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In the Hot Seat

Cancer World: What are the most valuable lessons 
you learned during your time leading the French National 
Cancer Institute that you can draw on in your present job 
as Health Minister?

Agnès Buzyn: When I was the head of the French 
National Cancer institute, I had the privilege of draw-
ing up the Third Cancer Plan, which was very ambitious 
both in its scope and its goals. 

Today, I continue to believe that the only way to really 

move the boundaries is to be ambitious and politically 
courageous.

 CW: What are you learning in your new position that 
might offer helpful insight for leaders of Europe’s cancer 
community about how to influence policy makers and pol-
iticians at national and European level?

AB: In trying to influence policy makers, it is impor-
tant to stress that cancer is a big concern for citizens, 
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In the Hot Seat

and it causes a lot of anxiety. It takes a toll on people’s 
social and economic wellbeing. But some cancers can 
be avoided by prevention policies, which must be con-
sidered as key elements in the fight against cancer.

When you are arguing your case to policy makers,  I 
think it is very important to start from the scientific evi-
dence, and to demonstrate the social consequences of 
cancer. You need to encourage them to see beyond the 
aspect of the public health expenditure resulting from 
this disease. 

CW: All ministers have to balance competing priori-
ties. How effectively are you able to coordinate policy with 
other ministers in relation to decisions that impact on 
cancer and health?

AB: French Cancer Plans have a somewhat unique 
governance, which involves the highest institutions 
of the State. The President receives an annual report 
drawn up by the committee leading the Plan. Ministers 
for Research and Health co-chair the committee, but 
other ministers are also involved – including Ministers 
of Education, Labour, the Environment. This guaran-
tees that a wide range of aspects of the fight against 
cancer are taken into account.

The current Cancer Plan was launched in February 
2014. This committee also integrates the chief execu-
tive officer of the French National Health Insurance 
Fund, the chairperson of the French National Cancer 
Institute, and associations representing patients and 
users of the health system. 

This enables us to take into account different per-
spectives and points of view regarding our strategy, and  
prevents us from taking one-sided decisions. 

Finally, the decisions are implemented through 
coordination by the National Cancer Institute. At the 
regional level, it is the regional health agencies that are 
responsible for the implementation of the Cancer Plan 
in their region. This is very important to enable our 
health system to adapt to all the specificities of our ter-
ritories, which is essential in order to guarantee equal 
access to health care.

CW: If you had to name one thing, in terms of French 
cancer policy, that other countries could learn from, what 
would that be?

AB: We must open up our perspectives. We have to 
look for a cross-disciplinary approach, to use all the levers 

of actions: prevention, health care organisation, research. 
The French National Cancer Institute carries out all 

these missions, and French Cancer Plans have always 
covered all these aspects. This, I think, is where the 
strength of our Cancer Plans lies.

CW: And if you had to name one aspect of cancer pol-
icy that another country gets right that you would like to 
introduce to France, what would that be?

AB: We can learn a lot from Northern countries. 
They have a strong capacity for mobilising their citizens 
regarding healthcare issues. They offer a good example, 
for instance,  on prevention and healthly lifestyle inter-
ventions, such as vaccination coverage and promoting 
health through physical activity.
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