
USPTO and FDA Continue to Focus on Patent
Quality in the Pharmaceutical Industry

After a recent reminder from the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO)
regarding the duties of disclosure and reasonable inquiry during examination of a patent application
and a Request for Comments (RFC) on the USPTO initiatives to ensure “robustness and reliability” of
patent rights,[1] the Director of the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office published a third notice in
less than four months.  The latest notice is in conjunction with the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) to further the discussion surrounding the patent practices of the pharmaceutical industry (87
Fed. Reg. 67019 (November 7, 2022)).  Specifically, the notice is of a public listening session and
request for comments (PLS/RFC).

Against the backdrop of President Biden’s Competition Executive Order (EO) that calls for action “to
help ensure that the patent system, while incentivizing innovation, does not unjustifiably delay
generic drug or biosimilar competition beyond that reasonably contemplated by applicable law,” as
well as Congressional and public interest in this goal, the stated purpose of the present notice of the
PLS/RFC is to obtain public input for areas of joint USPTO-FDA collaboration and engagement with
respect to the pharmaceutical industry to promote greater access to medicines for American
families.

In particular, the USPTO and FDA are seeking feedback from a broad group of stakeholders, most
notably, patients and their caregivers, patient advocates, representatives from regulated industry,
including companies that sell branded medicines, generic drugs and biosimilars, healthcare
organizations, payers and insurers, academic institutions, public interest groups, and the general
public.

The background of the notice of the PLS/RFC describes the response to the EO and details certain
communications between the USPTO and the FDA in furtherance of its objectives.  More specifically,
in a letter from the USPTO to the FDA, initiatives for collaboration were outlined including exploring
joint USPTO-FDA public engagements, providing examiners with training on publicly available FDA
resources, exploring consistency in representations made to the USPTO and the FDA, revisiting
patent term extension (PTE) practice, exploring the policies surrounding the use of “skinny labels,”
and being open to discussing “patent thickets,” “evergreening,” and “product hopping.”

Further, in the current notice, the USPTO states in a footnote that this collaborative PLS/RFC is in
parallel with the USPTO’s initial RFC.  The initial RFC included new USPTO initiatives to advance
the EO; such initiatives include seeking input on enhancing processes for information disclosure
statements and the identification of key prior art, considering applying greater scrutiny to
continuation patent applications and use of declaratory evidence during patent prosecution,
revisiting terminal disclaimer practice and procedures for third party input during prosecution, and
conducting a comparative analysis of the prosecution and grant of “pharmaceutical and biological
patents” in the United States versus other countries.
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Although the USPTO notice on disclosure requirements and the initial RFC include all technologies,
it is clear that the focus of the USPTO/FDA’s inquiries are related to the pharmaceutical and
biologics industries.

More specifically, with respect to the PLS/RFC, its inquiries include considering what FDA resources
may be available to USPTO examiners to assess patentability, e.g., determining whether inconsistent
statements were made to the USPTO and the FDA, using AIA proceedings to address the
patentability of claims in pharmaceutical and biotechnological patents, revisiting PTE practices,
understanding “skinny label” practice, and generally promoting greater availability of generic
products.  The PLS/RFC also seeks input on the questions posed in the USPTO letter to the FDA
mentioned above.

The in-person PLS at the USPTO is scheduled for January 19, 2023, from 10 am to 5 pm (ET), for
which preregistration is needed to speak.  Written comments to the PLS/RFC will be accepted until
February 6, 2023, with the comments to the initial RFC of the USPTO extended until February 1,
2023.

Stakeholders are encouraged to participate and we will monitor how the USPTO and the FDA
respond to these hotly debated topics that impact almost every American.

 

[1] See 87 FR 45764 (July 29, 2022) and 87 FR 60130 (October 4, 2022), respectively.  See also
USPTO Publishes Notice Calling Out Pharmaceutical Industry, Goodwin Life Sciences
Perspective blog, July 29, 2022; and USPTO Doubles Down Calling Out Pharmaceutical
Industry, Goodwin Life Sciences Perspective blog, October 19, 2022, respectively.
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