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“It’s not about us anymore”: after the Le Scouarnec case
Joël Le Scouarnec sexually assaulted hundreds of patients in his care. His victims are now calling 
for institutional changes in the wake of his conviction. Marianne Guenot reports.

On May 28, 2025, Joël Le Scouarnec, a 
surgeon and one of the most prolific 
sexual abusers of children known to the 
French justice system, was sentenced 
for the rape and sexual assault of 
299 people, carried out over more 
than 30 years. Most of the victims were 
minors and many of them were in his 
medical care, under anaesthesia, or 
undergoing surgery during the acts. 
The total number of his known victims 
is expected to rise further. 

With his sentencing, attention is 
increasingly focusing on whether 
organisations and institutions could 
have stepped in. Notably, it became 
clear during the trial that two hospital 
administrators, two departmental 
medical councils, and France’s National 
Medical Council had learned about a 
previous conviction that could have 
raised questions about the surgeon’s 
suitability to work with children. 
Despite this knowledge, Le Scouarnec 
was never denied access to pediatric 
patients.

Testimony at his trial “gave the 
impression of a very tortuous 
system where responsibility is 
passed on from one authority to the 
other”, said Céline Astolfe, a lawyer 
who represented child protection 
association Foundation Pour L’Enfance 
as a civil party in the case. “For the 
victims, this was a fairly pathetic 
display”, she said. Now some of the 
victims are calling for a comprehensive 
audit of regulatory bodies. “It’s not 
about us anymore. It’s about the 
future and how we can prevent these 
things from happening again”, said 
Gabriel Trouvé, a spokesperson for a 
collective of victims of Le Scouarnec 
and a victim himself. 

It was only in 2017, after Le Scouarnec 
was arrested for assaulting a 6-year-
old, that the extent of his crimes came 
to light. An investigation found that he 

had been carrying out sexual assaults 
and rapes of patients in multiple 
hospitals since the early 1980s. He kept 
meticulous records of each assault as 
well as of zoophilic acts, in his diaries.

“What became clear as the trial 
unfolded is that the accused, now 
sentenced, would seize every 
opportunity to stealthily commit these 
acts”, said Astolfe. 

After his 2017 arrest, Le Scouarnec 
was removed from the departmental 
medical council’s registration, at his 
own request. His licence to practise was 
formally revoked by a disciplinary body 
only in 2021, according to the National 
Medical Council. 

Alarm bells missed
Of the hundreds of colleagues 
interviewed about Le Scouarnec’s 
crimes by investigators, none said 
they knew about the assaults. Those 
testifying described Le Scouarnec as 
a brilliant surgeon, a quiet man, who 
never spoke out of turn. “It was very 
difficult for the victims to hear”, Trouvé 
told The Lancet. However, during the 
trial it appeared that there were several 
points at which the alarm could have 
been raised about Le Scouarnec’s 
suitability to work with children. 

In 2004, the surgeon was flagged in 
an FBI investigation as someone who 
had purchased “child pornography”, 
prompting an investigation in France. 
Le Scouarnec was found guilty and 
sentenced to 4 months suspended 
imprisonment in November, 2005, 
for possessing images of children of a 
sexual nature. Despite the sentence, 
the court did not forbid Le Scouarnec 
from continuing to practise and it did 
not inform health authorities of the 
conviction. 

“This decision was heavily criticised, 
with good reason”, said Astolfe, adding 
that several witnesses throughout 

the case justified not taking action by 
pointing to the court’s decision. This, 
she said, was “clearly a big misstep 
on the side of the legal system at the 
start”. 

Francesca Satta, a lawyer defending 
victims at the 2025 trial, told 
The Lancet that a failing of the 2005 
investigation was that it did not extend 
to a scrutiny of his workspace. “Holding 
pedopornographic images doesn’t 
mean the person is a rapist”, said 
Satta. But it was surprising, she said, 
that investigators “did not question 
the danger inherent in having a man 
in that position, practising on minors 
continuously in a hospital”. 

By this point, Le Scouarnec had 
already carried out more than 
250 assaults on patients, most of which 
happened while he was practising 
in the Sacré-Cœur clinic in Vannes, 
Brittany, and occasionally in a few 
neighbouring hospitals. He would go 
on to carry out dozens more assaults.

In early 2005, Benoit Le Portz, a 
urologist who worked with Le Scouarnec 
in Vannes, heard about Le Scouarnec’s 
sentence, according to reporting by 
Mediapart. He discussed it briefly with 
colleagues for a day or two, after which 
they decided that since there was no 
known physical assault and the surgeon 
had since moved on to another hospital, 
they did not have to warn the Medical 
Council. “It was not within our duties”, 
Le Portz said during his testimony in 
court. According to Satta, the light 
2005 sentence made Le Scouarnec “feel 
all powerful”.

“You can’t make me” quit
It was during his appointment at 
the Centre Hospitalier de Quimperlé, 
a public sector hospital in Brittany, 
that Le Scouarnec is known to 
have first been confronted with his 
2005 conviction. Le Scouarnec was 
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hired in 2006, at which point he did not 
inform the hospital administration at 
Quimperlé of his previous conviction—
nor was he required to do so, explains 
Bruno Py, a law and criminal sciences 
professor at the Université de Lorraine 
who is also a legal counsel for the 
departmental Medical Council of 
Meurthe-et-Moselle. Moreover, 
criminal records of that nature are 
usually recorded on a B2 form, which is 
not accessible to recruiters.

Still, word of Le Scouarnec’s 
conviction had been travelling. 
Thierry Bonvalot, a psychiatrist on 
the Quimperlé hospital’s advisory 
board, heard about Le Scouarnec’s 
2005 conviction. He confronted 
him in 2006, following a complaint 
from a parent about their son’s 
appendectomy—which lasted 5 h 
and left him with a 30 cm scar—and 
after Le Scouarnec’s surprising choice 
to support his colleague, radiologist 
Mohammed Frehat, then accused of 
sexual misconduct. Frehat would later 
be sentenced for the rape and sexual 
assault of 32 people, eight of whom 
were minors.

Bonvalot says that,  when 
asked about the appendectomy, 
Le Scouarnec’s description was mired 
with sexual undertones. Le Scouarnec 
also confirmed his 2005 sentence to 
Bonvalot. The psychiatrist advised 
the surgeon to resign. Le Scouarnec 
answered: “You can’t make me.”

In a letter dated June, 2006, Bonvalot 
informed the then-Director of the 
hospital of Quimperlé, André Labat, of 
the sentence and his concerns about 
Le Scouarnec. Bonvalot was later told 
that the case was being taken care of 
and that Le Scouarnec’s interactions 
with underage patients would be 
monitored. However, it is unclear 
whether any disciplinary action was 
taken by the hospital.

According to the , Medical Council, 
Labat informed the Direction 
Départementale des Affaires Sanitaires 
et Sociales (DDASS)—a regulatory body 
for medical affairs now called Agences 
Régionales de Santé—of Bonvalot’s 

concerns. But in the same letter, he 
celebrated Le Scouarnec’s surgical 
achievements, mentioning that his 
arrival saved the hospital’s surgical 
wing from closure. This, for Satta, was 
a thread that ran throughout the court 
case. Administrative and economic 
interests of the hospital often seemed 
to supersede the potential risk to 
paediatric patients, she said. Bonvalot 
also raised his concerns with the 
departmental Medical Council of 
Finistere, the National Medical Council 
told The Lancet. The departmental 
Medical Council of Finistere did not 
respond to The Lancet’s queries.

At about the same time, Le Scouarnec 
was up for a promotion—a so-called 
titularisation that would have made 
him a permanent member of the 
Quimperlé hospital. As per procedure, 
the departmental Medical Council of 
Finistere and the DDASS requested 
a B2 form. But an administrative 
delay meant that Le Scouarnec’s 2005 
conviction was not mentioned on the 
form. The DDASS was later informed 
of the sentence but no disciplinary 
action was taken, and the titularisation 
was not withdrawn. Le Scouarnec was 
titularised and continued practising 
at the hospital until 2007, when the 
surgical department at Quimperlé was 
closed. 36 patients were identified 
as potential victims of Le Scouarnec 
during his appointment in Quimperlé. 

Volunteering information
In 2008, Le Scouarnec relocated to a 
hospital in Jonzac, Charente-Maritime, 
which required crossing departmental 
lines and disclosing his 2005 conviction 
to the local departmental medical 
council as part of his new registration. 
He warned the then-Director of 
Jonzac hospital, Michèle Cals, that the 
departmental council might contact 
her about the conviction.

According to the media outlet Ouest-
France, Cals later testified in court 
that she decided to carry on with the 
appointment because the hospital 
“needed a surgeon”, and without 
proof of a sexual assault, the needs 

of the hospital took precedence. She 
said that she had “malfunctioned, I 
admit it, like all of the hierarchy”. “We 
found a code of silence that continues 
to rule in hospital settings, with, in the 
background a desire to always protect 
their profession above all”, Satta said.

The departmental Medical Council 
of Charente-Maritime did not forbid 
Le Scouarnec’s registration. It told 
The Lancet that the criticism raised 
against the registration is “legitimate” 
but emphasised that it followed 
“the strictest respect of the rules 
and doctrines” in place in 2008. The 
move, it said, “cannot be judged 
retrospectively” with full knowledge of 
the criminal acts.

In a March, 2025 press release, the 
National Medical Council stated that 
it had communicated concerns about 
the surgeon’s ability to meet the 
moral criteria to be registered with 
Charente-Maritime, having been by 
then informed of Le Scouarnec’s 2005 
conviction. But the body said it left the 
decision to the departmental Medical 
Council. The National Medical Council 
told The Lancet in a statement that 
it “regrets” not having appealed the 
surgeon’s registration, and highlighted 
that it had expressed its sincere regrets 
to the victims in a press release and 
during court proceedings.

While Trouvé said the departmental 
bodies did not express apologies 
to the victims during the hearings, 
the departmental Medical Council 
of Charente-Maritime said in the 
statement their choice to stay quiet 
thus far had been motivated by 
“respect for the legal proceedings” 
but that it now wanted to expressed 
its “total solidarity” with the victims. 
The body added that the decision 
to register Le Scouarnec was due to 
“several malfunctions” that it “now 
assesses to be wrong” and that it was 
engaging fully. 

The departmental Medical Council 
of Charente-Maritime contested the 
claim that the national body had 
opposed Le Scouarnec’s registration, 
calling the March 25, 2025 press 
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release “defamatory”. It added that 
the National Medical Council had the 
prerogative to engage in disciplinary 
measures against Le Scouarnec at 
the time. 21 potential victims of 
Le Scouarnec identified were assaulted 
during his time in Jonzac.

Brought to justice
In 2020, Le Scournec was sentenced to 
15 years in prison for rape and sexual 
assault of the 6-year-old girl and three 
other minors. The 2025 court case 
resulted from a gargantuan 4-year 
inquiry that uncovered hundreds of 
victims, some of whom could not 
be included in the trial because the 
30-year statute of limitations had 
expired. During the trial, Le Scouarnec 
was described by a court-appointed 
psychiatrist as a predatory pervert, 
who did not express compassion 
for his victims and could not be 
guaranteed not to act again if given an 
opportunity.

Now 74, he was sentenced to 
20 years in prison, the same sentence 
he would have been given if he had 
assaulted one underaged person. 
The court did not elect to apply the 
rétention de sûreté, which would have 
ensured that Le Scouarnec would have 
to be placed in a medical establishment 
under surveillance after the sentence is 
carried out. Le Scouarnec can ask for his 
sentence to be re-examined in 2030.

That decision was “very brutal” for 
the victims, said Trouvé. He said that 
victims felt “abandoned” throughout 
the case and were given sub-par 
psychological support, highlighting 
that, to his knowledge, three of the 
known victims have died by suicide. 
“From the day we were [made aware 
of] the criminal facts, there was nobody 
to support us”, he said.

Stéphane Kellenberger, public 
prosecutor for the Lorient court, 
told Ouest-France, that another 
investigation into Le Scouarnec’s 
criminal acts, notably those that have 
been “admitted“ or even “claimed“ 
during the surgeon’s previous court 
appearances, is ongoing. “In these types 

of serial cases”, Kellenberger said, “it is 
common for there to be more than one 
trial“. Other victims are likely to emerge 
from this inquiry, said Astolfe.

Tackling the power dynamic
Marcel Albers, Director of Quality of 
Care & Patient Safety at the University 
Medical Centre Utrecht, Netherlands, 
told The Lancet that he cannot imagine 
a hospital administrator today allowing 
a person sentenced for possession of 
sexually explicit materials involving 
children to practise with children 
without further investigation but he 
acknowledges that there is still a lot to 
be done. “People are not really tuned 
into [child abuse], and that’s one of the 
things the Le Scouarnec case maybe 
makes us learn— we need to pay more 
attention to the subject”, he adds.

Antoinette Laskey, a professor at the 
University of Utah School of Medicine 
(USA) and a member of the American 
Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) Council 
on Child Abuse and Neglect, told 
The Lancet that she found the lack 
of investigation from the medical 
councils after they learnt about the 
2005 conviction “horrifying”. “What 
warning sign did people need?” she 
asked. That lack of action “empowers 
these people. They got away with it, 
and so they keep escalating”, she added.

Although the overwhelming 
majority of paediatricians “care about 
our patients and would never do 
something that violates them”, this 
grim case is not an isolated incident, 
she says. Laskey coauthored a 2022 
policy statement from the AAP about 
the safeguarding of children in 
paediatric settings, in which several 
ways to make a workplace hostile to 
this kind of behaviour are described. 
For instance, paediatricians should 
always be accompanied by a third party 
with medical training for sensitive 
examinations. She notes that having 
the parent in the room does not 
prevent these crimes from happening 
if they have no medical training. 
“People who want to sexually abuse 
someone take opportunities that are 

made available to them. So if we make 
an environment inherently hostile 
to a crime, it’s harder to commit that 
crime”, she said.

Oversight bodies
The Commission Indépendante sur 
l’Inceste et les Violences Sexuelles faites 
aux Enfants (CIIVISE)—an independent 
working group initiated in 2021 by 
French President Emmanuel Macron 
to offer recommendations against 
incest and sexual violence against 
children—told The Lancet that every 
time complaints were handled in-
house or when hospital directors, the 
National Medical Council, and the 
Health Administration neglected calls 
for concern was a “moment when the 
criminal career of Joël Le Scouarnec 
could have been stopped”. 

In a statement to The Lancet, 
the National Medical Council 
acknowledged that when, in 2008, it 
learned about the 2005 conviction, 
“this was, indeed, a missed opportunity 
to stop him from carrying on his sexual 
assaults and rapes, which, then, no 
one knew about, and this is what 
motivated the regrets the National 
Medical Council expressed.” The body 
also said that they never received any 
complaints about the surgeon. 

Py said that in his opinion, it is easy 
to blame the administrators and the 
councils for their lack of action. The 
mid-2000s were a different time, 
he said, and he could easily see how 
the 2005 conviction could be seen 
as not influencing Le Scouarnec’s 
practice, adding that investigating 
every suspicion about the more than 
200 000 doctors in France would be 
impractical.

For Astolfe, the National Medical 
Council had very little leeway in 
this matter compared with the 
departmental branches, since 
“everything that had to do with 
disciplinary action and registration 
was up to the departmental branches, 
which did nothing”, she said. For 
Satta, however, the National Medical 
Council “hid behind the legal system”. 
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“Maybe things would have been 
different—and I think they would have 
been different—if these organisational 
bodies had shouldered their 
responsibilities”, she said.

The Le Scouarnec case is not 
the first time systemic issues with 
medical councils have been raised. A 
2019 report from France’s supreme 
audit institution, La Cour des 
Comptes, found that departmental 
medical councils rarely brought forth 
complaints of a sexual nature and 
that the treatment of complaints was 
“unequal” and “lacked diligence”.

The report notably called on the 
Health Ministry to act to ensure 
complaints were supported and passed 
on to the judicial bodies and that 
investigations into claims be moved 
onto a different geographical body 
than the doctor’s practice for more 
impartiality. In a 2023 update, La Cour 
des Comptes stated that very little 
progress had been made towards those 
recommendations.

A 2024 survey including more 
than 21 000 doctors, initiated by 
the National Medical Council, also 
highlighted systemic issues within the 
medical community. The survey found 
that 45% of doctors reported fearing 
not being believed by their hierarchy 
when reporting sexist and sexual 
offences, and 18% of women surveyed 
reported knowing of someone who felt 
negative professional repercussions 
after they spoke up. Trouvé told 
The Lancet the collective of victims 
found it surprising that patients were 
not approached in that survey.

The National Medical Council has 
pledged to implement or pursue 
some reforms to protect patients. In 
a statement in February, it said that it 
has been calling on the judicial system 
to extend access to B2 forms and to 
records of the country’s sexual and 
violent infraction registry. It has also 
told departmental branches that some 
crimes and infractions, notably related 
to materials related to sexual assault 
of children, should immediately block 
medical practice.

The body also said that it has released 
software that centralises complaints 
raised against doctors on a national 
level so that departmental bodies can 
share information more readily and has 
now stated it has the power to appeal 
decisions made by departmental 
branches. It has also pledged to side 
with patients in any case that relates 
to violence by doctors against patients. 
The departmental Medical Council 
of Charente-Maritime called for 
“clarity, precision, and reform” from 
the Council. “This must never again 
happen”, it said.

Trouvé said that some victims 
believed these commitments do not 
go far enough. He and others in the 
collective felt they had no choice but to 
group together and ask for action. “It’s 
an over-responsibilisation, because a 
victim shouldn’t have to ask for the 
tools to repair him or herself”, he said, 
but “we knew nothing was ongoing 
about it. We just refused the way it 
was”, he said.

Victims
On June 13, Trouvé and other 
spokespeople for the collective of 
victims were received by the French 
Health Minister Yannick Neuder, the 
High Commissioner for Childhood, 
and a representative for French Justice 
Minister Gérald Darmanin.

The collective called for an audit 
of the French Medical Council, at the 
national and departmental levels, 
by the ministries. They asked for the 
first record of the number of sexual 
infractions among health professionals 
to be assessed and communicated to 
the public. “We need a very thorough 
report and investigation about what is 
really happening in the hospitals”, said 
Trouvé. “We think that it’s the political 
[branch’s] duty to lead this kind of 
investigation.”

Among their requests, the collective 
asked for medical establishments to 
gain access to health professionals’ 
criminal records. They admonished 
the use of hospitals’ lack of funds 
as an excuse to look the other way. 

They also called on the ministry to 
protect those who raise the alarm, 
making the reporting of any suspicion 
of sexual violence against minors a 
legal obligation. They also asked for 
a reassessment of how victims and 
their families are supported in cases 
like these and for the legal framework 
around the compensation of victims, 
which they described as “unclear”, to 
be re-examined. Finally, they asked for 
longer sentencing for repeat offenders 
who could act again.

In response,  according to 
Trouvé, government represent
atives committed to raising an 
interministerial commission to work 
with the collective “in depth” on these 
problems and pledged to investigate 
the matter of victims’ psychological 
support.

Health Minister Yannick Neuder also 
told news outlet Public Sénat on July 18 
that he would be willing to change the 
legislative texts to allow hospitals to 
gain access to health-care providers 
criminal records, although he did not 
provide a timeline.

According to Kellenberger, another 
judicial investigation was opened in 
June, 2025, into the failure to prevent 
a crime or offence in the Le Scouarnec 
case. It aims, he said, to identify “those 
who knew but, perhaps unwittingly, 
showed negligence”, and those 
who “knew but did nothing”. The 
investigation is currently directed 
at persons unknown, meaning no 
individual or institution is specifically 
targeted at the time. However, 
according to Ouest-France, several 
parties mentioned in the previous 
investigation—such as hospital 
administrations and medical councils—
could be examined during this inquiry. 

Trouvé, who was speaking to 
The Lancet a few days after his meeting 
at the Health Ministry, struggled to 
keep hold of his train of thought as 
his eyelids drooped. “Yesterday, I 
slept almost all day”, he said. “I was 
completely exhausted.”

Marianne Guenot
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