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France’sleadership
academy needs
scienceandinclusion

Therenowned Ecole Nationale
d’Administration is closing. Its replacement
must not be yet another exclusive institution.

n the global debate about widening participation
in education, one development has been relatively
under-reported. French President Emmanuel Macron
hasannounced that the country is closing the National
School of Administration (Ecole Nationale d’Adminis-
tration; ENA) in Strasbourg, its 76-year-old graduate train-
ingacademy for senior civil servants. ENAis tobe replaced
by anew Institut duService Public (ISP), which will oversee
professional training for all high-ranking civil servants.

ENA is highly selective. It admits between 80 and
90 students each year on its main two-year public-policy
course. Around 70% of its intake had at least one parentin
asenior role in business or government — a demographic
that makes up less than one-fifth of the overall working
population. The ISP aims to be more representative of
Frenchsociety; this mustinclude admitting more students
with science and research backgrounds, and more from
under-represented groups.

These are essential and long-overdue reforms. The ISP’s
architects must make sure that the new academy does
not end up becoming as exclusive as its predecessor, and
entrenching theinequality thatit was founded to eradicate.

Much is at stake — and potentially not just for France.
The country helped to create ENAs across West and North
Africa, including in Morocco, Niger and Tunisia. IFENA in
Strasbourgis changing, there might be implications for its
counterparts. The reforms will also hold lessons for other
countries in which there are barriers to achievement, and
acivil service drawn from a relatively narrow pool of disci-
plines and backgrounds.

ENA’s graduates, known as énarques, include a roll call
of leaders from France and countries in Africa. Macron’s
own path to politics passed through ENA, and a career in
banking. Other alumniinclude former Benin president
Nicéphore Soglo, and Brigi Rafini, former prime minister
of Niger; the latterisa double graduate, having studied at
the ENA in France and that in Niger.

Macron has been a long-standing critic of both ENA’s
exclusivity and its narrow curriculum. But the institution’s
closureisalsoaresponseto pressure fromthe ‘yellow vests’
(gilets jaunes), amovement protesting against what its
members see as France’s out-of-touch leaders — epito-
mized by the énarques.

Precise details onthe ISP and its admission policies have
notyetbeen published. Ifitis torealize Macron’s ambition,
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the changes have to be more than replacing the sign on
the door. Fundamental reforms will be needed to its gov-
ernance, curriculum and teaching, and to its methods of
selecting candidates.

ENA is administratively part of France’s government,
and is officially supervised by the prime minister’s office.
That is asign of its closeness to political power and part
of the attraction for many would-be candidates. But this
structure has kept it further apart from the professional
world of research and teaching, and has prevented it from
keeping up withresearchandinnovation, bothinteaching
practice and in the subjects that are taught.

Much of ENA students’ time is spent doinginternshipsin
government departments. Theinstitution currently has no
full-time teaching staff. Its courses are taught by guest lec-
turers, mostly from the civil service or from France’s elite
higher-education institutions, the grandes écoles, which
reinforces the perception that attending ENA is as much
about creating a network of influential people asitis about
learning. The ISP should at the very least consider making
closer links with the international research community.

Atthe sametime, itis staggering that anational leader-
ship-training academy offers solittle exposure to subjects
in engineering, medicine, science and technology. That
needs to change. The pandemic has taught political lead-
ers everywhere the value of understanding how research
works, and how it interfaces with policy and politics. The
ISP’s architects must draw on the considerable research
on contextual admissions — how entrance requirements
and admissions tests for highly selective institutions such
as ENA disadvantage students from lower-income families
(V.Boliveretal. Perspect. Policy Pract. High. Educ.25,7-13;
2021).

ENA applicants coming from universities or grandes
écoles need to complete four written analytical exercises
offive hours each —including onlaw, economics and soci-
etal challenges. They must also take a series of oral tests
inwhich they are required to answer questions on politics
and diplomacy, law, and negotiation skills, along with ques-
tions of the examiner’s choice relating to the candidate’s
experience, and an oral examination in English.

Apart from the fact that scientific knowledge is not
assessed, these are the kinds of test that students from
lower-income backgrounds struggle to complete. This
is not because of lack of ability, but because they do not
have accessto the support that others have, including sup-
port for extra tuition; access to other people who have
succeeded and can provideinsights and tips; and the tacit
knowledge that comes when a candidate is from a family
where one or more generations have beento agrandeécole.

Research and experienceinleadership education shows
that without deliberate reforms, highly selective institu-
tions can end up reinforcing exclusivity — even if they are
intended to be moreinclusive. Eton College, UK, was origi-
nally created in1440 as aschool to prepare boys from poor
families to enter the University of Cambridge. Today, it is
afee-paying boarding school that has educated 20 out of
55 British prime ministers (including two out of the latest
three: David Cameron and Boris Johnson). ENA itself was
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created to train anew leadership for France, which during
the Second World War had been governed by officials who
had collaborated with the occupying force from Nazi Ger-
many. ENA’s founders, led by president Charles de Gaulle,
envisaged that candidates would come fromall of society,
chosenstrictly according to ability, rather than family back-
ground or ideology.

Macron’s decisionto close theinstitutionis the right one,
and was made for the right reasons. Now the hard work
mustbegin, to create amoreinclusive space, and one closer
totheresearchworld. Ifitsucceeds, it could setan example,
not only for France, but outside its borders, too.

Wanted: trusted
rules foremergency
dataaccess

In the wake of COVID-19, a pandemic treaty
could be away to agree on data access before
the next emergency strikes.

he need for better pandemic preparedness

before the world faces another outbreak is

rising up the global agenda. Last week, the

World Health Organization’s member states

met virtually for the World Health Assembly
and decided to reconvene for a special three-day session
in November to discuss a pandemic treaty. If agreed, the
treaty would be an international law that would bind its
signatories to take swift, collective and evidence-based
actioninthe event of an outbreak of aninfectious disease
with pandemic potential.

As Nature has previously reported, the jury is out on
whether such a treaty is necessary. It is still not clear
whether the idea has the support of amajority of nations,
and itis being debated whether now is the time to be dis-
cussing a future pandemic, when so much remains to be
donetoend the currentone. However, if thereis tobe such
atreaty, it must include internationally agreed rules on
accessing data in a pandemic — or any global emergency
that has the potential to cause large-scale loss of life.

Discussions on pandemic dataaccess are already taking
place, and at some pace. The science academies of the G7
group of the world’s seven biggest economies — known as
the S7 —have published astatement emphasizing the need
for emergency data-access rules, including questions of
governance (go.nature.com/2sjqj2v).

These will be discussed at this month’s G7 meeting in
Cornwall, UK. Discussions have also been taking place
among the G20 science academies and at the World
Health Organization. These separate conversations need
to converge. A pandemic treaty involving researchers and
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policymakers from every country could be where this
happens. Once the rules are set — and a treaty will make
themlegally binding — countries canthenenact theminto
national laws.

Researchers and policymakers have needed a range
of types of data during the pandemic. These data, often
reported daily, include updates on: COVID-19 test results
and assessments of their accuracy; the number of people
who have died; and how many people have been vacci-
nated. Some countries are tracking data on viral genome
sequences, in part to unlock the identity of variants.

Mobile-phone data offer considerable power to under-
stand inreal time how a disease is spreading, as do data
fromInternetsearchresults, and datafrom mapping appli-
cations, which allow researchers to see the movement of
people. Payment data held by banks and credit-card com-
panies can help to provide an accurate understanding of
the impact of lockdowns on economies.

But access to such data are spotty, to say the least.
Researchers in some countries have used these data to
good effect, accordingtoaNovember report on dataread-
iness from aninitiative called DELVE: Data Evaluation and
Learning for Viral Epidemics, convened by the Royal Soci-
ety in London (go.nature.com/3fymrcd). But there is no
agreed, trusted mechanism for access.

Often, access depends onad hocrelationships between
researchers and government or private-sector data holders.
Insome countries, access has been prohibited for arange of
reasons: because laws have not been updated to reflect the
needforaccessinemergencies; because of concerns about
therisks of people beingidentified; because of variations
in technical standards; or because of risks to businesses of
data potentially being shared with competitors.

Even when all parties concerned agree to share data, it
cantake morethanayear forresearchersto obtainaccess,
accordingtothe DELVE Initiative’sreport. What’s needed,
the authors say, are agreed rules and protocols, so that
researchers, corporations, regulators and policymakers
know exactly what to do when faced with an outbreak of a
disease that looks to have pandemic potential.

Governments and corporations need researcherstotell
them what kind of data are needed, and in what formats.
Researchers need to know who to contact, and how to
access data. All must take responsibility for ensuring that
the necessary levels of security and privacy are maintained.

Countries could devise these rules individually, and
many are no doubt doing so already. But it makes much
moresense to do it globally — potentially by way of a treaty
— so that everyone can benefit from collective expertise
and experience. These rules would apply only inemergen-
cies, inthe event that ‘normal’ rules and regulations need
to be suspended to save lives.

In an emergency, everyone needs to move quickly —
much more quickly than usual. Thatiswhy itis soimportant
to put asystemin place so that all concerned know what
todo, whentodoit,and how. Now is the time to act, while
experiences of the pandemic are still fresh. As we know,
spending time drawing up a plan once an emergency is
under way costs lives.
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