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The Madhya Pradesh Science, Technology and Innovation Policy, 2022, proposes setting up a state-level Tradi-
tional Knowledge Repository, focusing on protecting the ‘tribal medicines and practices of the state’. With the 
state having a number of existing traditional knowledge (TK) databases as well as several agencies with the requi-
site expertise, such a repository need not be developed from scratch. A consolidated approach with clearly laid-out 
guidelines and protocols, clarity regarding the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders, and the partici-
pation of TK holders and tribal communities with due consideration to their customary laws is imperative. 
 
With the release of the Madhya Pradesh 
Science, Technology and Innovation Policy 
(MPSTIP) in December 2022, Madhya 
Pradesh became one of the few states in 
India to have its own science, technology 
and innovation (STI) policy. This aligns 
with the need for enhanced state initiatives 
to complement the central STI planning 
and promotion processes1. An important 
commitment is the setting up a state-level 
Traditional Knowledge Repository. While 
intended to be on the lines of the national 
Council of Scientific and Industrial Res-
earch-led Traditional Knowledge Digital 
Library (TKDL), the state repository is pro-
posed to be set up to document, validate 
and promote traditional knowledge (TK), 
including tribal medicines and practices of 
the state2.  
 The focus of MPSTIP on protecting and 
promoting the state’s TK is pertinent, con-
sidering its unique context. The state houses 
a wide diversity of ecosystems and ac-
counts for 12.27% of India’s total forest 
area, which is exceedingly rich in faunal 
and floral diversity, including medicinal 
plants3. According to the 2011 census, 
Madhya Pradesh has the highest Scheduled 
Tribe (ST) population in India at 21% with 
as many as 46 STs residing in the state. The 
lifeworlds of many of these tribes continue 
to reflect deep interconnectedness with na-
ture, with continuing dependence on the 
rich biodiversity of the state for their live-
lihood4. The existing documentation indi-
cates that the tribes of Madhya Pradesh 
have a rich repertoire of TK based on bio-
diversity, including using medicinal plants 
to cure various ailments and rearing and pre-
serving agricultural and livestock biodiver-
sity, among others5.  

Protecting TK through documentation 

While acknowledging that documentation 
cannot substitute sui generis protection6, 
India has long relied on the former as a  

defensive strategy against biopiracy. The Na-
tional Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) 
Policy, 2016, while advocating a multi-
pronged approach involving both positive 
and negative or defensive protection, 
makes a strong case for strengthening and 
expanding TKDL as a means to establish 
prior art made available to patent examiners 
throughout the world, thereby preventing 
erroneous patents while furthering its use 
in research and development (R&D)7.  
India’s unique documentation initiative – 
TKDL – has been hailed as a success story 
and a model for other countries to emulate, 
which has had a strong deterrent effect in 
preventing biopiracy.  
 The success of TKDL lies in the fact that 
not only is it a textbook example of docu-
mentation, but it is a ‘global justice institu-
tion’, challenging a post-colonial order of 
power and knowledge in favour of indige-
nous people and developing countries8. 
However, what emerges as a major limita-
tion of TKDL is that it focuses exclusively 
on the ‘big traditions’ or the formal codified 
traditional medicine of India to the exclu-
sion of the ‘small traditions’ emanating from 
the oral stream of local and tribal commu-
nities9. While the National IPR Policy, 
2016 is cognizant of the need to increase 
the ambit of TKDL to other fields as well 
(Clause 2.19), this may need to be adequa-
tely complemented by such initiatives at 
the sub-national and local level, adequately 
reflective of the geographical and cultural 
diversity of the country.  
 Indigenous communities across the world 
have been subject to the forces of modern-
ization, exposure to and participation in 
the world economy, climate change and 
many other challenges leading to an erosion 
of their knowledge as well as depletion of 
biodiversity. This makes documentation 
important for the survival of TK for pos-
terity, particularly considering that TK of 
tribal communities is largely oral or unco-
dified. Documentation of TK may also lead 
to significant benefits for the TK holders 

and communities by enabling collabora-
tions and partnerships across a broad range 
of actors, translating to monetary and in-
kind benefits. In this spirit, a recent cabinet 
decision has sought to widen the access of 
TKDL (initially restricted to patent offices) 
to a vast user base for furthering R&D, in-
novation and trade10. 

Key actors and initiatives in  
documenting TK in Madhya Pradesh 

While MPSTIP, for the first time, expressly 
makes a commitment to setting up a state-
level repository, there have been many ini-
tiatives in the past to document TK of 
Madhya Pradesh. A host of actors, includ-
ing Government agencies, statutory bodies 
and academic institutions in the state, have 
long been actively engaged in such efforts. 
Set up in 1981 as an autonomous organiza-
tion of the State Government, the Madhya 
Pradesh Council of Science and Technolo-
gy (MPCOST) has been working with the 
mandate of helping the Government har-
ness the potential of science and technology 
(S&T) for socio-economic development of 
the state. A key thrust area of MPCOST 
has been the ‘documentation, validation and 
transcription’ of the TK of the state associ-
ated with biodiversity, also housing the  
Patent Information Centre for enabling in-
ventors and innovators of Madhya Pradesh 
to secure IPRs.  
 Documentation of biodiversity and asso-
ciated TK has also been undertaken in all 
the local bodies of the state through the 
process of preparation of Peoples’ Biodi-
versity Registers (PBRs) by the Biodiversity 
Management Committees (BMCs), under 
the institutional mechanism established by 
the National Biodiversity Act, 2002, and the 
Madhya Pradesh Biological Diversity Rules, 
2004. Even preceding the establishment of 
the statutory mechanism under the biodiver-
sity legislation, the state had undertaken the 
preparation of jal-jameen-jangal registers 
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at the gram panchayat level involving local 
people, non-governmental organizations 
and the Forest Department. According to 
information provided by the Madhya Pra-
desh State Biodiversity Board, 890 PBRs 
(printed) were prepared till 2019, while 
23,557 digital and dynamic PBRs were 
prepared in 2020–21 on the basis of second-
ary data received from the line departments 
and local bodies11.  
 The Tribal Research and Development 
Institute (TRDI) under the Tribal Welfare 
Department of Madhya Pradesh has been 
engaged since 1954 in conducting anthro-
pological research and documenting the 
living traditions of the state’s tribes. A re-
cent publication of TRDI has exhaustively 
documented the knowledge and usage of 
206 medicinal plants in the state, particu-
larly collected from the Guniyas or tradi-
tional healers of the Baiga tribe, who are 
highly sought after even by other commu-
nities across the state and neighbouring 
Chhattisgarh12.  
 In addition, a series of ethno-botanical 
and anthropological studies have been con-
ducted by individual researchers and acade-
mics from higher education institutions on 
the knowledge and usage of medicinal plants 
among various tribes of Madhya Pradesh.  

Conclusion and the way ahead 

As a starting point, the consolidation and 
stock-taking of the existing TK databases 
would ensure that the proposed state-level 
TK repository need not be built from scra-
tch and that the expertise available in the 
state in these different agencies could be 
harnessed. However, it may be admitted 
that the earlier documentation initiatives 
were carried out on a piecemeal basis at 
different points in time, with agencies 
working in silos with different objectives, 
adhering to different formats and procedu-
res for the collection of information, and 
different rules pertaining to use and access 
with considerable duplication. 
 Sensitive to the fact that a poorly con-
ceived and implemented documentation 

initiative would do more harm than good, 
a consolidated approach with clearly laid-
out guidelines and protocols governing the 
different stages of documentation (pre-, 
during and post-), as well as clarity regard-
ing the roles and responsibilities of differ-
ent actors would be the way forward. The 
nodal agency for MPSTIP–MPCOST is 
ideally suited for housing the state-level 
repository as well as providing leadership 
to the documentation efforts while achiev-
ing synergies with the other actors in the 
field. Access to the documented TK needs 
to be governed by clear rules. Such a repo-
sitory could pave the way for the TK holders 
and tribal communities of Madhya Pradesh 
to enter into benefit-sharing agreements to 
commercialise their knowledge. It is to its 
advantage that Madhya Pradesh already has 
a fairly robust State Biodiversity Board 
with the requisite set-up, experience and en-
abling regulatory environment to facilitate 
access and benefit-sharing agreements. It 
cannot be overemphasized that for such a 
repository to realize its objectives in letter 
and spirit, it is imperative to build the capa-
city of the TK holders and tribal communi-
ties to make informed decisions with respect 
to their TK, to grant or even refuse to grant 
access while negotiating contracts, if they 
so desire, to their advantage. In the least, 
such a documentation project must be non-
coercive, ensuring prior informed consent 
of the TK holders and tribal communities 
at every stage, with due consideration to 
their customary laws and practices, while 
safeguarding their control over the docu-
mented TK13. 
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