  Further discussion of human rights issues  �  within
Canada and interntaionally  �  should therefore provide a useful contribution to policy debate in
this area.
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Animals and Other Living Things �  (1991) 65 S. California L. Rev. 597 at 598.

I. Introduction

The patenting of higher life forms and their biological material has become a point of
convergence for concerns about biotechnology and about the patent system.  The particular
issues surrounding patenting of genetic material, for example, have been the subject of much
debate2 and there are patent law issues associated with other controversial topics, such as
cloning and embryonic stem cells.  As a result, patent law has become an important locus of
public policy discussion.

The ongoing public debate on these topics has generated a large body of literature, including
discussion of  � ethical, legal and social issues �  ( � ELSI � ) relating to genetics, biotechnology and
patenting.  Much of this literature discusses ethical concerns and in that context raises issues of
human rights and human dignity.  However, human rights law analysis as such is strikingly
under-represented in the literature  �  an unfortunate gap given the important issues at stake.

The possibility of obtaining a patent on a living organism raises novel legal and ethical issues.3 
When the potential subject matter of the patent is human biological material, these issues are
supplemented by others which result from the special status that human beings (as compared to
other animals) have in our society and our legal system. This status is manifested in the
recognition and enforcement of human rights.  Consideration of human rights is thus
fundamental to any full discussion of the patenting of human material.

A useful analysis of this subject depends on a precise definition of the issues.  Discussions about
patenting tend to attract a variety of concerns about biotechnology generally, some of which are
directly related to patenting, while others are not.  Similarly, an attempt must be made to identify
issues which are specifically human rights issues as opposed to more general concerns about
ethics or patent law.  To a certain extent these distinctions are artificial: for example, if we
accept the role of patents in encouraging innovation in particular areas, the availability of
patent protection cannot be completely separated from concerns about the underlying
technologies.  However, the scope of this paper will be limited to specifically considering human
rights issues relating to patenting of human materials.

The first section will briefly review key points of patent law and the patenting of higher life
forms.  Next, some background information on human rights in Canadian and international law
will be provided, and then the third section will identify and discuss some human rights issues
which may be implicated in patenting human materials.  Finally, the concluding section will
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offer some suggestions for further research and policy development.

II. The patent system and patenting of higher life forms

Any discussion of patenting must consider the rationale for the patent law system.  This rationale
has been described thus:

One who has created a novel  �invention �  which is of perceived benefit to the wider
community is rewarded by the grant of a monopoly to exploit his or her creation for a
fixed period of time.  In return, the inventor must disclose details of the invention so that
the community can make use of it on the expiry of the monopoly.  In this way it is thought
that several interests are served well.  The inventor is rewarded for his or her industry,
while the community is assured of some kind of benefit  �  albeit in the long term. 
Furthermore, it is believed that such a system is a source of encouragement to others to
invent and innovate.4

Society benefits from the disclosure of information that occurs through the patent system. 
Without patent protection, it is argued, researchers would be less willing to disseminate
information.   � In short, the theory behind the patent system is that economic growth is advanced
by scientific research and that research flourishes best in an environment where information can
be shared openly. � 5

In Canada, an  � invention �  which is eligible for patent protection is defined as  � any new and
useful art, process, machine, manufacture or composition of matter, or any new or useful
improvement in any art, process, machine, manufacture or composition of matter. � 6  The subject
matter of the patent must not have been previously disclosed to the public7 and must not have
been obvious  � to a person skilled in the art or science to which it pertains. � 8  These three basic
requirements of novelty, non-obviousness and utility are fairly uniform from country to country.

In order to obtain a patent, an application must be filed including a specification of the
invention.  The specification must set out a full description of the invention and the claims
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19
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defining precisely the subject matter for which the patent is claimed.9   This may include a
product, a process for making the product, a novel use for a known product, and/or an
improvement of any of these.  If a patent is granted, the patent holder will have the exclusive
right to make, use and sell the invention for the term of the patent10 (twenty years from the date
of filing).11

Some biotechnological products and processes were patented even before the twentieth century,
however advances in genetics and in particular the development of recombinant DNA technology
made the question of patenting living organisms a pressing one.12  In 1980, the United States
Supreme Court decision in Diamond v. Chakrabarty13 allowed the patenting of genetically
engineered bacteria and established a broad definition of patentable subject matter:  � anything
under the sun made by man, � 14 including living matter produced by human intervention. 
Canadian law has permitted the patenting of micro-organisms and cell lines since 1982.15 
Elements of the human body such as proteins and genes which are in isolated and purified form
are also patentable in Canada, as elsewhere, provided the standard requirements are met.16 
Canadian law, however, prohibits patenting of methods of medical or surgical treatment.17

U.S. law has permitted patents on multicellular life forms since 198718 and the first such patent
was issued in 1988  �  the now-famous  � Harvard mouse �  patent.19  In Canada, however, higher
life forms (multicellular living organisms) were not, until recently, considered to be patentable. 
In the summer of 2000, the Federal Court of Appeal held that transgenic non-human mammals
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were required to be in compliance with the Directive by July 30, 2000.  The government of the Netherlands initiated

a challenge in  the Europ ean Cou rt of Justice seek ing to have the  Directive an nulled on va rious groun ds, mainly

procedural but also including allegations that the Directive breaches fundamental rights.  Case C-377/98,

Netherlands v. Parliament [1998] O.J. C378/13.  As of the date of writing the outcome of this case had not been

determined.  For a discussion see A. Scott,  � The Dutch Challenge to the Bio-Patenting Directive �  [1999] 4 E.I.P.R.

212.

are patentable.20  The Court suggested that this holding is limited to non-human animals.21 
However, there is no specific statutory or judicial prohibition in Canada against patenting
humans or human body elements, human cloning or modification of human germ line identity.22

In Europe, biotechnology patenting is governed by several levels of law, including the European
Patent Convention (EPC), European Union (EU) law and national laws.  The EPC differs from
Canadian and U.S. law in that it allows an exception to patentability where exploitation of the
invention would be contrary to  � ordre public �  or morality.23  The  � morality �  exclusion has been
quite narrowly interpreted24 but has been used to weigh the benefits and risks of the invention.25 
Plant and animal varieties are also excluded by the EPC, but transgenic plants and animals are
considered patentable provided the claims are not restricted to a single variety.26

In 1998, the EU approved a Directive on the legal protection of biotechnological inventions (the
 � EU Directive � ).27  The EU Directive states that the  � human body, at the various stages of its
formation and development, and the simple discovery of one of its elements, including the
sequence or partial sequence of a gene, cannot constitute patentable inventions. �   However, an
 � element isolated from the human body or otherwise produced by means of a technical process,
including the sequence or partial sequence of a gene, may constitute a patentable invention, even
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December 1993 ); reprinted in 33 I.L.M. 1197, 1200 [hereinafter TRIPS], Article 27(2).

31
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protection for plant varieties.  The provision in the TRIPS Agreement allowing exclusions for plants and animals was

to be reviewed four years after its entry into force (TRIPS came into force 1 January 1995).

32
 NAFT A, ibid ., Article 170 9(10); T RIPS, ibid ., Article 31.

if the structure of that element is identical to the natural element. � 28  The exception with respect
to ordre public and morality is also confirmed, and the following are considered to be
unpatentable on that basis:29

(a) processes for cloning a human being;
(b) processes for modifying the germ line genetic identity of human beings;
(c) uses of human embryos for industrial or commercial purposes;
(d) processes for modifying the genetic identity of animals which are likely to cause them
suffering without any substantial medical benefit to man or animal, and also animals
resulting from such processes.

Finally, a complete picture of the state of patent law internationally requires consideration of
international trade agreements containing provisions on intellectual property protection, notably
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Agreement on Trade-Related
Aspects of Intellectual Property (TRIPS).  Both of these agreements permit exclusions to
patentability where necessary to protect ordre public or morality, to protect human, animal or
plant life or to prevent serious prejudice to the environment.30  States may also specifically
exclude diagnostic, therapeutic and surgical methods for the treatment of humans or animals, as
well as plants and animals (other than micro-organisms) and essentially biological processes for
the production of plants and animals.31  Both the NAFTA and TRIPS also contain provisions on
patent protection, which limit, for example, the circumstances in which compulsory licensing is
permitted.32

III. Overview of relevant human rights law

A. Human rights law in Canada

There are two major sources of human rights law in the Canadian domestic legal system: the
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Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms33 and human rights legislation.  In Canada, human
rights legislation primarily deals with discrimination in employment, housing, services, etc.  This
paper will not consider human rights legislation in any detail, although its potential role must be
kept in mind when discussing any discrimination issues raised in the context of patenting.

For our purposes the most important source of domestic human rights law is the Charter which
is part of the Canadian Constitution and sets out the fundamental rights and freedoms of
individuals in Canada.  Some of the rights and freedoms that may be relevant include: freedom
of conscience and religion (section 2(a)); the right to  � life, liberty and security of the person and
the right not to be deprived thereof except in accordance with the principles of fundamental
justice �  (section 7); the right to be secure against unreasonable search and seizure (section 8);
and equality rights (section 15(1)).

The rights and freedoms in the Charter are guaranteed  � subject only to such reasonable limits
prescribed by law as can be demonstrably justified in a free and democratic society. �   This
means that the rights are not absolute; infringements of Charter rights are permitted as long as
they meet the test in this provision (section 1).  The courts have developed a framework for
analysing this test, which requires the government to show the objective of the legislation or
other action is pressing and substantial, that the infringement is rationally connected to this
objective, that it impairs rights as little as possible and that the effect of the infringement is
proportional to the objective.34

Charter rights are to be interpreted in a  � purposive �  manner, that is:  � [t]he meaning of a right
or freedom guaranteed by the Charter [is] to be ascertained by an analysis of the purpose of
such a guarantee; it [is] to be understood, in other words, in the light of the interests it was
meant to protect. � 35  The other basic principle of Charter interpretation is that constitutional
provisions  and human rights guarantees are to be given a  � large and liberal interpretation � 36 in
order that they may have their full effect.

The Charter applies only to government actions, not the actions of private individuals or
organizations.  Section 32(1) states that the Charter applies to Parliament, provincial
legislatures and the provincial and federal governments  � in respect of all matters within [their]
authority. �   Legislation is clearly a government action and so, for example, the Patent Act is
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subject to the Charter.  The issuance of a patent is also a government action.

According to section 52 of the Constitution, the Constitution ( including the Charter)  � is the
supreme law of Canada, and any law that is inconsistent with the provisions of the Constitution
is, to the extent of the inconsistency, of no force or effect. �   Therefore, a law is void to the extent
of that it infringes the Charter (i.e. that there is a violation of a Charter right that is not justified
in accordance with section 1).37  Remedies may include striking down legislative provisions,
 � reading in �  or  � reading down �  provisions in legislation to make them consistent with the
Charter, or making a declaration or order.  Where Charter rights have allegedly been violated
by any government act, the person whose rights or freedoms have been infringed or denied may
apply, under section 24(1), to a court for a remedy.

B. International human rights law

International human rights law has a much broader scope than Canadian domestic law, in terms
of both the number and diversity of sources and the rights explicitly protected.  There are three
main sources of international law: international conventions or treaties, customary international
law and general principles of law.38  A state which is a party to a convention is bound by its
provisions,39 and customary international law is generally binding on all states.  There is also a
large body of what is sometimes called  � soft law � : resolutions, declarations and other
documents of international legal bodies (e.g. the UN General Assembly) which are not binding
as such but may be persuasive, may be used to interpret binding legal obligations and may, over
time, be codified in conventions or solidify into customary law.

The analysis in this paper will focus on what is sometimes referred to as the  � International Bill
of Rights � : the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR),40 the International Covenant
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)41 and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR).42  The UDHR was originally a resolution of the UN General
Assembly and therefore not binding, but it is generally accepted that at least some of its content
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has gained the status of customary international law.43  In any event, most of the rights
recognized in the UDHR were later codified in the ICCPR and ICESCR, to which Canada is a
party.  Canada is also a party to a number of other major human rights conventions, which may
be relevant to specific issues in this paper.

International law obligations are primarily binding on states.  The extent to which international
law may apply directly to individuals and other private entities such as corporations is a subject
of debate, although at least some norms, in the area of international criminal and humanitarian
law, apply directly to individuals � actions.

In Canada, international treaty obligations are not automatically part of domestic law.  The
provisions of a treaty to which Canada is a party must be given effect by the enactment of
legislation (federal or provincial, depending on which has jurisdiction over the particular
subject matter).  However, international law may be, and is, also used to interpret Canadian law
and in particular international human rights law is used by Canadian courts in interpreting the
Charter.44  This paper will consider generally international human rights law applicable to
Canada, not only those obligations which have been incorporated into Canadian law, since any
acceptable government policy must respect international obligations.

IV.  Human rights and the patenting of human materials

In this section we will consider human rights issues which may be raised by, or in the context of,
the patenting of human materials.   � Human materials �  will be used generally to refer to human
beings, human embryos, and elements or products of the human body including human organs
and tissues, cell lines, genetic material and proteins.  Some of these are unquestionably
patentable under current Canadian law (e.g. cell lines, genes, proteins) while others are almost
certainly not (e.g. human beings).  For the purposes of this section we will assume that any of
these or related processes may potentially be patentable inventions provided they meet the
standard criteria for patentability.  We are therefore not dealing with materials in their natural
form, but with isolated or purified materials or other products of human intervention.

A. Human rights and human dignity

The concept of human dignity is frequently raised in the context of biotechnology and especially
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human genetics research.45  Human dignity is explicitly invoked in the EU Directive46 and the
UNESCO Universal Declaration on the Human Genome and Human Rights (UNESCO
Declaration).47  The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action  � notes that certain advances,
notably in the biomedical and life sciences ... may have potentially adverse consequences for the
integrity, dignity and human rights of the individual, and calls for international cooperation to
ensure that human rights and dignity are fully respected in this area of universal concern. � 48

Dignity is a powerful and centrally important concept,49 although its application is often difficult
given the lack of any clear agreement on its meaning and how to recognize and prevent its
violation.50  One suggestion is that it means respect for  � the intrinsic worth of every person, �
which prohibits treating individuals  � merely as instruments or objects of the will of others. � 51

From a human rights perspective, there is no  � right to dignity �  as such; rather, the concept of
human dignity can be seen as the foundation of human rights, and specific rights as
manifestations of or means of protecting dignity.52  The preambles to the ICCPR and ICESCR
state that human rights  � derive from the inherent dignity of the human person. �   Therefore, the
concept of human dignity can be used to interpret specific rights and their meaning in a given
context, and to  � extend and strengthen human rights by formulating new rights or construing
existing rights to apply to new situations. � 53
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B. Rights to protection of intellectual property

It would be a mistake to assume that the relationship between patenting and human rights is
necessarily antithetical.  The role that the patent regime is presumed play in generating benefits
for individuals is significant from a human rights point of view, as will be seen in the next
section.  In addition, international law has recognized rights to the protection of intellectual
property as part of the human rights framework.  The ICESCR in article 15(1)(c) recognizes the
right of everyone  � to benefit from the protection of the moral and material interests resulting
from any scientific, literary or artistic production of which he is the author. �   Article 27 of the
UDHR contains a similar guarantee.  Interestingly, a strong argument in favour of including this
right in the UDHR drew on an example of contributions to medical research.54  The inclusion of
this right in international human rights law instruments has not gone without criticism,55 but its
recognition and the justifications offered for intellectual property as a right56 must be considered
in any analysis.  The right to protection of intellectual property, like other rights, is not absolute,
and rights may have to be limited to accommodate each other where there is a conflict.

C. Rights to health and to benefit from scientific progress

Human research subjects may claim particular benefits or compensation, where materials
obtained from them are used to generate a patented invention.  These issues will be considered in
the next section.  This section will deal with the rights of all people to health and to benefit from
scientific progress, regardless of any involvement as research subjects or sources of material.

The ICESCR affirms the right to health57 in the following terms:   � The States Parties to the
present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable
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standard of physical and mental health. � 58  Certain specific obligations are also set out,
including steps necessary for  � the prevention, treatment and control of epidemic, endemic,
occupational and other diseases �  and  � the creation of conditions which would assure to all
medical service and medical attention in the event of sickness. � 59  The right of everyone to
 � enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its applications �  is also recognized.60

The concerns raised in this area are not unique to the patenting of human materials but are
especially important in this context given that the types of inventions under consideration are
likely to be related to health and medical treatment.  They have been discussed in more general
terms as concerns relating to distributive justice,61 but the existence of rights to health and to
benefits of research allows them to be properly considered as human rights issues.

There are essentially three related concerns.  First, the granting of patent rights may hamper
research that could lead to beneficial discoveries, because scientists may not be able to conduct
research without the risk of infringing on others � patent rights or the cost of obtaining rights
under a license.  Purely experimental use of inventions is not an infringement, but the scope of
this exemption may be too limited to address these concerns.62  This concern has been raised
particularly in the context of gene patents where it is feared that patents on genes may result in a
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 � chilling �  effect on further research.63  The counter-argument is that without the incentive that
patents create, research would be even more seriously impaired by a lack of financial support. 
The resolution of this issue is difficult because it depends in part on the actual operation of
patents as incentives for or barriers to research, which as a factual question is the subject of
considerable debate.64

Second, there are concerns that the exclusive rights held by patent owners will result in
prohibitive costs for therapeutic applications of research, and thus lead to serious inequities of
access to the benefits of research.65  This is not a concern unique to patents on human material
but has arisen also in the case of pharmaceuticals, for example.66  The rights to health and to
benefit from scientific progress and its applications are to be guaranteed equally to all persons,67

and this equality is threatened if the patent regime indirectly prevents equitable access. 
However, it could also be argued that in the absence of the patent regime, products might not be
marketed and no one would receive concrete benefits from research.68

Finally, there is a concern that reliance on patents as incentives for research will direct research
priorities toward certain types of products (those which are likely to be patentable and to be
commercially lucrative)69 and leave gaps in areas which may be of great importance to the
general population or to disadvantaged groups within a nation or in the international
community.  This has led to calls for government funding in areas likely to be neglected by
commercial interests.70
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D. Research subjects, informed consent and self-determination

A number of distinct issues are raised with respect to patenting human material due to the fact
that the patented inventions are derived from material obtained from human beings.  The
patented invention will not consist of material from an individual �s body in its natural state
because of the requirements for patentability, but in virtually every case there will be one or
more  � source �  individuals to whom the material can be directly or indirectly traced.  The right
to receive some benefit from research therefore takes on a particular importance and different
dimension in respect of these individuals or groups.  Claims to benefit may arise in other
circumstances  �  indeed in any case where an individual feels she has contributed to the
invention, through labour, participation in an experiment, etc.  �  but in this case we are dealing
with material actually taken from individuals � bodies, which raises additional issues of bodily
integrity.

A number of well-known and controversial cases have highlighted concerns in this area.  In
Moore v. Regents of the University of California,71 John Moore sued his doctor after discovering
that the doctor had, without his knowledge or consent, used some of his tissue removed for
treatment purposes to develop, patent and commercialize a cell line.  Moore unsuccessfully
argued that he had property interests in his own biological material which entitled him to a
share of the profits.  The court held instead that Moore would be entitled to compensation for the
doctor �s breach of his fiduciary duties.

Other cases have been if anything more controversial because they involved the alleged
exploitation of vulnerable peoples.  For example, a cell line was developed using blood taken
from a member of the Hagahai tribe in Papua New Guinea and patented by the National
Institutes of Health (NIH) in the United States.  The NIH subsequently abandoned the patent,
apparently in part because of the international controversy which ensued (although it also had
minimal commercial value).72  There have been other examples of controversial research
involving populations around the world.73  Such cases have sparked opposition to the Human
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Genome Diversity Project74 and raised concerns about the exploitation of individuals and
populations.

As noted above there is a general right to the highest attainable standard of health and to benefit
from the applications of scientific research which must be guaranteed without discrimination. 
The idea that individuals and/or groups who participate as research subjects and as sources of
biological material are entitled by virtue of that participation to some additional or specific
benefit is increasingly well accepted, at least in theory, as an ethical obligation of researchers.75 
To the extent that claims to benefit are based on the recognition of property rights in one �s own
body and biological material, there is no clear support in human rights law.76  However, these
claims are also based in equity, and rights to bodily integrity and self-determination may also be
relevant.

Individual autonomy and bodily integrity are protected in the context of medical treatment and
research by the requirement of informed consent.  This requirement is based on the principle that
every competent person has the right to determine what is done with his or her own body.77   In
Canada, this right is considered to be coextensive with an individual �s rights under section 7 of
the Charter (liberty and security of the person).78  Informed consent requires the disclosure of
any financial interest or commercial potential79 of the research.  However, recognition of
individual rights in the consent process will ensure only that subjects are aware of commercial
interests, but does not extend to a right to receive benefit or compensation.

More extensive claims might be made using the right to self-determination.  In its current
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formulation, however, this is a right that is recognized to belong only to  � peoples �  under
international law.80  There is as yet little consensus regarding the definition of peoples or the
exact content of the right.81  However, such collective rights may be especially relevant to
indigenous peoples, given the emerging norms regarding the right to self-determination of
indigenous peoples in international law82 and the recognition of aboriginal rights in Canadian
constitutional law.83  For those who can claim this right, it might permit a greater degree of
control over any research involving a particular population,84 possibly including some rights to
financial, health or other benefits.  The right to self-determination of all peoples including
indigenous peoples might also be understood to include the right to make collective decisions
about participation in research.  However, it is important to remember that the individual
members of such groups would also have individual rights to autonomy which could not
necessarily be overridden by collective decisions.

Other human rights issues may be raised by the targeting of certain ethnic or indigenous
populations.  For example, where the group is one that is subject to pre-existing disadvantage or
vulnerable to discrimination, the possibility of discrimination claims should be considered.  In
addition, where the group is one that holds strong religious or spiritual beliefs that are
inconsistent with the patenting of human or other biological material,85 there might be
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allegations that patents on material derived from the group infringe their freedom of religion86

or aboriginal rights.

E. Privacy and protection from discrimination

Modern genetic research has given rise to serious concerns about personal privacy.  Genetic
information is especially problematic from a privacy perspective because it may reveal otherwise
hidden characteristics such as propensity to develop a certain disease, which may be the basis
for discrimination.87  The association of certain genetic traits with identifiable groups also raises
concerns regarding  � group privacy �  and discrimination.

The right to privacy is recognized both in Canadian and international law.  Although there is no
specific right to privacy set out in the Canadian Charter, courts have recognized a right to
privacy based on section 7 (liberty and security of the person) and section 8 (freedom from
unreasonable search and seizure) which may apply in some situations.88  This right receives
special protection when the personal information at issue relates to an individual � s health.89  In
international law, the ICCPR recognizes the right of everyone to protection of the law against
arbitrary or unlawful interference with one �s privacy.90  Equality rights are also protected in
Canadian law by the Charter and human rights legislation, as well as in various international
law documents.91

There are clearly some serious concerns with respect to genetic privacy and the potential for
discrimination based on genetic information.  It is less clear, however, to what extent these
concerns are related to patenting per se.  Patents may play a role in encouraging the
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development of certain technologies, for example for genetic tests,92 and thus may be indirectly
implicated in any misuse of information which might result.  The other potential area of concern
is the disclosure of genetic or other personal information in patent documents, which will
become public.  Information disclosed would not be directly identified with any individual, but
might in some circumstances be traceable to individuals or groups, and therefore violate their
privacy and leave them vulnerable to discrimination.  There may also be potential conflicts
between those who agree to the use of their material (either as an individual or as a group), and
those (e.g. certain members of a group) who may wish to prevent disclosure to protect privacy or
other interests.  We need to examine what measures are required to adequately protect privacy
and how privacy protection may be reconciled with respecting the autonomy of research subjects
and the need to have an open patent application process.

F. Individual autonomy93

The EU Directive explicitly provides that the human body and processes for cloning human
beings or modifying the germ line identify of human beings are not patentable.94  Neither Canada
nor the U.S. has any specific statutory provision excluding human beings from patentability.95 
Despite the absence of a statutory exclusion, the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) has
taken the position that it will not accept a claim  � directed to or containing within its scope a
human being �  because a  � the grant of a limited, but exclusive property right in a human being is
prohibited by the Constitution. � 96  The specific constitutional basis for this position is presumed
to be the Thirteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution which prohibits slavery.97  One possible
response to this is that a patent holder does not  � own �  the invention, and thus patent rights in a
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102
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human being are not equivalent to slavery.98  However, this argument cannot be dismissed
without determining whether the property interests of a patent holder might, although not
amounting to ownership, entail sufficient control that the patent offends the prohibition on
slavery or broader rights to liberty and security of the person.

The prohibition on slavery is well-established in international law,99 and includes  � institutions
and practices similar to slavery �  such as debt bondage and forced marriage100 as well as
 � contemporary forms of slavery �  such as traffic in women and children, use of children in
armed conflicts and sale of organs.101  Slavery is defined as  � the status or condition of a person
over whom any or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised. � 102

Canada is a party to relevant conventions, and although our domestic law contains no specific
prohibition on slavery, it would surely violate rights to liberty and security of the person and
equality rights protected in the Charter.  These Charter guarantees (and equivalent rights in
international law) also cover a broader scope, proscribing infringements which might not be
caught by the definition slavery.  In the Canadian context, therefore, it is more useful to refer to
these rights to determine what type or degree of control might offend the Charter.

The question, then, is whether and to what extent patent rights in a human being (or human
material) would infringe the Charter.  While this might seem a somewhat speculative question, in
fact its resolution would be both important and useful.  The Patent Act � s provisions on
patentability and patent rights could be  � read down �  to limit patents and patent rights to those
consistent with the Charter.  However, if the grant of patent rights does not infringe the Charter
but we want to exclude certain materials from patentability or prohibit the exercise of certain
patent rights, a specific prohibition will be required.  In any case, a specific prohibition might be
favoured to avoid uncertainty and proactively establish desired limits.

It is not the goal of this paper to attempt to conclusively determine the scope of potentially
unconstitutional patents.  For each potential subject matter, it must be considered whether the
exercise of the usual rights of the patent holder  �  in the absence of any other regulation or
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prohibition  �  would infringe Charter rights.  The patent holder has the exclusive right to make,
use and sell the invention,103 but it must be remembered that in reality what this means is the
right to prevent others from making, using or selling the invention, not necessarily an affirmative
right to do those things.  It has been suggested that an attempt to enforce the right to exclude
others from  � using �  the invention could interfere with the patented individual �s right to  � use �
him- or herself or associate with others;104 this could be the case only if we take a very broad
view of what it means to  � use �  an invention.  Concerns have also been raised that the exclusive
right to make the invention could interfere with individuals �  rights to reproductive freedom.105 
Essentially, the individual would be infringing the patent by reproducing and thus the patent
holder �s rights would in theory prohibit reproduction.  This may seem unlikely, especially given
the limited term of patents, but the potential for such conflicts should be examined.

Further questions arise as to the scope of any constitutional prohibition on patenting humans. 
First, what patents on human materials, as opposed to humans per se might give rise to these
types of infringements?106  In a European case involving a patent on a gene encoding a protein
called relaxin, which had been isolated from tissue taken from a pregnant woman, opponents to
the patent argued that the patent and its exploitation constituted slavery and would involve the
 � dismemberment and piecemeal sale of women. �   This argument was dismissed by the
Opposition Division of the EPO in the following terms:

As for the opponents � assertions concerning slavery and the dismemberment of women,
these are considered to betray a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of a patent.
... It cannot be overemphasised that patents covering DNA encoding human H2-relaxin,
or any other human gene do not confer on their proprietors any rights whatever to
individual human beings, any more than do patents directed to other human products
such as proteins, including human H2-relaxin.  No woman is affected in any way by the
present patent  �  she is free to live her life as she wishes and has the same right to self-
determination as she had before the patent was granted.  Furthermore, the exploitation
of the invention does not involve dismemberment and piecemeal sale of women.  The
whole point about gene cloning is that the protein encoded by the cloned gene  �  in this
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case human H2-relaxin  �  is produced in a technical manner from unicellular hosts
containing the corresponding DNA; there is therefore no need to use human beings as
the source for the proteins.107

Although some perceive serious ethical problems with patents on human materials,108 from a
human rights law point of view we need to consider in each case whether the nature of the
invention is such that its exploitation would infringe legally recognized rights of individuals.

The second question is, assuming that there are some constitutional barriers to patenting human
beings, how would we define  � human beings �  as the subjects of this protection?  This question
has been raised in the context of embryos109 and anencephalic infants.110  A human embryo or
fetus is not a person in Canadian law,111 but if it was determined that there was or should be a
prohibition on patenting human beings or relevant processes, such a prohibition might have to
extend to embryos in order to have any real effect.  The EU Directive �s exclusion specifically
refers to the human body  � at the various stages of its formation and development. � 112

The development of technology for creating transgenic animals, hybrids and chimaeras113 raises
another definitional question: if an animal is part human and part non-human, at what point is it
to be considered a human being and entitled to legal protection as such?114  The question is not a
serious one when dealing with transgenic animals such as the Harvard mouse with a very limited
amount of human genetic material, but it would be quite another matter if we are faced with, for
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example, a human/chimpanzee chimaera.115  A patent application in the United States has sought
to test these limits.  Jeremy Rifkin and Dr. Stuart Newman filed a patent application at the
USPTO covering the production of human-animal chimaeras that could be up to 50% human. 
The aim of the application was to test the rules on patenting life forms and to use patent rights to
prevent anyone from attempting to produce these animals.116  The application was rejected in
part on the basis that it included a human being within its scope and human beings are not
patentable.117

V. Conclusion

Further analysis will be required to resolve some of the questions raised in this paper. 
Resolution of these issues is important for all concerned: for government, in order to identify and
comply with relevant human rights obligations; individuals, to know what rights are protected
and how; and industry, investors and researchers, to have some certainty as to what activities
are permissible and what patents may be obtained and exploited.  A more comprehensive and
detailed examination of the issues dealt with here, as well as some of those which were set aside
concerning human rights implications of the technologies themselves, can lead us to the next
step, which is to identify measures which may be required to protect human rights.

These measures may include modifications to the patent law regime: various options have been
proposed for law reform which would alleviate some of the concerns identified here.  These
might include exclusions to patentability but also broader exemptions for research use,
compulsory licensing, and limiting the scope or term of patents,118 or the application of
principles such as  � common heritage � 119 or public trust.120  We should also consider various
regulatory measures that could either prevent the development of technologies in the first place
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or regulate the exploitation of certain types of inventions.121  We may be able to identify areas in
which development of human rights law is required to address novel situations or ensure
effective protection.122  Finally, some concerns may require non-legal solutions such as public
education or encouraging dialogue between stakeholders. A rigorous analysis of human rights
issues can help take the debate beyond  � should we patent or not �  toward a more comprehensive
assessment of potential harms and benefits.  This will allow a more precise consideration of
possible responses.

Further examination and discussion of human rights issues relating to patenting of human
biological material should therefore provide a useful contribution to policy debate in this area. 
This discussion would best be pursued at both a national and international level, since
international cooperation and consensus in this area will be important for Canada.123


