
Are patent trolls strangling sustainable innovation? 
 

Disputes over intellectual property have risen dramatically over the last few 

years and, despite the global advantage green technologies offer, they have not 

been immune from these battles over ownership. 

According to the latest figures published by the World Intellectual Property 

Organisation, applications to patent greentech have risen by over 6% since 

2011, making it one of the leading growth areas for IP. Over the same period 

we've seen increasingly urgent global efforts to preserve the environment and 

avert lasting impact on society. So how is the volatile IP climate affecting the 

development of green technologies and the pace of progress towards a 

sustainable future? 

Patents were originally conceived as temporary defensive measures to protect 

and promote innovation. They grant the holder exclusive rights to make, use or 

sell an invention for up to 20 years. The aim was to ensure businesses investing 

time and effort into developing technology have the opportunity to 

commercialise it without competition from firms that haven't made the same 

commitment. 

However, the ability to sell or licence patents for a fee has led to a slow 

proliferation of patent 'trolling' which is now threatening the creation of new 

sustainable systems and products. 

Patent trolls are non-manufacturing companies which acquire and exploit 

libraries of patents to extract licensing fees from creative firms. Small entities, 

such as entrepreneurs, are particularly at risk from trolling, as their limited 

budgets often prevent them from contesting spurious claims. Although multi-

million pound battles between wealthy technology firms may dominate media 

coverage, recent figures suggest that 60% of patent litigation is now brought by 

patent trolls mostly against firms with low annual incomes. 

For sustainable development, the danger is that trolling replaces the financial 

protection that patents offer with financial encumbrance. This reduces the 

incentive to turn green ideas into green technology and impairs the creativity 

that is at the core of sustainable progress. 

 


