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FAO POLICY ON INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

1. The Organization is mandated by its Basic Texts, specifically Article I of its Constitution, to “collect, 
analyse, interpret, and disseminate information relating to nutrition, food and agriculture”, and to 
“promote and, where appropriate, (…) recommend national and international action with respect 
to [among others] scientific, technological, social and economic research relating to nutrition, food 
and agriculture” and “the spread of public knowledge of nutritional and agricultural science and 
practice”.  

2. The Organization undertakes a wide variety of activities in furtherance of this constitutional 
mandate. The intellectual outputs of these activities generate Intellectual Property (“IP”).  

II. THE DEFINITION OF “INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY” 

3. IP refers to “creations of the mind, such as inventions; literary and artistic works; designs; and 
symbols, names and images”.1  

4. IP rights include, but are not limited to the following:2 

i. “Copyright” protects creative, literary and artistic works in digital or any tangible formats, 
such as books, music, photographs and films, paintings, apps, computer software code and 
programs, databases, advertisements, maps, and technical drawings.  

 
1 Definition from the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO). 
2 Further information on the different kinds of IP, as well as other forms of IP (i.e. industrial designs, geographical indications, and 
trade secrets) can be found on the WIPO website. Industrial designs and trade secrets are not normally relevant to the 
Organization’s own activities. If activities take place giving rise to these types of IP, these will be addressed on a case-by-case 
basis in accordance with the Intellectual Property Principles set out in this Policy. The Organization’s activities do not give rise to 
specific geographical indications and related intellectual property rights, which are outside the scope of this Policy and addressed 
by other relevant strategies and guidance. 

https://www.wipo.int/about-ip/en/


ii. A “trademark” protects a sign, symbol or phrase – such as a logo or brand – that distinguishes 
the goods or services of one enterprise from those of other enterprises. 

iii.  A “patent” protects a technical invention, such as a new product or a process, and can 
include, for example, mechanical processes, machine designs, or chemical compositions.  

III. SCOPE AND APPLICATION 

5. This Policy sets out the overarching principles governing the Organization’s management of IP and 
applies to all FAO internal activities involving IP and IP rights, whether owned by the Organization 
or third parties.  

6. This Policy is an internal corporate policy that does not aim at providing regulatory guidance for 
FAO Members. In particular, this Policy does not set out guidance for FAO Members or third parties 
on their management of IP rights related to nutrition, food and agriculture. 

7. FAO personnel3 are responsible for compliance with this Policy. All other rules, policies, procedures 
and guidelines addressing specific aspects of IP and IP rights must be interpreted and implemented 
in accordance with this Policy. In the case of any inconsistency, this Policy will prevail. 

IV. THE INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY PRINCIPLES 

8. The Organization is committed to managing IP fairly and with integrity, responsibility and 
accountability. It is also committed to respect the IP rights of third parties, including but not limited 
to FAO Members, beneficiaries, partners, indigenous peoples, and other stakeholders. These 
commitments are reflected in the Principles set out below.   

9. The general practice of the Organization in managing IP is set out in Sections VI, VII and VIII below. 
Where there is no specific procedure in place, matters related to IP will be addressed on a  
case-by-case basis, guided by the Principles. 

PRINCIPLE 1. Global public goods  

10. The materials, created by, or on behalf of the Organization, in its role as a global knowledge 
organization delivering its mandate, must be considered as global public goods, and subject to 
broad and unrestricted dissemination whenever possible. These global public goods will not be 
limited to physical materials, and costs or geographical location should not serve as a barrier to 
their access.  

11. The enjoyment of, and access to, cultural heritage, scientific knowledge, technology, and 
opportunities to contribute to scientific enterprise, without discrimination to the benefits of science 
and its applications, is a fundamental consideration. Access must be provided as openly as possible 
to all scientific knowledge and their applications owned by the Organization and/or produced on 
the Organization's behalf.  

12. Notwithstanding the above, IP containing sensitive material including confidential or strictly 
confidential data must be addressed in accordance with the Data Protection Policy set out in 
Administrative Circular 2022/06 and related guidance (see paragraph 20 below).   

 
3 “FAO personnel” refers to staff members and other individuals engaged by the Organization, within the meaning of  
Staff Regulation 301.13.6, which includes, inter alia, all staff members, whether on continuing, fixed-term or  
short-term contractual arrangements, as well as all non-staff personnel such as consultants, subscribers to  
Personnel Services Agreements, Volunteers, Interns, National Project Personnel and any other type of personnel recruited for 
services in the Organization. 

https://intranet.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/FAO_Communications/ac/1_AC2022-06-v2.pdf


PRINCIPLE 2. Dissemination through ownership of IP rights  

13. The ownership of IP rights by the Organization is an integral part of the delivery of its technical 
mandate, enabling the Organization to secure the widest possible dissemination of knowledge 
through the materials it produces.  

14. Ownership of IP rights also ensures that the Organization can prevent the inappropriate use of its 
materials and that the dissemination of such materials is not restricted in a manner inconsistent 
with its mandate and policies. 

PRINCIPLE 3. Dissemination for impact  

15. The Organization’s global public goods must be disseminated for maximum impact. This will be 
achieved through “open” standards for information access.   

16. Notwithstanding the above, the Organization will not disseminate information or materials subject 
to confidentiality obligations, existing third-party rights and restrictions for the utilization of such 
third-party information or materials, unless otherwise agreed with the IP owner.  

PRINCIPLE 4. Respect for third party IP rights  

17. The IP rights of third party collaborators that transfer data and information to the Organization, or 
otherwise allow the Organization to use their materials for the advancement of its mandate, must 
be respected.  

18. The Organization will not claim ownership of IP rights of third parties and will not transfer or 
disclose such materials to others without the consent of the IP owner.   

19. When the Organization is allowed to use a third party’s materials, the terms and conditions for this 
use must be documented and strictly complied with.   

PRINCIPLE 5. Sensitive or confidential information or materials  

20. FAO personnel may handle IP that includes sensitive, confidential or strictly confidential 
information (e.g. databases containing sensitive project data or personal data). This type of 
information, including data provided to the Organization by third parties, must be processed, 
protected and, where necessary, disclosed strictly in accordance with Sections III, IV, V, VI and VII 
of the Data Protection Policy. 

V. APPLICABLE LAW, PRIVILEGES AND IMMUNITIES  

21. The Organization’s activities are governed by the rules of international law and the Organization is 
not subject to national or regional laws, including national or regional laws addressing IP. This  
 Policy is without prejudice to the status of the Organization, and its privileges and immunities, in 
particular the inviolability of its property and assets (including its IP), and immunity from every form 
of legal process.4  

22. The Organization is granted privileges and immunities to enable it to deliver its mandate. They are 
not intended to deprive legitimate claimants of remedies in case of wrongdoing by the Organization 

 
4 See Section 125 of the FAO Administrative Manual. In particular, Section 4 of the Convention on the Privileges and Immunities 
of the Specialized Agencies provides that “[t]he specialized agencies, their property and assets, wherever located and by 
whomsoever held, shall enjoy immunity from every form of legal process except in so far as in any particular case they have 
expressly waived their immunity. It is, however, understood that no waiver of immunity shall extend to any measure of execution”. 



or its personnel. Accordingly, where allegations of breach of IP rights arise, they must be addressed 
appropriately (see paragraphs 37 and 38 below). 

VI. INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF THE ORGANIZATION 

The Organization’s ownership of IP rights 

23. The Organization will normally be the sole owner of the IP rights in materials acquired, created or 
generated by it. This includes, but is not limited to, studies, publications and information materials, 
statistics, digital platforms including databases, apps and software, web content, photographs and 
videos. This position is reflected in the standard agreements concluded by the Organization, such 
as Memoranda of Understanding, contribution and other agreements governing voluntary 
contributions, and standard terms and conditions for procurement contracts. 

24. The Organization owns the IP in materials created by FAO personnel in the course of their 
employment with the Organization, as well as materials created on the Organization’s behalf, such 
as materials developed through services procured under Letters of Agreement under Section 507 
of the FAO Administrative Manual or contracts under Section 502 of the FAO  
Administrative Manual. Breach of the Organization’s IP rights by FAO personnel or service providers 
will be addressed in accordance with the applicable terms and conditions of the concerned 
contractual arrangements. 

Sharing or transfer of ownership of IP rights 

25. The Organization may agree to share its IP rights with other UN system entities or 
intergovernmental organizations, provided that those other entities have provided a substantial 
intellectual contribution to the material in question.  

26. The Organization may agree to share IP rights with an FAO Member if that Member has provided a 
substantial intellectual contribution to the material in question.  

27. The Organization may agree to transfer ownership of IP rights to a Member Nation in products 
developed under country-specific activities. This allows the relevant Member Nation to assume 
responsibility for ongoing maintenance and development of the material beyond the intervention 
of the Organization. This may be necessary to ensure compliance with Financial Regulation 6.7, 
which provides that the Organization cannot accept voluntary contributions that may result in any 
additional budgetary burden for all its Members without approval of the FAO Conference.5 In these 
cases, in recognition of its technical contribution, the Organization should obtain a license from the 
IP owner to use the product for other mandated activities. 

28. The provision of the voluntary contributions used by the Organization to create a product does not 
provide a basis for a resource partner to own or share the IP rights in that product.  

29. The sharing or transfer of IP rights must be reflected in written agreements (such as relevant project 
agreements). 

Open licensing and commercial use 

30. In most cases, individual permissions are not required for the use of the Organization’s products. 
All publications and documents available in the FAO Document Repository are subject to the 

 
5 For example, a software programme developed for a beneficiary country using voluntary contribution should not entail long-
term maintenance costs to be charged to the FAO Regular Programme budget after the project has closed. Instead, the IP rights 
in that programme should be transferred to the beneficiary Government at the end of the project. 

http://www.fao.org/publications


Organization’s Open Access Policy6 as may be amended or updated from time to time. Specific 
statistical databases are subject to the Open Data Licensing for Statistical Databases Policy, as may 
be amended from time to time. The use of other materials may be subject to terms and conditions 
set out on FAO websites or in specific policies.7 

31. Pursuant to the Principles and its Policies, the Organization generally authorizes third parties to 
reuse, redistribute, translate and adapt its materials for non-commercial purposes without prior 
permission. This type of use is subject to the full attribution to the Organization as the source and 
copyright holder, and provided that any derivative works are subject to the same licensing 
conditions as the original work.  

32. IP owned or otherwise produced on behalf of the Organization is generally restricted to  
non-commercial use. Permission for commercial purposes is granted on a case-by-case basis, 
subject to a formal request and explicit written authorization by the Organization, which may 
include specific limitations on the purpose and other conditions. For the purposes of this Policy, 
“commercial use” means any use by, or on behalf of, a for-profit entity, or use by any natural person 
or legal person (non-profit entity) to generate revenue.  

33. The Organization may enter into individual legal agreements (licenses) on a case-by-case basis for 
use of its products that: 

a) are not automatically subject to its Open Access Policy, Open Data Licensing for Statistical 

Databases Policy, or other standard terms and conditions; or 

b) third parties wish to use for commercial purposes. 

34. Requests for advice and templates for standard agreements should be addressed to 
Copyright@fao.org, in accordance with Section IX below. 

VII. INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY OF THIRD PARTIES 

35. The Organization faces legal and reputational risks if its personnel or service providers use or share 
IP owned by third parties in an unauthorized manner.8 Although it is not subject to national or 
regional IP laws, the Organization must respect the IP rights of third parties. This requires FAO 
personnel to: 

a) use the Organization’s materials as far as possible; 

b) if a third party’s IP must be used, check the terms and conditions on which it can be used and, 

if applicable, seek a license from the IP owner; 

c) maintain a record of the terms and conditions for use; and 

d) strictly comply with these terms and conditions. 

36. Requests for advice on the legal clauses9 included in third party agreements/licenses can be 
addressed to the Legal Office. 

 
6 At the time of issuance of this Circular, FAO publications issued after 2018 and selected FAO databases are subject to a 

Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial-Share Alike 3.0 IGO licence (CC BY-NC- SA 3.0 IGO). 
7 See, for example, the FAO mediabase for the Terms and Conditions (fao.org) applicable to FAO photographs, and the  
FAO Software Development Policy for FAO-developed software. 
8 For example, unauthorized use of photographs in technical publications, newsletters and online platforms have led to claims 
against the Organization for compensation and threats of legal action. 
9 In particular, clauses on dispute settlement, applicable law, and privileges and immunities. 

https://www.fao.org/3/I9461EN/I9461en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/ca7570en/ca7570en.pdf
mailto:Copyright@fao.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/
https://mediabase.fao.org/terms-and-conditions
http://intranet.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/cio_site/docs/FAO-Software-Development-Policy.pdf


37.  Where FAO personnel become aware of any breaches by the Organization or its personnel of the  
IP rights of third parties, they must promptly notify their Head.10 The Head should immediately take 
appropriate action to remedy and/or mitigate the breach of IP. If claims of unauthorized use of IP 
are received and threaten litigation, the matter should be referred to the Legal Office, with all 
relevant background information and documentation. 

38. Breaches of the IP rights of third parties by FAO personnel may result in administrative action, 
including disciplinary action for unsatisfactory conduct pursuant to Section 330 of the  
FAO Administrative Manual.  

VIII. THE USE OF THE FAO NAME, LOGO/EMBLEM  

39. The FAO logo and the FAO name (in all FAO official languages) are registered and protected under 
Article 6ter of the Paris Convention for the Protection of Industrial Property, an international treaty 
administered by the World Intellectual Property Organization.  

40. Units/divisions/offices becoming aware of unauthorised use of the FAO logo by a third party should 
first ask that third party to cease using that logo until authorization is obtained from the 
Organization. If no action is taken by the third party in response to that request, the matter should 
be referred to the Legal Office, with as much background information and documentation as 
possible. The Legal Office may, inter alia, request the relevant Member Nation(s) to enforce the 
Organization’s rights through national mechanisms. 

41. Use of the FAO logo must comply with the procedures and rules addressing these matters, which 
are available on the OCC intranet site.  

IX. COORDINATION FOR IP MATTERS 

42. Subject to the contact points identified elsewhere in this Policy or other rules and guidelines, IP 
queries should be addressed to: 

(a) the Office of the Chief Statistician (OCS) (Chief-Statistician@fao.org) for IP queries concerning 
statistics, statistical databases, the Food and Agriculture Microdata Catalogue (FAM), and 
other data and micro-data related activities conducted under Article I of FAO Constitution, 
including but not limited to, their collection, acquisition, compilation, dissemination, terms of 
use and, where applicable, licensing through appropriate legal agreements (e.g. data licensing 
agreements); 

(b) the Office of Communications (OCC) (copyright@fao.org) for IP queries concerning copyright, 
publications, copublishing agreements, licenses for contribution in external journal 
articles/book chapters, promotional and communications materials, the use of the FAO name 
and logo, and digital media (e.g. photography, audio, video, webcasting and social media); 
and  

(c) OCC can be consulted for advice on other IP queries not covered by sub-paragraphs (a) and 
(b) above. 

43. OCS and OCC will coordinate in respect of the IP queries addressed to them, consulting relevant 
units/divisions/offices, as may be appropriate. OCS and OCC will refer IP matters that also raise data 

 
10 For FAO headquarters, “Head” means the Head of Office, Centre or Division at headquarters. For Decentralized Offices, this 
means the concerned Assistant Director-General/Regional Representative, Sub-regional Coordinator, FAO Representative or 
Head of a Liaison Office. 

http://intranet.fao.org/departments/occ/fao_logo/
mailto:Chief-Statistician@fao.org
mailto:copyright@fao.org


protection issues to the Data Protection Unit (DPU), which will oversee that such matters are handled 
in compliance with the Data Protection Policy. 

X. EFFECTIVE DATE 

44. This Administrative Circular has immediate effect. 

 


