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I n d i a  a n d  S o u t h  A f r i c a  m a d e  a  p r o p o s a l  t o  t h e  W o r l d  T r a d e  O r g a n i s a t i o n  ( W T O )
i n  M a r c h  2 0 2 1 ,  s i g n e d  b y  o v e r  1 0 0  c o u n t r i e s .  T h e y  a s k e d  t h e  W H O  t o  c h a n g e  t h e
r u l e s  a n d  a l l o w  t h e  f r e e  s h a r i n g  o f  s o m e  ‘ i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o p e r t y ’  ( I P )  b e t w e e n
c o u n t r i e s .  I n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o p e r t y  i s  a  t y p e  o f  p r o p e r t y  t h a t  i n c l u d e s  n o n - p h y s i c a l
c r e a t i o n s  o f  t h e  h u m a n  i n t e l l e c t  o r  m i n d .  

C h a n g i n g  t h e s e  r u l e s  w o u l d  a l l o w  t h e  s h a r i n g  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  h o w  t o  m a k e
v a c c i n e s  a g a i n s t  C o v i d - 1 9 .  T h i s  w o u l d  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  e m e r g i n g  v a c c i n e  i n e q u i t y .  

W h e n  a  c o m p a n y  c r e a t e s  a  d r u g  o r  m e d i c i n e ,  t h e y  o f t e n  b u y  a  ‘ p a t e n t ’ .  A
c o m p a n y  c a n  b u y  a  p a t e n t  f o r  a n y t h i n g .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  e v e r y d a y  m e d i c a t i o n  f o r
r e d u c i n g  p a i n ,  o r  m e d i c a t i o n  f o r  t r e a t i n g  d i s e a s e s  l i k e  A I D S  ( A c q u i r e d  I m m u n e
D e f i c i e n c y  S y n d r o m e ) .  T h e n  o n l y  t h e  c o m p a n y  t h a t  o w n s  t h e  p a t e n t  h a s  t h e
r i g h t  t o  p r o d u c e  t h e  p a t e n t e d  p r o d u c t ,  g i v i n g  t h e m  c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e  p r i c e  o f  i t
f o r  2 0  y e a r s ,  a n d  o f t e n  c h a r g i n g  m u c h  m o r e  t h a n  r e g u l a r  p e o p l e  c a n  a f f o r d .
T h i s  h a p p e n e d  i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  a n d  1 9 9 0 s  w h e n  a  c o m p a n y  t h a t  ‘ w o n ’  t h e  p a t e n t
f o r  a  d r u g  t o  t r e a t  A I D S  c a l l e d  A Z T  k e p t  t h e  p r i c e  h i g h  b y  r e s t r i c t i n g  s u p p l y  a n d
k e e p i n g  t h e  d e t a i l s  o f  h o w  t o  m a k e  A Z T  f r o m  o t h e r  p h a r m a c e u t i c a l  c o m p a n i e s .  

T h i s  m a t t e r s  b e c a u s e  i f  l o t s  o f  c o m p a n i e s  m a k e  t h e  s a m e  d r u g ,  t h e  p r i c e  
 d e c r e a s e s  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  i s  m o r e  ( s u p p l y )  o f  t h e  d r u g .  T h i s  i s  t h e  l a w  o f  s u p p l y
a n d  d e m a n d  a n d  i t  w o r k s  b e c a u s e  o f  s c a r c i t y .  B u t  t h i s  s c a r c i t y  i s  o f t e n  c r e a t e d
b y  p e o p l e  a n d  i s  n o t  b e c a u s e  o f  a c t u a l  l i m i t s  o n  p r o d u c t i o n  ( t h i s  i s  c a l l e d
a r t i f i c i a l  s c a r c i t y ) .  T h i s  i s  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  w h e n  t h e  A Z T  p a t e n t  e x p i r e d  a n d  
 o t h e r  c o m p a n i e s  c o u l d  t h e n  m a k e  g e n e r i c  v e r s i o n s  o f  A Z T .  I t  i s  t h e  c a s e  w i t h
p a r a c e t a m o l ,  w h i c h  i s  t h e  a c t i v e  i n g r e d i e n t  i n  P a n a d o l  ( a n d  m a n y  o t h e r  b r a n d
n a m e s ) .  N o w a d a y s ,  i n  a n y  p h a r m a c y  y o u  c a n  b u y  a  g e n e r i c  v e r s i o n  o f
p a r a c e t a m o l ,  o r  y o u  c a n  b u y  a  b r a n d  n a m e  v e r s i o n  w h i c h  i s  m o r e  e x p e n s i v e .
T h i s  i s  a l l  b e c a u s e  t h e  p a t e n t  f o r  p a r a c e t a m o l  e x p i r e d  i n  2 0 0 7 .

S o  w h a t  d o  d r u g  p a t e n t s  h a v e  t o  d o  w i t h  C o v i d - 1 9 ?  A  p a t e n t  i s  a  f o r m  o f
k n o w l e d g e ,  a  ‘ h o w - t o ’  g u i d e  f o r  p r o d u c i n g  s o m e t h i n g .  A  v a c c i n e  i s  a  d r u g ,  a n d
c o m p a n i e s  h a v e  b e e n  h a r d  a t  w o r k  p r o d u c i n g  v a c c i n e s  t o  s t o p  u s  g e t t i n g  C o v i d -
1 9 .  Y e t  t h e s e  c o m p a n i e s  h a v e  a  g o a l  t o  m a k e  a  p r o f i t  f o r  t h e i r  s h a r e h o l d e r s .  I n
f a c t ,  t h i s  i s  t h e i r  d u t y  a s  a  p r o f i t - m a k i n g  b u s i n e s s  ( t h i s  i s  c a l l e d  ‘ f i d u c i a r y
d u t y ’ ) .  T h e y  m a k e  a  p r o f i t  b y  c h a r g i n g  m o r e  t h a n  t h e  v a c c i n e  c o s t s  t o  m a k e .
T h e y  a l s o  p r o f i t  b y  k e e p i n g  t h e i r  k n o w - h o w  t o  t h e m s e l v e s ,  s o  t h a t  n o b o d y  e l s e
c a n  m a k e  t h e  d r u g ,  e v e n  i f  t h o s e  o t h e r  c o m p a n i e s  h a v e  f a c t o r i e s  r e a d y  t o  m a k e
i t .  

What happened
in March 2021?



T h e  m o n e y  t h a t  h e l p e d  f u n d  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  v a c c i n e s  l a r g e l y  c a m e
f r o m  n a t i o n a l  g o v e r n m e n t s ,  i n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  t a x p a y e r ' s  m o n e y .  A l l  t h e
l e a d i n g  v a c c i n e  d e v e l o p e r s  g o t  b i l l i o n s  o f  d o l l a r s  i n  p u b l i c  s u b s i d i e s ,  ( a
f o r m  o f  g o v e r n m e n t  f i n a n c i a l  s u p p o r t ) ,  y e t  g o v e r n m e n t s  g a v e
p h a r m a c e u t i c a l  c o m p a n i e s  t h e  m o n o p o l y  p o w e r  t o  p r o d u c e  a n d  p r o f i t
f r o m  t h e s e  v a c c i n e s .  

C o u n t r i e s  w i t h  m o r e  m o n e y  h a v e  b e e n  a b l e  t o  b u y  m o r e  o f  t h e s e
v a c c i n e s .  F r o m  F e b r u a r y  t o  M a r c h  2 0 2 1 ,  r i c h  n a t i o n s  v a c c i n a t e d  o n e
p e r s o n  e v e r y  s e c o n d  w h i l e  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  p o o r e s t  n a t i o n s  w e r e  y e t
t o  g i v e  a  s i n g l e  d o s e .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  U N  S e c r e t a r y  G e n e r a l ,  

“ p r o g r e s s  o n  v a c c i n a t i o n s  h a s  b e e n  w i l d l y  u n e v e n  a n d  u n f a i r ,  w i t h
j u s t  1 0  c o u n t r i e s  h a v i n g  a d m i n i s t e r e d  7 5  p e r c e n t  o f  a l l  v a c c i n e s  [ a n d ]
m o r e  t h a n  1 3 0  c o u n t r i e s  h a v e  n o t  r e c e i v e d  a  s i n g l e  d o s e . ”

 
W e a l t h i e r  c o u n t r i e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  I r e l a n d ,  h a v e  a l r e a d y  b o u g h t  e n o u g h
d o s e s  t o  v a c c i n a t e  t h e i r  e n t i r e  p o p u l a t i o n s  a l m o s t  t h r e e  t i m e s  o v e r  b y
t h e  e n d  o f  2 0 2 1 !  F o r  c o n t r a s t ,  c o u n t r i e s  r e p r e s e n t i n g  1 4  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e
w o r l d ’ s  t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n  n o w  o w n  5 3  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  m o s t  p r o m i s i n g
v a c c i n e s .

 
 

O n e  w a y  o f  m a k i n g  v a c c i n e s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  d e v e l o p i n g  c o u n t r i e s  i s  t o
o v e r r i d e  t h e  m o n o p o l y  p o w e r  t h a t  p h a r m a c e u t i c a l  c o m p a n i e s  h a v e  t o
m a k e  v a c c i n e s .  B u t  o n e  b i g  b a r r i e r  s t a n d s  i n  t h e  w a y :  i n t e l l e c t u a l
p r o p e r t y  r i g h t s  l a w s .

T h e  T r a d e - R e l a t e d  A s p e c t s  o f  I n t e l l e c t u a l  P r o p e r t y  ( T R I P S )  c o n t a i n s  t h e
r u l e s  o r  l a w s  a r o u n d  p a t e n t s  m e n t i o n e d  e a r l i e r .  O n l y  t h e  W o r l d  T r a d e
O r g a n i s a t i o n  c a n  c h a n g e  t h e s e  r u l e s  ( d o i n g  t h i s  t e m p o r a r i l y  i s  c a l l e d
w a i v i n g  t h e  r u l e s ) .  I f  t h e  W T O  w a n t e d  t o ,  i t  c o u l d   s u s p e n d  c e r t a i n  p a r t s
o f  T R I P S ,  r e m o v i n g  t h e  l e g a l  b a r r i e r s  t h a t  p r e v e n t  m o r e  c o u n t r i e s  a n d
m a n u f a c t u r e r s  f r o m  m a k i n g  v a c c i n e s  a n d  i m p o r t a n t  t h i n g s  l i k e  t e s t s  a n d
m a s k s .

B u t  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a n d  E u r o p e ,  h o m e  t o  t h e  c o m p a n i e s  r e s p o n s i b l e
f o r  c r e a t i n g  m o s t  o f  t h e  C o v i d - 1 9  v a c c i n e s ,  b l o c k e d  t h e  p r o p o s a l  f o r  a
# T R I P S W a i v e r  a t  t h e  W T O !  T h e  c a l l  f o r  a  w a i v e r  i s  s u p p o r t e d  b y  a t  l e a s t
1 1 9  c o u n t r i e s  a n d  t h e  A f r i c a n  U n i o n ,  b u t  v a c c i n e  m a k e r s  a r e  o p p o s i n g  i t .

How can this be changed?



T h e  P e o p l e ’ s  V a c c i n e  A l l i a n c e  i s  a  g r o u p  o f  o r g a n i s a t i o n s  c a l l i n g  f o r  a
P e o p l e ’ s  V a c c i n e .  T h e y  a r e  a s k i n g  a l l  p h a r m a c e u t i c a l  c o m p a n i e s
d e v e l o p i n g  C o v i d - 1 9  v a c c i n e s  t o  s h a r e  t h e i r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o p e r t y  s o  t h a t
b i l l i o n s  m o r e  v a c c i n e s  c a n  b e  m a d e  a v a i l a b l e  t o  e v e r y o n e  i n  t h e  w o r l d .

T h e y  a l s o  w a n t  g o v e r n m e n t s  t o  d o  e v e r y t h i n g  i n  t h e i r  p o w e r  t o  m a k e
s u r e  t h a t  C o v i d - 1 9  v a c c i n e s  a r e  m a d e  i n t o  a  g l o b a l  p u b l i c  g o o d  –  f r e e  o f
c h a r g e ,  f a i r l y  d i s t r i b u t e d  a n d  b a s e d  o n  n e e d .  

T h e  P e o p l e ’ s  V a c c i n e  A l l i a n c e  h a s  w a r n e d  t h a t  i n  S o u t h  A f r i c a ,  M a l a w i
a n d  o t h e r  A f r i c a n  c o u n t r i e s  ‘ h i s t o r y  i s  i n  d a n g e r  o f  r e p e a t i n g  i t s e l f ’ .  

M i l l i o n s  o f  p e o p l e  d i e d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  2 0 0 0 ’ s  b e c a u s e  p h a r m a c e u t i c a l
m o n o p o l i e s  h a d  p r i c e d  s u c c e s s f u l  t r e a t m e n t s  f o r  H I V / A I D S  o u t  o f
r e a c h  a t  u p  t o  $ 1 0 , 0 0 0  a  y e a r .  
  
A s  J o s e p h  S t i g l i t z  s a y s ,

“ . . . t h e r e  a r e  m a n y  c o m p a n i e s  i n  d e v e l o p i n g  c o u n t r i e s  t h a t  c o u l d
p r o d u c e  m a s s i v e  a m o u n t s  o f  v a c c i n e  i f  t h e y  h a d  t h e  r i g h t ,  t h e
i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o p e r t y ,  i f  t h e y  g e t  a c c e s s  t o  t h e  t e c h n o l o g y .  S o ,  t h a t ’ s
w h y  i t ’ s  s o  i m p o r t a n t  f o r  u s  t o  h a v e  t h e  s u s p e n s i o n  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l
p r o p e r t y  r i g h t s  r e l a t i v e  t o  —  r e l a t e d  t o  C o v i d - 1 9 .  I t ’ s  j u s t  f o o l i s h
t h a t  w e  a r e n ’ t  d o i n g  i t .  A n d  i t ’ s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  u n c o n s c i o n a b l e ,  g i v e n
t h a t  t h e  a d v a n c e d  c o u n t r i e s ’  g o v e r n m e n t s  h a v e  a c t u a l l y  f i n a n c e d  a
v e r y  l a r g e  f r a c t i o n  o f  t h a t  r e s e a r c h ,  a n d  t h e  c o m p a n i e s  t h e m s e l v e s
a r e  a l r e a d y  m a k i n g  m u l t i p l e  r e t u r n s  o n  t h e i r  i n v e s t m e n t s . ”

J o s e p h  S t i g l i t z  h a s  h a d  a n  i m p r e s s i v e  c a r e e r . . . N o b e l  P r i z e - w i n n i n g
e c o n o m i s t ,  C o l u m b i a  U n i v e r s i t y  p r o f e s s o r ,  C h i e f  E c o n o m i s t  a t  t h e
R o o s e v e l t  I n s t i t u t e ,  p r e v i o u s  c h a i r  o f  t h e  C o u n c i l  o f  E c o n o m i c  A d v i s e r s
u n d e r  P r e s i d e n t  C l i n t o n  a n d  p r e v i o u s  C h i e f  E c o n o m i s t  a t  t h e  W o r l d  B a n k ,
s o  m a y b e  g o v e r n m e n t s  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d  s h o u l d  l i s t e n  t o  h i m !

W e  n e e d  a  p e o p l e ’ s  v a c c i n e ,  n o t  a  p r o f i t  v a c c i n e !

The Call for a 
'People's Vaccine'



 

Activity 1: Match the Definitions!
Connect the word on the left with the correct

definition on the right.



 
 

Activity 2: Finding Patterns
Do you see any patterns in the two images

below? Discuss with your partner.



 
Intellectual property rights should be 

maintained at all times.
 
 
 

Inventors of life-saving medicines should be forced to share their technical
know-how with others who have the capacity to produce the medicine.

 
 
 

If companies are given government funding in the form of subsidies, they
should be forced to share their technical know-how with others who have the

capacity to produce the medicine.
 
 
 

Access to life-saving medicines is more important than maintaining
intellectual property rights in a crisis.

 
 
 

Governments should, in some circumstances, allow someone else to produce
a patented product or process without the consent of the patent owner or

plans to use the patent-protected invention itself.
 
 
 

T h i s  p r o j e c t  h a s  b e e n  u n d e r t a k e n  w i t h  f u n d i n g  f r o m  I r i s h
A i d ’ s  W o r l d W i s e  G l o b a l  S c h o o l s .  I r i s h  A i d ’ s  W o r l d W i s e  G l o b a l
S c h o o l s  i s  t h e  n a t i o n a l  p r o g r a m m e  f o r  G l o b a l  C i t i z e n s h i p
E d u c a t i o n  ( G C E )  f o r  p o s t  p r i m a r y  s c h o o l s  i n  I r e l a n d .  

T h e  i d e a s ,  o p i n i o n s  a n d  c o m m e n t s  i n  t h i s  r e s o u r c e  a r e
e n t i r e l y  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  i t s  a u t h o r s  a n d  d o  n o t
n e c e s s a r i l y  r e p r e s e n t  o r  r e f l e c t  W o r l d W i s e  G l o b a l  S c h o o l s
a n d / o r  I r i s h  A i d  p o l i c y .

Mark an X on the lines below indicating to what extent you
agree or disagree with the following statements:

Activity 3: Where do you stand?



Share the Vaccines, Erase the Debt: Joseph Stiglitz on How the U.S. Can Help
Developing Countries

Designing vaccines for people, not profits

Rich nations vaccinating one person every second while majority of the poorest nations
are yet to give a single dose

Secretary-General Calls Vaccine Equity Biggest Moral Test for Global Community, as
Security Council Considers Equitable Availability of Doses

Patently absurd

Countries urge drug companies to share vaccine know-how

The People’s Vaccine: Everyone deserves a fair shot against Covid-19

1e, 2f, 3d, 4b, 5i ,
6a, 7c, 8g, 9h

Curriculum Links Activity 1
answers
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