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Françoise Meunier, Director General of the European Organisation 
for Research and Treatment of Cancer (EORTC), has two things on her mind 
when we meet. One is her current priority to ensure that the European 
Directive on clinical trials is implemented in such a way that it guarantees 
the future of collaborative research. The other is the delivery 
of a six-metre-high Ginkgo Biloba tree – an extraordinary present 
to her husband for their 15th wedding anniversary.

Meunier is a multifaceted personal-
ity. She is a self-confessed “tough 
cookie”, fi erce in her determination 
to advance the cause of cancer re-
search and treatment. At the same 
time, she exudes an unexpected 
playfulness and eccentricity. Her 
husband and daughter describe her 
variously as serene, sensitive, loyal, 
dominant and hedonistic.

She is like a hermit crab, 
her daughter says, changing 
shells to suit the occasion.

For work, she dons an indestruct-
ible shell, radiating enthusiasm and 
dynamism. At home she is still com-
manding, and ready to move moun-
tains for those she loves, but the shell 
is more fragile. Her husband agrees. 
“She’s a chameleon!” he says.

Her working life certainly de-
mands a degree of robustness. As Di-
rector General, she has a pivotal role 
in pan-European cancer research. 
She co-ordinates all EORTC’s activi-
ties and ensures they fi t into the strat-
egies defi ned by the Board, General 
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Assembly and various committees. 
She co-ordinates the organisation of 
conferences, and is a fundraiser and 
a spokeswoman for EORTC and for 
cancer in general. She is, she says, a 
medical manager.

Yet, until 1991, she was an ambi-
tious young professor, head of Infec-
tious Diseases at the renowned Jules 
Bordet Institute in Brussels. She 
changed direction on 3 January 1991, 
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after a visit to the Institute’s former 
director, Henri Tagnon, to wish him 
a Happy New Year. It turned out to 
be an important social call. He told 
her that the EORTC Data Center was 
looking for a director, and suggested 
she apply.

Meunier’s career at Jules Bor-
det – where EORTC was established 
and housed until 1990 – meant she 
was familiar with the organisation 
and what it stood for, and it seemed 
a golden opportunity. “The whole 
spirit of Bordet was to randomise 
patients, and participate in interna-
tional groups and activities. It was 
an ideal setting, a goal to reach, it 
meant participating in the interna-
tional scene. I knew the value and 
potential of EORTC. Being an ideal-
ist, I fi t into it very well. I was raised 
in the spirit of improving, scientifi c 
rigour, intellectual honesty and an 
enquiring, discerning mind.”

It meant leaving a high-fl ying 
academic career, but Meunier had 
made her mind up in a week. “The 
decision was made quickly, because 
I am not one to hesitate. When I take 
a decision, I go for it, I look forward 
and I never have any regrets. It’s my 
way. I take whatever consequences 
there are.”

Her arrival at EORTC 
was a baptism of fire.

This is just as well, because her 
arrival at EORTC was a baptism of 
fi re. The organisation was in a fi nan-
cial crisis; new national and interna-
tional laws governing clinical prac-
tice and trials were appearing, and 
the Data Center was suffering from 
a lack of medical input – Meunier 
herself was the only MD on the staff. 
She went to the Board and suggested 
a wholesale restructuring, including 
new units for quality of life, health 
economics, monitoring and regu-
latory affairs. They gave her their 
backing, with the proviso that she 
herself fi nd the money to carry out 
the changes.

Just to make things harder, she 
set up the EORTC Fungal Infections 
Group as soon as she arrived. This 
was a natural follow-on from her 
academic work, and she chaired it 
until 1995. But she was building it 
from scratch at the same time as re-
structuring the Data Center.

It was a testing introduction, 
even for the steely side of Meunier. 
“I was asked at my interview whe-
ther I could fi re people, and I under-
stood from the beginning that there 
would be problems, but not to the 
extent I found. Some of the inter-
nal staff were like little queens over 
their departments, and I kept hear-
ing ‘On a toujours fait comme cela, 
Ma dame’ – it is always done this 
way. It’s a sentence I hate, because it 
means they want to continue in the 
same way. So I met some resistance 
and had to fi re several staff; others 
left of their own accord.

“But my reward is that, 10 years 
later, everybody agrees that I was 
right, and now nobody either inside 
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or outside of the EORTC could im-
agine a Data Center without medi-
cal doctors. The staff are happy, the 
groups have a better professional 
service.”

Change was rapid. “We had no 
choice. It was that and survival, or 
die,” says Meunier. Medical fellows 
started arriving within months, 
and Patrick Therasse and Denis La-
combe were among the fi rst group. 
Now respectively Director of the 
Data Center and Assistant Director 
of Drug Development, she describes 
them as her right and left arm. “I was 
lucky because they are outstanding. 
They understood my philosophy 
and fi nal objective and we agreed 
on the strategy. I did not rescue the 
EORTC alone.”

She also says that she has been 
well supported by the Executive 
and the Presidents – professors with 
their own departments who work 
for the EORTC on a voluntary basis. 
Even so, she has had to be assertive. 
Hers is a direct approach, fuelled by 
a passion for the cause she supports, 
and she says it comes naturally. “I 
am not saying that I am very diplo-
matic. People know if I am happy, 
they know if I am unhappy.

“When I have to say something, 
I say it bluntly. I am rough 
and tough, and somehow 
I don’t make a great effort 
to hide it because I am always 
doing it for the best.”

If something goes wrong, I am 
not happy and I have to say so. Eve-
rybody knows that I am the boss.”

Meunier views it as a privilege 
to work for the EORTC. She admits 
that she is demanding on her staff; 
she is also demanding on herself. She 

is dedicated and committed and ex-
pects the same of others. Staff phone 
her every morning, even when she’s 
on holiday. If something is prom-
ised, she will pursue it until it ar-
rives. Her persistence is apparent, in 
and outside of work: “I don’t know 
anyone else who can get a plumber 
to come within an hour of a call!” 
says her husband.

Equally, when she receives re-
quests from patients, she is careful 
to reply promptly. Queries about 
second opinions, clinical trials, ap-
propriate treatment, or anything 
else, are dealt with within 24 hours. 
She enjoys this continuing link with 
patients.

The EORTC provides an infra-
structure for independent academic 
research. It now encompasses exper-
tise in regulatory affairs, ethics, tu-
mour banks, translational research, 
health economics, quality of life and 
all aspects of research. Units are set 
up as the need arises and disbanded 
when redundant. It is a dynamic net-
work.

A European directive, intended 
to improve the situation, has been 
passed by the European Parliament. 
However, Meunier says that nation-
al authorities have been given too 

Meunier with her 
first group 
of fellows at EORTC 
in 1993
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much leeway to introduce their own 
clauses. Nation states have to imple-
ment the Directive by May 2003 and 
apply it by May 2004. “We are now 
at a critical point where we have to 
make national authorities under-
stand the challenge for European 
research. If each of them accumu-
lates contradictory or extravagant 
requirements, or extra bureaucracy, 
it will slow down European research 
and advancement. At just the mo-
ment when the Sixth Framework is 
being launched by the Commission, 
aiming to integrate facilities, build 
networks and improve the European 
research area, it is really not the time 
to put obstacles in the way.

Meunier’s current priority
is the harmonisation 
of the laws relating 
to research across Europe.

“In Europe, we have the brains, 
we have the expertise, we have the 
know-how, the patients, the facili-
ties, everything. But if you are try-
ing to carry out translational re-
search and it becomes a nightmare 
to move tissue samples across bor-
ders, research will suffer. If we want 
networking throughout Europe, we 
must remove unnecessary barriers.”

“If you are trying to carry out 
translational research and it 
becomes a nightmare to move 
tissue samples across borders, 
research will suffer.”

A position paper from the Eu-
ropean Forum on Good Clinical 
Practice (Brussels, September 2001, 
updated December 2002) estimates 
that costs of clinical trials could in-
crease by 30% if procedures are not 
streamlined across Europe. Authori-
ties, in effect, demand documenta-
tion they already have. They have the 
full dossier for all approved drugs, 
for example, but sponsors initiat-
ing a trial have to provide it again. 
Information has to be produced in 
a variety of languages, and in vari-
ous formats, because there is no 
common form. “None of these ex-
tra demands increases the quality of 
 science or patient protection. They 
add bureaucracy and administration 
without improving the science,” she 
said. Another danger is that pan-
European research becomes so slow 
and so complicated to set up that 
it is easier simply to conduct trials 
elsewhere, in the US or Japan.

“None of these extra demands 
increases the quality 
of science or patient protection. 
They add bureaucracy 
and administration without 
improving the science.”

Meunier is optimistic – as she al-
ways is – that this will not happen, 
and she is co-ordinating various ef-
forts to tackle the issue. She has be-
come a public advocate, cares pas-
sionately about the subject and gets 
intensely frustrated when progress 
is not always smooth. “Sometimes 
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you get the feeling that you have to 
go against the world to make things 
change. Things may seem obvious 
to you, but others do not necessar-
ily perceive the same needs or chal-
lenges. It is frustrating when I am 
not convincing or effective enough, 
or when there are other reasons for 
not achieving goals like this more 
rapidly or effectively.”

She seems so embroiled in the 
issue that it’s hard to imagine how 
she’ll move on once national laws 
are in place and she can do little 
more. But she rattles off a list of 
other pre-occupations, including 
EORTC’s health economics confer-
ence in 2003 and revitalisation of 
exchange programmes with the US’ 
National Cancer Institute (NCI).

Top of the list, though, is the 
issue of insurance for patients 
entering clinical trials.

Many ethical committees insist 
that patients are insured by a com-
pany based in their own country. 
This complicates pan-European tri-
als and, in any case, contradicts a 
European Directive on the freedom 
to provide services. Meunier intends 
to raise awareness of the problem, as 
soon as she is fi nished with harmo-
nisation. She is enthusiastic about 
all of her causes and says that the 
moment one issue is resolved an-
other takes its place. Her mission is 
to maintain EORTC as the reference 
pan-European cancer research or-
ganisation, and she will take on any 
challenge to cancer research. What-
ever it may be.

It is all so very different from 
the career in clinical medicine that 
Meunier envisaged, even as a child. 
Her father was a surgeon in a coun-

try town not far from Brussels, so 
she had some idea what it entailed. 
She was close to her father. They en-
joyed each others’ intellect and joie 
de vivre, and from him she learned 
her love of good food and wine. In 
fact, one of her greatest regrets is 
that he died shortly after she started 
at EORTC and before she could show 
him round. “He would have been 
so proud,” she said. She is also still 
close to her brother, who is younger 
and was similarly infl uenced by their 
father. He went on to be a vet. Meu-
nier says she might have enjoyed ar-
cheology or history, but neither were 
real possibilities. She was always go-
ing to be a doctor, and it was not a 
diffi cult decision.

She liked the way that the 
department was trying to 
improve treatments and was 
fascinated by its clinical trials.

As a student she worked in the 
infectious diseases department at 
Jules Bordet. She liked the way that 
the department was trying to im-

With 
Philippe Busquin, 
EU Commissioner 
for Research, 
EORTC’s 40th 
anniversary, 
Brussels, 
March 2002
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prove treatments and was fascinated 
by its clinical trials, an approach less 
evident in other hospitals where she 
trained. She worked with Prof. Jean 
Klastersky, then head of Infectious 
Diseases, and started in his depart-
ment in 1972.

At the time, leukaemic patients 
were receiving intensive chemo-
therapy and then dying of bacterial 
infections, of gram-negative septi-
caemia. The EORTC Antimicro-
bial Therapy Group, set up in 1974, 
initiated major studies to try to de-
velop new ways of using antibiotics 
to decrease the mortality of these 
patients. The group showed that 
antibiotics should be given as soon 
as patients developed fever, rather 
than waiting to identify the cause, 
because patients could die before 
the results came back from the lab. 
It was extremely diffi cult: “Patients 
were young and we lost them often, 
too often. It was hard, but we could 
see progress and that was rewarding. 
But by 1976, when we had started to 
make progress on gram-negative 
septicaemia, another challenge ar-
rived, and it was fungal.”

Patients were dying of deep-seat-
ed fungal infections. Meunier was 
summoned by Professor Tagnon 

and told that she would have to go 
to the US to research and study for a 
PhD. There was little interest in fun-
gal infections in Europe at the time.

She and her fi rst husband were 
duly despatched to New York. Meu-
nier had married young, when she 
was 20, and only three years into 
her medical training. She changed 
university at the same time, from 
the Catholic University of Leuven 
to the Free University of Brussels, 
where her husband, already a doc-
tor, worked. Her contemporaries 
were convinced she would drop out 
of university, which is perhaps what 
drove her on. She graduated as top 
student, Maxima cum Laude, which 
was what fi rst brought her to the at-
tention of Professor Tagnon.

In New York, she studied fungal 
infections at Memorial Sloan Ketter-
ing, while her husband, a surgeon, 
went to Columbia University. They 
worked hard, loved Manhatten life, 
and stayed two years. Her manage-
rial side was already active, she says, 
and, knowing that she was coming 
back to Brussels at the end of 1978, 
she decided to have a baby in be-
tween jobs. “My daughter was born 
in September, we came back at the 
end of November, I started work in 
January and never had maternity 
leave.”

This, of course, meant fi nishing 
off her work at Memorial and her 
publication virtually as soon as she 
had given birth, and having only a 
few weeks to settle back into Brus-
sels before starting a new job. 

She wrote her thesis in the 
evenings once her daughter, 
Caroline, was in bed, 
but dismisses this as being 
the same for many clinicians. 

With Queen Sylvia 
of Sweden, 

Honorary Presi-
dent of the EORTC 

Foundation, 
who visited the 

headquarters 
in 1998
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She never considered looking for 
a part-time job, she always knew she 
wanted to be active in her career and 
was obviously prepared to put in the 
hours to make it happen.

Her fi rst husband was another 
career academic and, partly as a re-
sult, the marriage faltered. With her 
normal matter-of-fact attitude, when 
she decided it was over, she did not 
dither or hesitate. “When I decided 
to end the marriage, I went in anoth-
er direction and that was that.” She 
and her husband remained close and 
shared the care of Caroline, who was 
fi ve years old at the time of the split. 
Both were frequent travellers and it 
was complicated, but they compared 
diaries 6 months in advance, agreed 
on where Caroline would be, and 
managed a diffi cult situation ami-
cably. Even if it often seemed that 
Caroline almost always had one par-
ent out of the country.

Every aspect of her life seems to be 
carefully managed. But  underneath 
the no-nonsense exterior lies a more 
complex character.  According to her 
family, she can lose  several nights’ 
sleep because of a colleague’s per-
sonal or professional problems. The 
colleague will never know any thing 
about it. She also has an  un usual 
awareness of the fragility of life, and 
of death. “When I leave home in the 
morning, I always wonder whether I 
am going to comeback. 

I am very aware of the fact 
that at any moment I may drop 
dead, or my husband 
or daughter have an accident.
I think about death often.”

These thoughts may be a result of 
her earlier work with dying leukae-
mia patients, perhaps heightened by 

the knowledge that her second hus-
band, Jean-Marie, was treated for 
cancer 20 years ago. Whatever the 
origin, her response is remarkable. 
She and Jean-Marie have already 
had their grave built, in the village 
where he lives outside of Brussels. 
Both have their signatures embodied 
in stone. He is an eminent notary, 
and both have signed so many docu-
ments in their lives they decided to 
have signatures rather than an elab-
orate decoration. The stone has her 
birthdate with a space for the date 
of death, and a simple description, 
that she was Director General of the 
EORTC and mother of Caroline Car-
pentier. “I absolutely must have that 
on my gravestone,” she says.

Meunier with her 
father, at her 
PhD graduation, 
1985

50 years old! 
Birthday in Venice
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Meunier’s careful planning for 
the future covers not only death but 
deterioration. A few years ago, she 
bought the house next door to her 
own and completely renovated it so 
that she will be able to live there if 
she ever becomes handicapped or 
disabled. It is a large and beautiful 
home, with room for a live-in nurse 
and all the facilities she would need, 
however incapacitated. This seems to 
take organisation to bizarre lengths, 
but Meunier says that many people 
are afraid of speaking or thinking 
about death. 

Her approach, she says, 
is one of taming death 
by making straightforward 
plans and dealing with it.

Part of the incentive is that Jean-
Marie is 15 years her elder, and she 
is aware that he could “disappear” 
before her. Another is that they do 
not want either her daughter or his 
children and grandchildren – he has 
11 – to have to make all the arrange-
ments in the event of one of their 

deaths. But thoughts of death appear 
to be deep-rooted and complex, and 
it is tempting to wonder whether the 
Ginkgo Biloba, which she describes 
as highly symbolic, the fi rst to grow 
up after the destruction in Hiroshi-
ma, may represent a desire to defy 
death. “It’s the tree of eternity,” she 
says.

Maybe. But in any case it’s an 
incredible present, perhaps simply 
an extravagant gesture. Certainly, 
all talk of ageing and decline con-
trast sharply with the more obvious 
impression of a woman at the height 
of her powers professionally, while 
brimming over with affection for her 
husband and daughter. Her second 
marriage has been “exemplary”, she 
says. By the time she met Jean-Marie, 
she had grown up and was more like 
the person she is today. It was also 
a second marriage for him, and he 
knew what he wanted and expected 
from the relationship. They share 
the same rules, she says, the same 
basic philosophy and the same ap-
proach to life. “We have never had a 
cross word in 15 years”, she says.

Meunier is also immensely 
proud of her daughter, now 24 and 
a recently qualifi ed lawyer. She left 
home only a few months ago, but 
still lives near enough to pop round 
to borrow olive oil or a whisk at 10 
o’clock at night. Meunier dispenses 
recipes down the phone, they go 
shopping together, and for years 
they took an annual holiday, just the 
two of them. They visited capital cit-
ies throughout Europe and the rest 
of the world.

Her daughter, she says, was in a 
diffi cult position, with two academ-
ics for parents and then Jean-Marie, 
“somebody who takes up a lot of 
room,” another achiever. But Caro-

With her husband 
at EORTC’s 40th 

anniversary 
celebration
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line has become her own person, 
with a strong sense of social respon-
sibility. As a student, she helped 
build a school in Peru; now she val-
ues her legal work with people who 
cannot afford to pay as highly as the 
big cases on intellectual property. 
Meunier cherishes the relationship.

She also has a good life with 
Jean-Marie. During the week she 
lives mainly in her house in the City; 
he commutes from there a few days 
a week. They make full use of the 
museums, galleries, bookshops and 
restaurants. She loves every kind of 
music, pop to classical. At the week-
end, they go out to his house in the 
country. One of her greatest plea-
sures is to spend a whole Sunday 
picking fruit and vegetables in the 
garden.

She enjoys reading, some history 
but mostly biographies. She’s always 
fascinated by how the subjects face 
major challenges and come through 
them; on holiday, she can get through 
three biographies in a week.

She enjoys reading biographies. 
She’s always fascinated by how 
the subjects face major challen-
ges and come through them.

She has fresh fl owers delivered 
to her offi ce every week (and then 
is billed for them at home). She has 
a pool at home and swims often, 
though not every day. Her personal 
trainer comes round every week puts 

her through her paces, after which 
she sleeps like a baby. Caroline says 
she is “in full bloom, surfi ng on a 
wave and smiling at life.” Jean-Marie 
says that he has seen no faults in her 
at all, except that when she washes 
her hair under the shower she gets 
water all over the bathroom. Includ-
ing on the ceiling.

And this, after 15 years of mar-
riage. At the dinner they held to 
celebrate the anniversary, Caro-
line arrived with a beautiful tree, a 
symbolic, slow-growing, long-liv-
ing plant. Manageable, though, as a 
Bonzai. The Ginkgo Biloba, weighing
in at six tonnes, was a bit more 
 trouble. It took a huge truck, a re-
volving crane and three metres of 
earth to get it into the ground, but 
the operation was a success. Which 
is not surprising, because when 
Meunier has set her heart on some-
thing, you can be sure that mere de-
tails won’t stop her.

A relaxing family 
weekend at home




