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Opinion of the Academy of Sciences on the report of the “cancer mission” 
 

 
The Members of the French Academy of Sciences have studied the report of the “Cancer Mission” and 
welcome the effort made to take stock and make proposals for the organization of patient care and of 
research.  
 
The conclusions and recommendations of the French Academy of Sciences relate, most particularly, to 
research into cancerology. An exhaustive assessment has been made, giving prominence to the necessity 
of fundamental biology to an understanding of cancerogenesis (60% of cancers are of unknown origin) and 
to the development of innovative treatments and new diagnostic tools. Despite certain omissions, such as 
the importance of hormones in the development of the most common cancers in France (breast and 
prostate), a considerable effort has been made to put everything together. The formative proposals include, 
most notably, the judicious choice of functional genomics as the discipline uniting the research to be 
performed in the field of biology and in cancerology, in particular. This choice has, furthermore, been that 
of several European countries, North America and Japan. 
 
The Members of the French Academy of Sciences stress the importance of a global approach including 
prevention, screening, care and research (fundamental and clinical), but will restrict themselves to 
recommendations on the organization of the capabilities to be put in place and the management of  the 
research structures within French national territory.  
 
 
The Cancer Plan, an opportunity to open up work in science?   
The reflections which accompany this presidentially commissioned report on cancer cannot ignore the more 
general context of the situation of research in France. One has to concede that the plans and facilities for 
public research have lost their attraction for younger people; this translates into the emigration of more and 
more researchers, among them some of the most creative. This state of affairs sadly coincides with a lack 
of great interest in the exact sciences among the new generations.  
On the other hand, solutions which could be implemented precisely in the case of cancerology could serve 
as an example for the reorganisation and stimulation of dynamic and innovative research in France.  
 
Are our institutions adequate for the implementation of a Cancer Plan in the service of the sick?    
Among the proposals stated in the report, two points caught the attention of the French Academy of 
Sciences: 
1. it is quite clear that a care-research continuum must be based upon the development of clinical research 

and technology transfer, but it must also be stressed that fundamental research into biology (functional 
genomics, physiopathology, etc.) must be able to evolve very freely. Important discoveries are not 
programmable, they are due rather to individuals than to new structures. 

2. the creation of a National Cancer Institute (Institut National du Cancer, INC) appears to be a vital 
proposal for the future. The report emphasizes that the INC will have five major missions: 

-- a mission for research, 
-- a mission to develop expertise, 
-- a mission for observation and evaluation in health, 
-- a mission to inform, 



-- a European mission. 
All these attributions should rally protagonists covering a vast field of knowledge. The public structures to 
finance these resources exist, but are uncoordinated. Research into cancerology now falls under the aegis 
of the universities and of several public research bodies. The teams involved, spread across French national 
territory, also benefit from the support of associations.  
 
As far as missions for research are concerned, two options proposed in the report are noted: 
1. the creation of an institute within confines which would bring together most of these missions 

and would also be involved in extramural activities (the intra- and extramural responsibilities which 
the INC should have are not stated in the report).   

2. the creation of a virtual institute (without confines) whose main role would be to coordinate the 
various missions undertaken at the regional scale and already pursued by the different 
laboratories attached to the universities and public research bodies.  

 
A new organization within confines or a real coordinated effort ? 
In our view, the creation of a National Cancer Institute within confines would be a serious mistake which 
would have the effect of reinforcing the "Balkanisation" of the research system. By contrast, coordination 
and simplification of the procedures now implemented for Inserm, CNRS, CEA, INRA and the charitable 
organisations, around the theme of cancerology, could provide a powerful lever for the reenergisation of 
the biomedical research system in France.  
 
The role of the National Cancer Institute, thus defined, would be mainly to promote and coordinate 
research programmes dedicated to cancerology. The priority should be to bring together all those involved 
in fundamental research, clinical research and technological research, in a coordinated thrust aimed towards 
the discovery of innovative diagnostics and therapies. The programmes should be capable of relating to all 
fields of research, where their trans- and interdisciplinary nature would ensure the inventiveness of the new 
approaches, but should also focus, more specifically upon tumours, with a large medical and social impact 
and also upon technological innovation. The National Cancer Institute should also be able to accomplish a 
mission to evaluate the work undertaken and the results obtained. A national commission including foreign 
experts should be charged with the rigorous evaluation of named programmes and teams. 
 
We find the concept of an Institute preferable to that of an Agency. Indeed, the AIDS epidemic led France 
to create an original structure, the ANRS (Agence Nationale de Recherche contre le Sida, National 
Agency for Research against AIDS). Such a body, which has proved itself and demonstrated its ability to 
coordinate and attract fundamental and clinical research teams capable of providing innovative solutions 
against this new disease, cannot be envisaged for cancer. In fact, cancer is an old disease, which has 
involved numerous French laboratories, supported by public and private bodies, for some considerable 
time. The complexity of this disease which calls upon numerous scientific and medical disciplines and areas 
of expertise bears no comparison with the example provided by the ANRS.  
 
A major objective: to develop the care-research continuum   
The objective, laid down in the report, of structuring this research to ensure a continuum between patient 
care and fundamental research, intended to improved diagnosis and treatments, appears excellent to us. In 
the same spirit, the sharing of facilities and the cooperation between laboratories working on adjacent 
geographical sites should be encouraged and stimulated if this intention is both spontaneous and capable of 
generating synergies. This mode of operation would thus promote savings in costs and equipment through 
the coming together of research laboratories and care structures.  
 



Research laboratories and hospital services should cooperate with research and hospital transfer 
programmes and put in place appropriate technological platforms, in particular, platforms suitable for large-
scale biology (tomographic equipment, platforms for genomics and imagery). This arrangement should be 
accompanied by incentive actions at the national and European level in order to develop programmes of 
fundamental research in oncogenesis and to address specific problems of cancerology.  
 
To ensure this vital transfer between those involved in fundamental research and  clinicians, all the 
protagonists in the research must be rallied to the cause: researchers in the Inserm laboratories and  in the 
universities, and those in the CNRS who have diversified abilities in biology, chemistry and physics, must all 
become involved in this National Cancer Institute. A High Committee under government supervision at the 
highest level should be placed in charge of the implementation of this scientific policy. The mission of 
Inserm, which benefits from dual supervision by the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Research and 
already finances numerous laboratories in the field of cancerology, could lead to the establishing therein of 
this new structure entrusted with accomplishing the missions devolved to the INC.  


