
 n Issue a first Off ice action on the merits of the claimed
invention within 14 months from the filing date

n Respond to an applicant's reply to a rejection or appeal
within four months of receipt by the Office

n Act on an application within four months of a decision of
the Board of Patent Appeals and Interferences or the
federal cour ts

n Issue a patent within four months from the payment of
the issue fee

n Issue a patent within 36 months from the filing date

The AIPA also provided for the publication of patent

applications 18 months after filing unless the applicant

requests otherwise upon filing and certifies that the invention

has not and will not be the subject of an application filed in

a foreign country.  Early publication of patent applications

benefits the public, as it provides advance notice of upcoming

technological trends.  In addit ion, provisional rights are

available to the patent applicants to obtain reasonable

royalties if others make, use, sell, or import the invention

during the period between early publication and grant of

patent rights.

Finally, the AIPA established changes in the procedures

available for the reexamination of patents.  It retained the

existing ex parte reexamination procedure.  In addition, it

provided for an optional inter partes reexamination procedure

that expands third-party participation rights by permitting

the third-party requester to comment on each patent owner

response to a first Office action on the merits, as well as to

appeal the Board of Patent Appeals and Interferences, while

prescribing specific estoppel provision applicable to the third-

party requester.

Patent Strategic Planning

In fiscal year 1997, the Patent Business launched its first

strategic plan that included the following five over-arching

goals:

n Reduce processing time to 12 months or less for all
inventions

n Establish fully supported and integrated industry sectors

n Receive applications and publish patents electronically

n Exceed our customers’ quality expectations through the
competencies and empowerment of our employees

n Assess fees commensurate with resource utilization and
customer efficiency

The Patent Business charted its course by these goals,

setting targets to attain them, shaping budgets around them,

and measuring progress toward achieving them.

That first plan served the Patent Business very well.  However,

the passage of the AIPA provided a new framework that

mandated a change in strategic direction. During fiscal year

2000, the Patent Business reevaluated its strategy in terms

of the AIPA, as well as changing external and internal

environments, and developed a new framework to guide us

as we enhance the quality of the products and services

provided to our customers.  The new plan, like the first,

complemented and supported the USPTO’s strategic and

performance goals.

Goal: Enhance the Quality of Our Products

The Patent Business instituted programs to ensure the

quality of our products, such as focus sessions with our

customers on search procedures and clear written

communications of the examiner’s position.  An in-process

review program continued to be enhanced to add areas

that need quality improvement within the Technology

Centers (TCs).

In fiscal year 2000, the USPTO provided guidance concerning

the statutory changes in the AIPA and trained affected

employees.  This included five initiatives to improve

reexamination proceedings.  Final supplemental examination

guidelines for determining the applicability of 35 U.S.C. 112

(6) were published in the Federal Register on June 21, 2000,

and in the Official Gazette on July 25, 2000.  These guidelines

gave examiners clear criteria to determine whether a claim

limitation invokes 35 U.S.C. 112 (6).  Publication of the final

written description and utility guidelines is expected soon,

along with training materials and examples for the examiners.
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The Patent

Business began a

number of initiatives

to address concerns

in the Business

Method patent area.

 These included:

increased technical

training for

examiners, which

was provided in

cooperation with

industry groups with expertise in this area; the

establishment of a number of specific customer

partnerships to discuss concerns and share ideas;

and revised examination guidelines to provide

consistency and examples of proper examination.

In addition, Patents expanded search activities to

include automated text searches and relevant non-

patent literature (NPL) databases.  Our init iatives

also included expanded review of work in the

Business Method area to include enhanced in-

process and quality reviews.  Due to the growing

workload, a new TC was established to provide

an increase in quality oversight and executive

leadership in the Business Method area.

The Patent Business also disseminated several

new rule packages and educated employees

and customers in new practices prior to AIPA

implementation.  With the AIPA rule packages,

patent employees traveled to 16 cities

throughout the United States to train customers.

Patents updated the Manual of Patent

Examination Procedure (MPEP) to reflect the

provisions of the new legislation and rules and

posted it on the USPTO Web site for our

customers.

In addition, during fiscal year 2000, each TC

hosted a technology fair that provided examiners

the opportunity to attend a variety of technical

training programs on specif ic topics related to

their areas of examination.  For example, 18

speakers gave enlightening presentations to

examiners and technical suppor t personnel in

TC 1600 (Biotechnology and Organic Chemistry).

 In TC 1700 (Chemicals and Materials

Engineering), speakers gave presentations to

over 500 examiners on cutting-edge technology

issues.  TCs 3600 and 3700 (which examine

primarily mechanical technologies) held a joint

technology fair.  These training programs have

become annual events and benefit examiners

while helping to establish a cooperative

par tnership between the USPTO and outside

organizations.

Goal:  Improve the Quality of  Our Services

Given that patent customers demand high quality

products, the Patent Business made great strides

to meet these expectations by increasing

customer satisfaction by 14 percent from fiscal

years 1996 to 2000.  The customer survey results

in fiscal year 2000 alone showed a 7 percent

increase in overall customer satisfaction from

fiscal year 1999.

The goal to improve the quality of our services is

closely associated with our goal of enhancing the

quality of our products.  While satisfaction with the

service provided to our customers is high,

opportunities for improvement remain, such as:

n Resolving problems

n Returning telephone calls within one
business day

n Directing customers to the correct point of
contact

n Timely mailing of correct filing receipts

n Promptly delivering faxes to examiners

In f iscal year 2000, we made progress in each

of these areas.  Since fiscal year 1999, customer

satisfaction has increased by 6 percent for

directing customers promptly to the proper office

or person, and by 3 percent for returning telephone

Community Day at
the USPTO gives
everyone a chance
to celebrate cultural
and workplace
diversity. Many
offices and
organizations
develop exhibits
that illustrate the
work that they are
doing and
Community Day
organizers
recognize the best
of these exhibits.
This year's first
place winners were
the staff from
Technology Center
3600, who used
miniature electric
vehicles on a
racetrack to exhibit
some of the
technology
described in the
patents they
examined.
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