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 The Annex to this document contains a proposal concerning the language of 
nucleotide and/or amino acid sequence listings disclosed in international 
applications, submitted for consideration at the fourth session of the Meeting 
of International Authorities under the PCT.  This proposal is based on a 
proposal that was the subject of an exchange of views among the European 
Patent Office, the Japanese Patent Office and the United States Patent and 
Trademark Office in Tokyo in May 1994, during a technical meeting in the 
context of those Offices’ trilateral cooperation. 
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SEQUENCE LISTINGS 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
1. The present document addresses the question of international applications 

which, in accordance with Rules 5.2 and 13ter PCT, must contain a nucleotide 
and/or amino-acid sequence listing (SL) on paper and in machine-readable 
form. 

 
2. Most specifically, the aim of the document is to put under discussion in MIA an 

outline for a common PCT standard to allow the applicant to draw up a single 
sequence listing on paper and in machine-readable form which would be 
acceptable to the competent ISA and to the designated/ elected Offices. 

 
3. The problem here is one of language, as explained below. 
 
 
II. THE LANGUAGE PROBLEM 
 
4. A SL is a highly specialised technical description, the core of which are the 

sequences themselves, written down in the universally accepted genetic 
alphabet (nucleotides) and/or a three-letter code (amino acids). 
This part of any SL is language-independent. 
In addition, the SL also contains general information (bibliographic data 
relating to the applicant and the application) and data relating to each 
sequence (such as length, type, strandedness etc.). 

 
5. The updated WIPO Standard ST. 23 issued in 19931 has rationalised the 

presentation of the general information and other data elements by 
recommending the use of numeric identifiers for all data element headings.  As 
a result, the data element HEADINGS in any SL are also language- 
independent (see Annex 1 to ST. 24 = Annex 1 to this paper). 

 
 

…/… 

                                                 
1  The revised text was adopted by the PCPI Executive Coordination Committee at its session from 13 to 17 December  

1993. 
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6. As to the data elements per se, four different categories can be distinguished: 
 

(a) language-independent bibliographic data (relating to the applicant etc.); 
 

(b) feature data, relating to sequences, of the kind given in internationally 
recognised lists of abbreviations and technical terms, and thus regarded 
as language-independent.  It is proposed to use the DDBJ/EMBL/ 
GenBank Feature Table2, as recommended in WIPO Standard ST. 23, 
point 22; 

 
(c) language-dependent data elements, relating to the sequences, of the kind 

not yet covered by the standard and/or the feature table; 
 
 (d) language-dependent data terms comprising free text. 
 
 Significance of language-dependent features 
 
7. The following considerations need to be borne in mind when assessing the 

significance of language-dependent data terms in SLs for patent offices and 
patent information users: 

 
 The Trilateral Offices (EPO, JPO, USPTO) have made the following proposal 

regarding compulsory and optional elements to be included in SLs: 
 

(i) only numeric identifiers of data element headings, as defined in ST. 23 
and ST. 24, should be used in SLs submitted under the PCT and 
national/regional procedures; 

 
(ii) not all of the data headings listed in ST. 23 and ST. 24 should be 

mandatory (the proposed selection of data headings is indicated in Annex 
3;  this selection is considered to be sufficient for identifying the sequence 
(listing) and for carrying out a good quality computerised search.  All the 
data elements which belong to the selected mandatory data 
headings are language-independent; 

 
(iii) other data elements are optional and may be useful for the evaluation 

 
 

…/… 

                                                 
2  This table - a copy of which is attached as Annex 2 - can be obtained from DNA Data Bank of Japan, Laboratory of 

Genetic Information Analysis, Center for Genetic Information Research, National Institute of Genetics, Mishina, 
Shizuoka 
411 Japan; The European Molecular Biology Laboratory, Postfach 10.2209, D-69117 Heidelberg, Germany; 
NCBI/GenBank, 
National Center for Biotechnology Information, National Library of Medicine, National Institutes of Health, 8600 Rockville 
Pike, Bethesda, MD 20894, USA. 
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of the result of the computerised search and for the creation of a 
database entry for the Trilateral patent sequence database; most of these 
other data elements are also included in the DDBJ/EMBL/GenBank 
Feature Table. 

 
8. Annex 4 contains a specimen SL for an application drawn up in French 

comprising: 
 
(i) only the proposed mandatory elements 
 
(ii) mandatory elements and optional language-independent 

(bibliographic) elements 
 
(iii) mandatory elements, optional language-independent (bibliographic) 

elements, and optional language-independent (feature) elements 
described in the DDBJ/EMBL/GenBank Feature Table 

 
(iv) mandatory elements, optional language-independent (bibliographic) 

elements, optional language-independent (feature) elements described in 
the DDBJ/EMBL/GenBank Feature Table and language-dependent 
elements not included in the Feature Table 

 
(v) mandatory elements, optional language-independent (bibliographic) 

elements, optional language-independent (feature) elements described in 
the DDBJ/EMBL/GenBank Feature Table, language-dependent elements 
not included in the Feature Table, and free text. 

 
 From a comparison of the data under (iii) with alternatives (iv) and (v) in the 

above-mentioned Annex, it is clear that language-dependent text accounts for 
a only a tiny proportion of the information in the SL. 

 
9. The language used in the search databases, e.g. the Trilateral Patent 

Sequence Database is English.  This means that if any language-dependent 
text is supplied in a language other than English, it must be translated before 
being captured in the database.  This is currently carried out by the sequence 
database producers and puts the Offices to extra expense. 

 
 

…/… 
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Situation of the applicant 
 
10. The existing situation is unsatisfactory for applicants, because if they wish to 

include language-dependent elements in the SL of a given application, they 
may have to make repeated alterations to the SLs originally encoded on 
computer in order to satisfy the language requirements of the various 
national/regional patent offices for second filings or for entry into the 
national/regional phase under the PCT1 and produce a corresponding number 
of diskettes. 

 
 Because of their technical complexity, drawing up SLs in different languages is 

time-consuming, and there is always a risk of errors occurring which may be 
prejudicial to the rights of the applicant. 

 
11. Language-dependent technical terms are very similar from one language to 

another. For example, compare “ADN genomique” with “Genomic DNA” in 
Annex 4/iv or “Site de restriction ECURI” with “ECORI restriction site” in Annex 
4/v.  Demanding that such terms be translated is thus - arguably - over- 
formalistic, especially as the databases used in this field are generally 
exclusively in English. 

 
 In any case, it is expected that the DDBJ/EMBL/GenBank Feature Table will be 

updated from time to time to include new terms, leaving the number of 
language-dependent terms at a low rate. 

 
 
III. PROPOSAL 
 
12. The solution to the language problem addresses separately: 
 

(a) the requirements for sequence listings submitted by the applicant during 
the international phase (Rules 5.2 and 13ter.1 PCT); and 

 
(b) the requirements of the designated/elected Offices under Rule 13ter.2 

PCT. 
 

(a) International phase 
 
13. It is proposed that on an optional basis for the applicant the language- 

dependent elements of sequence listings should be exempt from the principle 
that the entire application must be drafted in one and the same language, and 
 

 
…/… 
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 that they be accepted in English even if the rest of the application is in another 

language subject to the following conditions: 
 

(i) the language-dependent elements must be kept to a minimum by using 
feature data from the DDBJ/EMBL/GenBank Feature Table and limiting 
the length of any free text (possibly 50 characters); 

 
(ii) the definitions of the feature data included in the DDBJ/EMBL/GenBank 

Feature Table are available in the PCT languages. 
 
(b) National/regional phase 
 
14. Any designated/elected Office might require that the SL on entry into the 

national/regional phase be complemented with a glossary containing the 
translation (into the prescribed language) of the English language-dependent 
elements used in the SL. 

 
 Annex 5 contains a specimen glossary produced for the example in Annex 4(v). 
 
 
IV. CONCLUSIONS 
 
15. The proposal brings the following advantages: 
 

(a) To the extent that the applicant files a SL drawn up in English where the 
application is drawn up in another language, the ISAs get a SL in the 
language of the database and may thus proceed directly with the 
international search and capturing the SL in the database does not need 
any further translation. 

 
(b) Once the SL has been drawn up on paper and on diskette, the applicant 

can use it for any designated/elected Office provided that the SL on paper 
is supplemented by a glossary, if the designated/elected Office so 
requires. 
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