Ladies and gentlemen,
A cordial welcome to this 4th Ethical Forum organized by the University Foundation. I thank the president Prof. Jacques Willems and the director Eric De Keuleneer for their hospitality, and Mrs. Hilde Garmyn for her kind attention.

Let me illuminate the theme of the day: Ethical Implications of Patenting Academic Research. 
Prof. Philip Van Parijs came up with a more germane title: ‘Cash for Knowledge?’ The question cannot be more sharply formulated. It also directly illustrates the broader problematic that frames our discussion: the extent to which universities are delivered over to the financial laws of the market.
The discussion concerning the patenting of academic knowledge is already closed for many people. You would be insane not to do so. In fact, it has become a type of credo, solemnly intoned at all levels: universities must commercially valorize the knowledge that they generate as extensively as possible. The public means that are reserved for universities can never increase at the same rate as the mounting costs for highly specialized research, So universities, if they want to work at the top level, must increasingly appeal to private resources. Universities are forced more and more to aim at contract research, sponsorships, commercialised service, the patenting of technical findings, and spin-offs: Cash for knowledge!
The pressure for the unfettered commercialisation of academic knowledge does not only come from within the universities. The message also comes from the politicians and those who are committed to economic prosperity. They argue that the commercialisation of intellectual property contributes to new employment because it makes new industrial developments possible and reinforces the competitiveness of ventures. They make it seem that universities form the motor of the knowledge economy. 
In a country without considerable natural resources and with extremely high personnel costs, innovation is of vital importance. Few convictions are equally as expressly avowed at so many differing forums. The direction of the march seems clear: Cash for knowledge!
It was once different. The knowledge that was acquired, deepened, preserved, and transmitted within the universities was not for sale. In fact, that could be difficult because academic knowledge never answered to the properties of a marketable thing. Use does not deplete knowledge and if you consider it your mission to bring to light knowledge, you do not want to exclude anyone from making use of it. Academic knowledge could thus not be an object of trade, at least so long as nobody was intent on keeping that knowledge secret, and so long as nobody appealed to regulations whereby one could restrict the legal use of that knowledge. Today neither of these strategies are taboo within academic centres. It is even encouraged to patent all forms of knowledge that qualify. 
A patent assumes, on the one hand, that one makes public the knowledge upon which a technique rests, while one, on the other hand, can grant use of that technique exclusively to who one gives a licence, whether or not for a fee. 
This system is put forth as attractive for all parties. The researchers can keep up with technical details, and the entrepreneur can commercialise the finding. Everyone is happy. Or perhaps not? 
Are there reasons to concern oneself with the fact that universities must increasingly submit themselves to the laws of the market? Are there arguments for evaluating academic performance differently than the performance of entrepreneurs? Must one regret that knowledge is commercialised as much as possible? 
The proponents of the commercial orientation point out that all kinds of new incentives will give a new impetus to the old academic system and will increase the relevance of academic research. They seem to dismiss resistance to the renewal as a nostalgic outpouring of a privileged group that used to have it too good, a group that for too long knew to retreat too safely back into a series of unworldly problems.
The opponents of the economically oriented approach fear that the proper character of the academic mission will be lost. They fear that the loss of academic autonomy will make the specific function that a university fulfils within society impossible. In what sense?

In our society, there is not one type of sphere, and there is not one valid sort of standards, the basis upon which performances are evaluated, functions are judged, or objectives commended. There are strongly divergent spheres and each have their own specific function. The laws that apply in one sphere do not necessarily have authority in another sphere, and the standards that apply in one sort of relationship often have little or no meaning in another relationship. Each sphere recognises its own standards and answers to its own system of exchange for compensation, approval, and recognition. What applies in the sphere of law does not necessarily apply in the sphere of someone’s personal friendships, or is not applicable among family members. What applies in trade does not necessarily apply in the sphere of art. Even more, things go wrong when the autonomy of these spheres is not respected. Within the domain of art, love and friendship, monetary laws are not valid, at least in a healthy situation. That is not to say that the rules that apply within the free market would be wrong or unethical – far from it. It seems self evident that these laws are valid under the condition that they apply in the environment to which they belong, and one respects these limits. This applies for all spheres. It would be unjust if one would apply the standards of friendship to the spheres of jurisprudence or education. Manifestly, it seems self evident not to define justice as a univocal principle that must be extended with the same consistency in every type of sphere. Rather, it is just to respect the individual character of the normative relationship that applies in the diverse spheres of life, and to prevent one sphere from colonising another. Justice assumes that one prevents the political sphere from stipulating what must be said, or concealed, within the academic sphere. As was discussed clearly and captivatingly in the last ethical forum, academics must answer to that which is expected of them within the academic sphere. Political pressure may exert no influence on this. Why cannot one say the same about economic pressure?
Do we run the risk that the economic sphere will colonise the academic sphere just as the economic sphere previously colonised the sphere of media? What must one imagine in this supposed risk? In what sense should economic laws threaten the academic sphere? In the academic sphere it is traditional that one finds one’s own interests and investigates anything whatsoever without having to ask if this knowledge is useful for something, or how one will use the fruits of this research within the economic context. The academic search for a better understanding of everything has an unconditional character. The manner in which researchers evaluate the performance of each other seldom has to do with the economic effects that their findings have, but with their reliability, the meticulousness with which they were checked, the scrupulousness with which the sources were collected, and the honesty with which they were communicated. The function of the academic is to collect and refine knowledge, and to bring to light the truth. 
By doing this, universities offer a type of foot-hold within society. They make it possible that a place exists where one can be obedient to what lets itself appear most truthfully today. Nobody has to fear, at least as long as the autonomy of the academic sphere is respected, that the communication of a particular subject was rhetorically coloured in function of a commercial interest, was applied according to the wishes of the sponsor, was brought into conformity with what was agreed upon by the financiers, or answered to the demands of a patent.
It is possible that the influence of the commercial sphere shall be less dramatic than pessimistic academics imagine, but nothing indicates the opposite. Today we are giving a new strategy power, and nobody knows how the magician’s apprentice will bring it off.
This forms the context of the questions that we shall try to answer together this afternoon. We will restrict the discussion toward patents.
We are aware that the discussion about patents illuminates just one part of the problems which have to do with the relation of the worlds of academia and commerce. There is a reason for confining oneself to an aspect of this problematic relationship. If one were to broaden the scope of inquiry further, one would risk missing the complexity of the subject matter already covered, and be consigned to a far too general and aimless debate.

We have surrounded ourselves with a panel of specialists, jurists, ethicists, and people with practical experience with the field. They shall introduce us into the problematic, confront us with their points of view, and help to answer our questions: Are there moral limits to the patenting of academic knowledge? Is patenting always the most efficient strategy? Does not perhaps the university sell its soul if it gradually leaves itself subject to the laws of the market?

With the help of Alain Strowel (of the Facultés universitaires Saint-Louis and L’université de Liège) we will figure out what patents really are, to what kind of knowledge they apply, why people find it necessary to establish them, and in what respects these differ from other forms of protection of intellectual property, such as copyright. We will then proceed to consider the key arguments for and against patenting. Sigrid Sterckx of the university of Ghent will answer the question ‘Can patents be morally justified?’. Paul Belleflamme of the Université Catholique de Louvan La Neuve will speak to us concerning the ‘Economic evidence: The real effect of incentives’ Are there any economic facts that can demonstrate the effectiveness of patenting? After these contributions, there will be some time for questions and discussion and then there will be a short coffee break at 3.30.

During our second session we will ask how in particular a university should proceed with the patenting of knowledge. Modern universities were inspired by the ideals of the Enlightenment, which was characterised by the open distribution of unselfishly pursued knowledge. The privatisation and commercialisation of knowledge would seem to conflict with this traditional vision. Are there reasons for giving up the traditional outlook? There are few or no universities who have not chosen to patent discoveries, but how is one to proceed within the framework of the university, once one has obtained patent protection? Can one pursue a policy of using these protected intellectual rights to secure the fruits of knowledge for financially weaker groups, or do circumstances compel the universities to be (almost) exclusively driven by market forces? Those are the kinds of questions that Gilles Capart (Chairman of the Board, ProTon Europe) and Geertrui Van Overwalle of the KU Leuven will deal with. Then we will give the floor to Christopher May of the University of Lancaster who will look at  the question of How Universities have to deal with the Global Information Society.
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