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A landmark proposal in the COVID-19 pandemic:
Why is the TRIPS waiver important?
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Abstract

In the battle to control COVID-19, the importance of a proposed waiver that temporarily exempts
countries from the World Trade Organization (WTO) rules on trade-related aspects of intellectual property
rights (TRIPS) cannot be overstated. Médecins Sans Frontieéres/Doctors Without Borders (MSF) is
responding to pandemic all over the world, caring for the most neglected and in need communities. In
doing so, MSF has witnessed the serious consequences of the lack of access to essential medical tools for
the COVID-19 response.

The search for an international framework to ensure fair and equitable access to the medical tools and
vaccines needed to respond to COVID-19 began after the World Health Organization (WHO) declared a
global pandemic in March 2020. WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus called on the
international community to work together to overcome the barriers preventing a swift end to the
pandemic, especially the necessity and reluctance to share vaccines, resources and technology.

As the failure of international cooperation to achieve equitable access became apparent, a proposal that
would allow countries to temporarily waive the protection of intellectual property rights under the TRIPS
Agreement for treatments, products and technologies related to COVID-19 came to the fore. By releasing
countries from intellectual property rights relating to COVID-19, many more manufacturers around the
world would be free to develop and produce them to meet the enormous global, and local, demand.

However, the waiver has been opposed by a handful of developed countries that host major
pharmaceutical companies. Governments and manufacturers have put up a variety of arguments against
the waiver in an attempt to stall the landmark proposal. In this article, the authors will explain the
significance of the TRIPS waiver and debunk some of the myths and counter-arguments that have been
levelled against it.
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