WIPO

WORLD INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY ORGANIZATION
GENEVA

PR/2009/599
Geneva, July 30, 2009

PRESS RELEASE

Indigenous Community goes Digital with High-Tech Support from WIPO

In a community ceremony, under the shade of an acacia tree, the World Intellectual Property
Organization (WIPO) this month formally handed over digital recording equipment to Chief Kisio and
other elders of the Maasai community, at Il Ngwesi, Laikipia, Kenya to assist the Maasai people in
preserving and documenting their rich cultural heritage. Some 200 members of the community
participated in the ceremony.

This marked a milestone in a pilot program initiated by WIPO to help indigenous communities
document and preserve their own cultural traditions while simultaneously managing their intellectual
property interests.

New technologies provide these communities with fresh opportunities to document and digitize
expressions of their traditional cultures. Yet, these new forms of documentation and digitization can
leave this cultural heritage vulnerable to unwanted exploitation beyond the traditional circle. By
empowering the community to record its own traditions and creative expressions, the program allows
the community to create its own intellectual property in the form of photographs, sound recordings
and databases.

The IP training component of the program enables the community to make informed decisions about
how to manage intellectual property assets in a way that corresponds with its values and development
goals.

The program also stimulates creativity within the community, can promote local economic and
cultural development and helps to bridge the “digital divide”, key objectives of both the Millennium
Development Goals and WIPO’s Development Agenda.

The training program enables the Maasai to acquire the requisite technical skills and provides the
necessary equipment to document and digitize their cultural heritage on an on-going basis. The
equipment provided to the community by WIPO includes a digital camera and sound recording
equipment, as well as a state of the art laptop. WIPO will continue to provide ongoing IP advice and
support to the community.
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The training program is offered by WIPO, in partnership with the American Folklife Center/Library of
Congress (AFC) and the Center for Documentary Studies (CDS), Duke University in the United States
of America. The National Museums of Kenya also participated in the program offered to the Kenyan
Maasai community.

This pilot is part of WIPQO’s Creative Heritage Project, which is developing an integrated set of
practical resources and guidelines for cultural institutions such as museums and indigenous
communities on managing intellectual property options when digitizing intangible cultural heritage.

For more information, please contact WIPO’s Media Relations Section at:
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