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International patenting activity 
and the Paris Convention of 1883

In the centuries leading up to the Industrial Revolution, patents tended to be a 
strictly local affair.  The idea that the same invention may already be known or 
protected elsewhere was generally immaterial.  In fact, the definition of ‘inventor’ 
was applied equally to the very first originator of a product or process, or to the 
person responsible for first importing a known idea into their own country.  

A non-national applicant could not always expect to be treated on an equal footing 
with a national one; indeed, under the law of the short-lived Republic of Texas, only 
citizens of the Republic or those who were seeking citizenship were eligible as 
patent applicants, and even if they were granted a patent it would only stay in force 
for as long as the proprietor remained within the country.  

Throughout the nineteenth century, the concept that a single person (natural or 
legal) could hold a family of equivalent patents in multiple countries was much less 
recognised in national patent laws, and consequently the need for patent offices to 
exchange information about ‘equivalent’ applications was not of pressing concern.

On 11th April 1851, the United Kingdom Parliament passed the Protection of 
Inventions Act (14 & 15 Vict. Cap. VIII), a mere 19 days before the Great Exhibition 
of 1851 was due to open. This Act allowed exhibitors at the Exhibition to disclose 
their inventions until the end of that year without jeopardising their rights to a 
subsequent patent grant. 

By the time of the corresponding 1873 Weltaustellung in Vienna, some exhibitors 
were still reluctant to attend due to fears of lack of protection for their products 
overseas, irrespective of whether they were patented in the exhibitors’ home 
country; accordingly, the Austro-Hungarian Government passed a special law “for 
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the provisional protection of articles introduced at the Vienna Exposition”.   
This stop-gap measure echoed the 1851 British practice and steps taken at later 
Exhibitions in 1855 (Paris), 1862 (London) and 1867 (Paris), but was clearly not 
satisfactory as a long-term solution. 

Continuing concerns from industry and lawyers were voiced during the parallel 
International Patent Congress the same year, which was the starting point of 
negotiation towards the Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial Property, 
ten years later.  This laid down for the first time the agreed principles of national 
treatment (i.e. equally favourable to non-national and national applicants) and the 
mutual recognition of priority of applications made in any of the contracting states.  
Thus was established the means for identification of patent families, and the need 
for exchange of bibliographic data between national patent offices.
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Standards for information  
exchange; the work of ICIREPAT 
and WIPO ST.9

After the entry into force of the Paris Convention on 7th July 1884, and into the first 
half of the twentieth century, published patent documents began to carry additional 
information relevant to priority claims.  However, the means of recording these data 
were not universally consistent; neither was the level of detail provided.   

An example is shown at Figure 1 and Figure 2; the British document refers to the 
priority date of a US filing, but fails to supply the priority application number. This 
makes it more difficult for present-day database producers to link together mem-
bers of the same patent family with any degree of certainty, and certainly cannot be 
achieved using digitised data on a purely algorithmic basis.

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: United Kingdom equivalent patent, with incomplete priority data 

 

 

Figure 2: United States grant of priority applica6on, with serial number. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: United Kingdom equivalent patent, with incomplete priority data
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Other bibliographic elements such as the inventor/applicant names were usually 
present on published documents of this era, but not necessarily separated out or 
presented in what we would recognise as distinct fields; Figure 3 from the same 
two patents shows that each publishing authority recorded slightly different  
information about the inventor, and in both cases it is embedded in the first  
paragraph of the main text. 

Equally important for information retrieval purposes is the lack of a distinct  
abstract – the nearest equivalent was sometimes found as a short paragraph at the 
beginning of the text, which could (as now) vary hugely in its informational value, 
as a means of informing third parties about the central features of the invention. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: United Kingdom equivalent patent, with incomplete priority data 

 

 

Figure 2: United States grant of priority applica6on, with serial number. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: United States grant of priority application, with serial number.

Figure 3: Variable inventor information on GB specification (above) and US specification (below)

 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Variable inventor informa6on on GB specifica6on (above) and US specifica6on (below) 

 

 

Figure 4: Bibliographic data from Japanese grant document 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Variable inventor informa6on on GB specifica6on (above) and US specifica6on (below) 

 

 

Figure 4: Bibliographic data from Japanese grant document 
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The increasingly-global business of filing and obtaining patents brought new  
challenges to users in the form of multi-lingual texts, numbering systems and  
calendars.  The Japanese granted patent at Figure 4 may be clearly identified as 
number 131055 (red box), but only if the user is familiar with the appropriate sy 
mbol set; in the same way, the date of grant can be understood as 13th July,  
but in the year Showa 14, not 1939 (blue box).

By the 1960s, the issues of data exchange and information retrieval began to  
be addressed by a committee formed of the major examining (as opposed to  
registering) patent offices.  The ICIREPAT group (International Cooperation for  
Information Retrieval among Examining PATent offices) developed a number of 
documentation standards over the period between 1962-1970.  

 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Variable inventor informa6on on GB specifica6on (above) and US specifica6on (below) 

 

 

Figure 4: Bibliographic data from Japanese grant document 

 

 

Figure 4: Bibliographic data from Japanese grant document
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By 1967, an early version of bibliographic field identifiers, known as INID codes 
(ICIREPAT Numbers for the Identification of Data, later WIPO ST.9) was introduced 
as Recommendation STAC III No.62d, followed later by a Standard Code for  
Identification of Different Kinds of Patent Documents (ICIREPAT SI.8, later to be 
known as WIPO ST.16, the Kind of Document suffix codes).  

From 1970 onwards, with the completion of the Patent Cooperation Treaty and in 
the run-up to its entry into force, the need for standardization – at least between 
the International Search Authorities – became more acute.  The early version of 
INID codes (later re-designated as “International Numbers…” rather than “ICIREPAT 
Numbers…”) had already been adopted by a number of major offices, appearing 
gradually on US documents after 4th August 1970 (see Figure 5), and an expanded 
version of the codes was brought into force on 1st January 1973. Documents  
published at the time often emphasise that a primary motivation for the use of 
these new codes was to assist users to identify key bibliographic elements of  
patent documents published in unfamiliar languages or scripts; this need was  
recognised long before the 21st century tsunami of Chinese and other Asian  
languages began to make itself felt to the patent information industry. 

Figure 5: Early example of US use of INID codes

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Early example of US use of INID codes 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 6: Comparison of CNIPA (top) and USPTO (bo\om) prac6ce in capture of Budapest Treaty data 
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Problem solved? – the issue of 
partial or incomplete adoption

The success of any standard lies in the hands of the actual or prospective adopters.  
Unless a standard is convenient and straighforward to implement, there is always 
the risk that it may become distorted in day-to-day practice, either through  
mis-application of the recommendations or adoption of only parts of the standard, 
thus creating areas of uncertainly for the subsequent searcher. 

The latest version of the WIPO “CWS Survey on the use of WIPO Standards” lists 
returns from up to 44 patent offices worldwide, across all standards.  The results for 
the 40 offices which returned the questionnaire with respect to their use of the 
bibliographic standard ST.9 show that 33 offices reported complete implementation, 
2 partial implementation and 5 non-implementation.  It is of interest to note that the 
two countries reporting only partial implementation (Saudi Arabia and El Salvador) 
both noted that production of a standardised front page was not mandatory under 
their patent law, which accounted for the non-implementation.  It is perhaps a  
salutory reminder that users and standard-setting organisations alike should not 
assume that all national offices have adopted – or will adopt – the same basic  
documentation practices as the well-established or mature patent systems.

Progress towards completing the puzzle
The 1973 edition of the INID code listing contained 33 field codes.  Notable by 
their absence is any method of recording information about designated states in 
regional patent systems or international patent applications (neither the EPO nor 
the PCT were operational at this time), and certain elements now considered  
mandatory, such as INID (13) for the Kind of Document code.  

Only a few patent offices in this period published their specifications more than 
once (the Netherlands, West Germany, Japan) so the latter identifier was yet to 
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assume its current importance.  The current edition of ST.9 has 59 available fields, 
including the new (80) and (90) series for regional and international data; the only 
codes to be deleted since 1973 are INID (53) for the Universal Decimal Classification 
and INID (55) for Keywords, both dropped in 1997.

Encouraging though it may be to observe an 80+ % report of ‘complete implemen-
tation’ in the CWS survey, this still leaves both user and database producer with no 
hard data on the situation of the remaining 100+ patent offices worldwide.   
These are generally smaller offices in terms of volume of patents granted per year, 
which are also less likely to originate documents or bibliographic data in electronic 
form.  Consequently, converting the patent data from these smaller offices into  
standardised bibliographic databases is doubly complicated.  Even today, it raises 
challenges to achieving the stated objective of the INID standard as per paragraph 2 
– that of improving access to documentation “without knowledge of the  
language used and the industrial property laws, conventions or treaties applied”. 

Furthermore, a questionnaire report of ‘complete implementation’ does not always 
guarantee that all parts of the standard are used with equal efficiency.  It was 
foreseen that smaller patent offices may not be accustomed to recording the level 
of detail which the current standard calls for, so it is permitted to group certain 
elements under a single code (e.g. under code (30) instead of defining elements 
(31), (32) and (33) separately).  A similar concession is found under Paragraph 12 of  
the Standard, which recognises that not all codes are used on every document,  
and states that “If bibliographic data to which INID codes are assigned…do not  
appear on the first page of a patent document…because they are not applicable…it is 
not necessary to call attention to the non-existence of such elements…”.  These  
variations are convenient but may lead to unintended consequences.

Variations in adoption
The same caveats which are designed to improve implementation can result in 
patent offices only gaining familiarity with a small selection of the available codes 
(those which are used regularly).  When faced with an unusual data element, it may 
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not be recorded in compliance with the standard simply because the applicant, 
patent office or both are unaware that provision is made within the standard for it 
to be recorded systematically, rather than on an ad hoc basis.  

One example of this problem is INID code (83), designed to capture information 
about microorganism deposits as part of the patent application process.  Only a 
very small proportion of a typical year’s filing activity will include documents  
where these data are present.  Different offices seem to vary in their use of the 
available INID code and corresponding data tag, or recording the information in 
free text form elsewhere in the specification.  

Figure 6 shows an example of two documents from different offices, where the 
same data are treated differently.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Early example of US use of INID codes 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 6: Comparison of CNIPA (top) and USPTO (bo\om) prac6ce in capture of Budapest Treaty data 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Early example of US use of INID codes 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 6: Comparison of CNIPA (top) and USPTO (bo\om) prac6ce in capture of Budapest Treaty data 
Figure 6: Comparison of CNIPA (top) and USPTO (bottom) practice in capture of Budapest Treaty data
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Although the documents are not equivalents, both include claims which involve the 
use of the same microorganism; one authority uses the ST.9 data field, the other 
records the information in a free text paragraph.

This inconsistency in data handling has the unfortunate consequence of rendering 
the designated field label unreliable, such that it cannot be used as a means of 
ensuring comprehensive retrieval of all the relevant documents.  Both patent 
offices and patent information professionals need to ensure that they keep up to 
date with legal or regulation changes which could affect their documentation.  
Although the Budapest Treaty entered into force in 1980, it was not until 1992 that 
new PCT Regulation 48.2(viii) required the PCT publication to include “the indicati-
ons in relation to deposited biological material furnished under Rule 13bis separately 
from the description, together with an indication of the date on which the Internatio-
nal Bureau received such indications”.

Other variations in national patent office practice may lead to variations in inter-
pretation and application of ST.9.  Although these may be superficially trivial, they 
can cause problems in creating algorithms or search protocols for handling large 
volumes of multi-national patent data, when data elements are tagged “in the 
wrong place” when compared with the majority opinion.  For example, a user 
wishing to analyse the time interval between publication of an unexamined 
application and publication of a corresponding granted patent can search granted 
European Patents (EP-B1 documents) and extract the desired data from INID (45) 
(date of making available to the public…a patent document on which grant has taken 
place…) and INID (43) (date of making available to the public….an unexamined patent 
document, on which no grant has taken place…) respectively. 

The same protocol could be used for documents from most of Western Europe and 
Asia.  However, to obtain the same information for US patent documents, the user 
would initially have to limit their search to US-B2 documents (since US-B1 docu-
ments are grants with no preceding published application) and then search for 
data at INID (45) and INID (65), not (43).  The reason for the change is that the 
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USPTO records any corresponding early publication date in this different field 
which is defined as “Number [sic] of a previously published patent document con-
cerning the same application” and (fortunately for the user) has chosen to include 
the date [sic] of early publication as well.

A further range of issues which affect bulk data preparation and analysis arise  
because ST.9 is itself dependent upon other WIPO Standards.  If these related  
standards are inconsistently applied, the resulting ST.9 fields become less reliable 
 for search purposes.  For example, INID (13) is listed as one of the minimum 
front-page data elements, and contains the Kind of Document code from ST.16.  
However, ST.16 is worded in a way which allows for substantial variation in the 
choice of code.  Consequently, a database producer or searcher wishing (for  
example) to identify utility models can only do so by first ascertaining how each 
office has chosen to code such documents at INID (13), and then combining this 
data element with the correct INID (19) code for the office or organization  
publishing the document.  A search for all documents using the -U or -Y code alone 
will miss utility models from (amongst others) France (FR-A3, FR-B3), Hong Kong 
(HK-A2) and Slovenia (SI-A2).

Empty fields and data holes
The huge increase in the popularity of the PCT as a mechanism for multi-national 
patent filing has brought with it some increasing difficulties in establishing a 
standard way of linking members of a patent family.  This is due in part to local 
differences in documenting the transition from the international to the national or 
regional phase, which must precede any grants arising from an international 
application.  

Although the ST.9 standard provides for a range of different fields to be created 
and populated, some of which can be seen as redundant, it is necessary in practice 
to consider all possible fields before being able to comprehensively retrieve a 
complete family.  In Figure 7, the Indonesian gazette notes an ultimate Japanese 
priority at INID (30) and an effective national filing date, derived from the  
intermediate PCT application, at INID (22).  However, the fields (86) and (87) – 
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which are available to record the application and publication data for the PCT 
publication – are not used.  By contrast, the Mexican document, which is part of the 
same family, records only the Japanese priority details at INID (30) together with 
the PCT data at INID (86) and (87).  However, the date at INID (22) for this record is 
different to that of the Indonesian example.  On further investigation, it transpires 
that the date recorded here is the national phase entry date, for which an entirely 
different field (85) already exists but has not been used.

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 7: Comparison of PCT filing data captured by Indonesia (top) and Mexico (bo\om) 

 

Figure 7: Comparison of PCT filing data captured by Indonesia (top) and Mexico (bottom)
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This is not an isolated example of non-use of parts of the Standard.  Policy decisions 
at a given patent office, made at one point in time for very good reasons, may be 
inappropriate in later years (how many of today’s searchers can recall the disruption 
of adapting publication numbers to Y2K-compatible formats?).  As approaches to 
patent search and analysis change, so too does the desire on the part of the 
searching community for more consistent use of different data fields, and usage of 
elements which were at one time considered ‘obvious’ or ‘redundant’ can now 
benefit from being harmonised.  For example, although the International Bureau of 
the PCT makes use of INID code (26) to capture the language of publication of its 
publications, the European Patent Office, which publishes its specifications in 
three different languages, does not do so on its specifications, even though the 
information is stored in the corresponding EPO Register entry.
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“It’s data – but not as we know it…”
There is no doubt that the majority (by volume) of raw electronic patent data is 
much better organised today than in previous years. However, converting old back 
files into usable electronic databases remains a significant challenge. It can be 
difficult to track down exactly when a given patent office started to comply with 
sophisticated user demands for standardised front pages and well-fielded electro-
nic data. Exceptions to “the general rule” will always occur, even amongst major 
offices, whenever a standard leaves certain choices open to discretion.  

Users still face challenges to achieve comprehensive retrieval, notably when 
handling publications from any patent offices which – whilst developing in other 
areas – may still lack an effective IT infrastructure or other technical support.  But 
even the best-equipped publishing authorities do not have a 100% record.  

Figure 8 shows two modern examples of unfielded information on patent front 
pages.  The PCT published application is coded as a WO-A4, and consists of a  
new set of claims, which will be the text forwarded for examination under any 
corresponding national phase.  The date at INID (43) is the date of publication of 
the corresponding WO-A1 document, with the original claims; the “true” date when 
the amended claims were made available to the public is listed in a free text note 
found at the bottom of the front page, after all the INID-coded fields.  

The Egyptian granted front page likewise includes some free text, this time under-
neath the INID (54) title.  Despite it being in Arabic, any user who is familiar with 
the numbering system will be able to identity two calendar dates – 5th August 
2008 and 4th August 2015 i.e. exactly 7 years apart.  Despite the fact that there is 
no INID (13) kind of document code used, this information would lead the skilled 
user to infer that this is a 7-year utility model and not a 20-year patent.

Wherever it occurs, in legacy pages or in modern electronic data, the challenge of 
organising user-critical information into precise searchable fields remains one 
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which is nearly – but not quite – overcome.  As long as exceptions to the rule 
continue to be published, there will be a need for the data provider and the data 
user to be on their guard in the constant battle to achieve highly relevant, focussed 
results from amongst the extraordinary volumes of worldwide patent information.   

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 8: Unfielded data on a modern-day PCT applica6on (top) and an Egyp6an grant (bo\om) 
Figure 8: Unfielded data on a modern-day PCT application (top) and an Egyptian grant (bottom)
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