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Description of the project

The project purports to study the relationship between intellectual property rights (IP) and the production and transfer of university research, particularly when publicly funded within the Belgian context.

The universities are key actors in scientific research and in the production and transfer of knowledge. Such knowledge production and transfer within the academic research community were traditionally governed by the norm of open science which relies upon the free dissemination of scientific knowledge, the open availability of scientific data, the full disclosure of results and the freedom to read and use. Since the end of the 20th century, emphasis on valorisation of research outcomes to sustain economic growth and innovation, as well as expansion of IP rules (new rights, new subject matter covered or new technical or business models), have affected such openness. Public concerns have arisen about the availability of scientific knowledge, as well as the compatibility with the public interest induced by the generally public source of the funding. As the research environment is increasingly changing in Belgium, resulting from both the concentration of universities (association models) and the importance of unique research bodies (e.g. the FWO in Flanders), the question of the valorisation of research will necessarily evolve and raise new issues.

This project aims at analysing the appropriateness of the application of currently adopted IP rules and policies with regard to scientific research carried out at Belgian universities, and at examining and proposing adequate IP models for publicly-funded academic research in a Belgian context. The key question the project seeks to address is how to reconcile the traditional academic mission of knowledge production and sharing with the current IP practices deployed by universities, taking into account the peculiarities of the Belgian research setting. Different models of IP exploitation, already used in Belgian universities or deployed in other countries, will be assessed and proposed, ranging from a proprietary valorisation approach to so-called open access models and public domain models. Practical tools sustaining such models, such as licensing schemes, model documents, will be proposed and their application in the Belgian context will be tested. Furthermore, Belgian (both federal and regional) legal rules and regulations governing the collaboration between public funding organisations and universities will be explored in depth. 

The project will in particular consider two major issues (and their reciprocal relationship) related to the availability of scientific knowledge: 1) the dissemination of scientific publications and data, and 2) the dissemination, transfer and public use of university’s inventions. In both fields, universities will be considered both as knowledge users and as knowledge producers. 

The major beneficiaries of the project’s results will be the Belgian universities. The project will provide them with a better insight into the effects of the current IP framework and propose alternative IP models applicable to the research they produce, as well as practical tools to integrate such new models.  Additional beneficiaries are the Belgian public authorities in charge of research funding. The project will provide them with an analysis of the difficulties that the current regulatory framework of IP may pose to access to, and transfer of, scientific knowledge. The conclusions will assist them to devise a fine-tuned IP policy for publicly-funded research. 

The project will also generate in-depth knowledge about under-researched questions relating to IP, such as the development and sustainability of open access models, the notion of public interest in IP and in relation to research valorisation, the validity of new patent and copyright licensing practices, the relationship between the public funding of research and the dissemination and public availability of its outcomes.
