FEATURE INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY

EVOLUTION
OF THE IP
OFFICE
Daren Tang, chief executive of
the Intellectual Property Office of
Singapore, tells us about the evolving
role of the IP office and how it can
help companies to embrace innovation
as a way of driving growth
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nnovation has achieved the
status of a cliché in today’s
world. It appears regularly
in newspaper headlines and
our social media feeds, and
conferences these days will invariably
revolve around the innovation theme.
This is entirely understandable –
many successful companies that have
transformed our world have been
driven by new ideas.
Asian governments are beginning
to embrace innovation as a way
of driving economic growth. New
ideas and technologies are emerging
not just from the usual developed
countries but also from the centres of
innovation in developing countries.
However, the challenge is that –
as with all popular words – there
is sometimes a lack of clarity on
what innovation means. From our
perspective, innovation must be about
making a difference in the real world.
An idea, no matter how valuable, is
but the start of the innovation journey,

which is only complete when that
idea is translated into something that
impacts on the economy or society.
Intellectual property (IP) is
absolutely critical to this journey and
IP offices must gear up to accompany
stakeholders on this journey. For a
start, we should demystify IP to our
enterprises and business owners. At
the Intellectual Property Office of
Singapore (IPOS), we regularly share
three important lessons about IP with
our business community.
Firstly, IP is not about law; it is
about business. Companies should
incorporate their business, IP and
research and development (R&D)
strategies into a coherent whole,
and not leave IP just to the lawyers.
Secondly, innovation without
protection is charity. Thirdly, by all
means protect, but most importantly,
commercialise your IP. If used
strategically, IP can give companies
a sustainable competitive edge in
key markets.

IPOS chief executive Daren Tang
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DRIVING BUSINESS GROWTH
Companies are increasingly realising
the value of IP protection. In 2015,
there were 2.9 million patent
applications filed worldwide,
representing a 7.8% increase from
2014. Demand for trademark rights
grew even more strongly, by 15.3%,
to 6 million trade mark applications
in 2015. In Singapore, the number of
patent and trade mark applications
saw roughly the same levels of growth
– 4.9% and 9% respectively in 2015, to
reach historic highs.
As WIPO director-general Francis
Gurry said, “this [rise in IP filings]
underscores the central role that new
technology and brand recognition
play in determining success in today’s
marketplace”. In addition, according
to the UK IP Office’s 2016 Corporate
Report, titled “Promoting innovation
and growth: the intellectual property
office at work”, businesses that manage
their IP well achieve better outcomes.

HISTOINDEX’S IP STRATEGY
In Singapore, we find more and more
enterprises using IP strategically to
drive business growth. One example
we want to share is HistoIndex
Private Limited, a Singapore-based
company specialising in the field of
medical diagnostics. IP has played a
central role right from the founding
of HistoIndex in 2010, as its founders
Dr Gideon Ho and Dr Dean Tai firmly
believed that the strategic use of IP
would be key to the company’s longterm success.
In just six years, HistoIndex has
seen tremendous growth. From a
start-up under the aegis of Singapore’s
Agency for Science, Technology and
Research (A*STAR), it has become a
credible player providing biomedical
imaging systems and related services
to hospitals, research centres and
pharmaceutical companies around
the globe, including in the US, Europe
and China.

ASIAN
GOVERNMENTS
ARE BEGINNING
TO EMBRACE
INNOVATION AS A
WAY OF DRIVING
ECONOMIC GROWTH.”
Dr Ho credits the effective use of
the company’s IP as instrumental to
HistoIndex’s growth – he has used the
company’s IP to protect its innovations,
maintain its market position, and
establish credibility with investors,
opinion-leaders and customers.
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AN IDEA, NO MATTER HOW VALUABLE, IS
BUT THE START OF THE INNOVATION JOURNEY.”
SINGAPORE’S JOURNEY
Singapore recognises the importance
of building a knowledge-based
and innovation intensive economy
in order to stay competitive in an
increasingly competitive global
economy. Earlier this year, Singapore’s
Research, Innovation and Enterprise
(RIE) 2020 Master Plan was released.
Under RIE 2020, the Singapore
Government has committed
SGD$19bn over the next five years in
R&D, with a key focus on maximising
the translation of R&D investment
into stronger economic outcomes,
and increasing the value capture of
these activities for Singapore.
Another initiative in Singapore
to spur innovation and
entrepreneurship is the launch of
SG-Innovate, a government agency
that focuses on being an accelerator

for deep tech start-ups. SG-Innovate,
of which IPOS is a founding partner,
serves as a platform to connect
innovators to industry experts,
venture capitalists and researchers.
SG-Innovate helps translate ideas
and R&D results into market-ready
profitable products and services.
EVOLUTION OF THE IP OFFICE
IP offices play a crucial role in
the innovation ecosystem. We are
particularly well-placed to help
companies bring their technology,
brands and content to the market
more effectively. But to fulfill this
role, we need to evolve beyond being
an administrator of registries or a
regulator to become an innovation
agency that leverages on our
expertise to help promote and
develop innovative enterprises.

We see this as the natural evolution
of IP offices, and many, including the
UK IP Office, have already embarked
on this expanded role. IPOS has
likewise done so.
In 2013, Singapore released the IP
Hub Masterplan. The plan outlines our
ambition of being an IP hub in Asia
through a focus on quality IP filings,
IP transactions and monetisation, and
IP dispute resolution.
In the last four years, IPOS has
been charged with putting the plan
in place, and one of the significant
developments has been the building
of an indigenous patent search and
examination (S&E) unit, giving us the
ability to assess patent grants. Our
S&E unit has grown to a 100-strong
team that is capable of delivering
high-quality search and examination
reports within six months from
filing, at a reasonable cost. More
recently, our S&E unit has developed
capabilities in patent analytics and
technology foresighting, which
will enable our policy-makers
and industry leaders to extract
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valuable insights on technological
and business developments, make
better informed upstream research
decisions, and ultimately achieve
better commercialisation outcomes
from R&D.
IPOS’ FUTURE VISION
Moving forward, IPOS will be
focusing on the following four areas.
Continued delivery of world-class
services: At IPOS we constantly review
and transform our registry processes.
Our integrated e-service portal, IP2SG,
provides applicants with a customerfriendly and efficient registration
process. It also allows seamless online
filing of patents, trademarks and
designs through a single platform. For
the next stage of development, IPOS has
embarked on a business process review
to transform customers’ experience
through process re-engineering and
technology. More specifically, IPOS
will be looking at filing of trademark
and design applications through a
mobile application, eliminating the
need for forms.

COMPANIES SHOULD INCORPORATE
THEIR BUSINESS, IP AND R&D STRATEGIES
INTO A COHERENT WHOLE, AND NOT LEAVE
IP JUST TO THE LAWYERS.”
Maintain a respected IP regime:
Singapore’s IP regime has been
ranked 6th in the world and 1st
in Asia by the Global Innovation
Index. This is not a coincidence.
Having an IP regime that is highly
regarded is one of the ways we can
help to overcome our small market
size. However, we need to keep
updating our laws. In March 2016,
we completed a major review of our
registered designs regime, and in
August 2016 we launched one for our
copyright regime. Both reviews were
comprehensive, and will lead to major
changes in our laws, to keep them
updated and relevant to the needs of
our stakeholders.

Develop deep IP expertise and
skills: One of the skillsets that is
increasingly important in today’s
innovation economy is IP expertise.
IPOS, together with our partners, will
be rolling out programmes to help
develop deep IP expertise and skills.
For example, IPOS has partnered with
UniSIM, one of our local universities,
to launch Singapore’s first ever
master’s degree in IP and innovation
management. In addition, IPOS
will collaborate with the Singapore
Accountancy Commission and other
partners to establish IP valuation best
practices and to develop IP valuation
certification programmes.
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SINGAPORE’S IP REGIME HAS BEEN
RANKED 6TH IN THE WORLD AND 1ST IN ASIA
BY THE GLOBAL INNOVATION INDEX.”
Build a vibrant IP ecosystem for
enhanced IP commercialisation:
IPOS recognises that a key tenet
of innovation is the translation of
ideas and inventions into economic
outcomes. We aim to help companies
to better extract the full commercial
potential of their IP. IP ValueLab
was set up as a subsidiary of IPOS in
August 2014 to promote and develop
IP management and strategy, IP
commercialisation, as well as IP
valuation in Singapore. IP ValueLab
works closely with companies such
as HistoIndex to help them develop
strong IP strategies, and achieve better
IP commercialisation outcomes. The
IP Financing Scheme was launched in
2014 to enable Singapore-incorporated

companies to use their IPs as
collaterals to secure bank loans. The
scheme will continue to be adjusted
and developed to ensure that it serves
the needs of today’s companies, whose
value lies largely in their portfolio of
intangible assets.
There is no stopping the momentum
of global innovation. As a small
nation, Singapore has always had to
adapt quickly to survive – and, more
importantly, to continue staying
relevant and competitive in the global
economy. As the IP office of the nation,
IPOS plays an instrumental role in
supporting Singapore’s move towards
an innovation-driven economy, and in
making an impact on the regional and
global innovation ecosystem. n
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