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summary 
This report analyses police management of 
those considered to be “undesirable” in the 
Parisian urban space. It examines two tools 
used by the police to remove them from public 
spaces ‑ eviction stops and repeat fines ‑ 
which are used in particular against young, 
working‑class men of colour. 

The analysis is based on two empirical studies, 
which provide complementary data. The first 
examines evictions from the perspective 
of the police, based on a court file that 
revealed police instructions and practices 
of “stops and evictions of undesirables” in 
the 12th arrondissement of Paris. The second 
gives the perspective of the people targeted 
and is based on 44 interviews conducted with 
young people who had been repeatedly fined 
and subjected to ID checks by the police in 
a number of neighbourhoods in the Paris region. 
The interviews were supplemented by 
an analysis of a sample of more than 1,200 fixed 
penalty fines in the same neighbourhoods. 

The results show that within the national 
police force, there is an institutional policy 
aimed at removing from the Parisian public 
space categories of the population defined 
by the police as “undesirable”, on the basis 
of their age, gender, ethnicity/race and 
economic insecurity. In the early 2010s, 
groups were mainly dispersed by means of ID 
checks/evictions, aimed at preventing certain 
people from remaining in public spaces, even 
if they were not committing any offence. 
From 2017 onwards, these same groups began 
to be repeatedly fined for offences relating to 
the use of public spaces 

(anti‑social behaviour, traffic offences, 
breaches of health regulations). This repeated 
issuing of fines has resulted in substantial 
debts, which can amount to more than 
€30,000 for teenagers or young adults. 

Presented as “public order” measures, these 
practices target young men of colour from 
disadvantaged backgrounds for gathering in 
groups in public spaces in the neighbourhoods 
where they live, study or work. 

Evictions and repeat fines are part of a wider 
context, in which a number of stakeholders 
have helped to encourage these practices. 
First of all, the legislator facilitates the use 
of these tools by extending police powers 
to stop and fine, whilst weakening judicial 
control. Secondly, local authorities encourage 
and legitimise these practices in the name 
of protecting the peace and quiet of “local 
residents”, a category from which they 
effectively exclude the young people targeted. 
Lastly, the judiciary exercises limited control 
over the actions of the police, as the existing 
means of remedy are largely ineffective due 
to their opacity, complexity and the substantial 
costs involved, as well as the presumption of 
truthfulness afforded police officer's reports. 

The results highlight the major consequences 
of these practices for the people targeted. 
They are exposed to police harassment, their 
social and economic exclusion is reinforced 
and their distrust of state institutions is fuelled.
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Introduction 
Since the urban expansion that took place 
in the 19th century, public authorities have 
sought to control the presence and mobility of 
people within the country, particularly groups 
considered to be “undesirable”. This control is 
carried out both at the borders by regulating 
immigration and within the country through 
urban, housing and public order policies. 

This report examines one of the policies for 
managing undesirables in urban spaces, 
namely the use of evictions by the police. 
This policy is implemented by the police 
officers in charge of maintaining public order, 
whose role is to regulate behaviour in public 
spaces that does not constitute a crime but 
does disturb the peace and quiet of residents, 
such as incivilities1.

Since the 1990s, many cities around 
the world have focused on tackling 
small‑scale urban disorder. Based on the 
“broken windows” theory, according to which 
the police must actively suppress such 
disorder in order to avoid creating a feeling of 
insecurity and a breeding ground for crime2, 
new measures have been adopted to control 
the presence of people considered to be 
undesirable or dangerous. In the United States, 
several cities have adopted municipal decrees 
authorising the police to evict homeless 
people from city centres or deny them access 
to public parks3. In the United Kingdom, 
until 2014, police officers had a legal tool called  
anti‑social behaviour orders, which allowed 
them to prohibit access to certain places for 
people considered uncivil ‑ generally, young 
men from disadvantaged backgrounds ‑ even if 
they had not committed a criminal offence4.

In France, measures to remove people from 
public spaces are not explicitly provided for by 
law (apart from exceptional measures such as 

security perimeters). They are instead based 
on institutional practices and political priorities. 
This study looks at two police tools used to 
remove groups considered to be “undesirable”: 
identity checks used to evict certain people 
from public spaces (eviction stops) and 
the repeated issuing of fines to people for 
reasons related to their use of public spaces 
(repeat fines). 

While many studies have shown that identity 
checks disproportionately target young men 
seen as Black or Arab and from working‑class 
backgrounds5, few studies have looked at 
the use of ID checks as a means of removing 
people from public spaces. In addition, there 
are still few empirical analyses of the practice 
of issuing repeat fines, which has taken 
unprecedented proportions in recent years. 

This study analyses the legal and historical 
context in which the practices of repeat 
fines and evictions have emerged, and 
then describes them empirically, in order to 
understand the procedures, circumstances, 
frequency and reasons for fines and evictions, 
as well as the overall amounts of debt related 
to the fines. It sets out to describe the 
characteristics of the target populations in 
order to identify the factors that characterise 
the groups that the police consider to 
be “undesirable”. The study also analyses 
the way in which practices for moving on 
undesirable people are influenced by  
(or co‑constructed with) other stakeholders, 
and what the consequences are for the people 
targeted, in the short, medium and long term. 
Finally, it looks at the remedies available to 
those concerned and analyses the reasons 
why, overall, they remain ineffective.
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methodology 
This research is based on the pooling of two 
studies on policing practices that have hitherto 
received little attention in the social sciences. 

The first study is based on a criminal 
investigation conducted by the General 
Inspectorate of the National Police (IGPN) 
following a complaint for police violence and 
discrimination in the 12th arrondissement 
of Paris. The investigation file of several 
thousand pages includes a large number 
of internal documents from the 12th 
arrondissement police station for the 
years 2013, 2014 and 2015. It contains the 
daily instructions given to patrol units, which 
reveal the institutional policy of “evicting” 
populations labeled as “undesirable”. The 
file also includes 284 intervention records, 
among them, 106 for which the police selected 
“Troublemakers ‑ undesirables” as the reason 
for intervention from the options provided by 
the national police software. These records 
have enabled us to make a systematic 
comparison between this type of intervention 
and those for other motives (noise disturbance 
or nuisance). Lastly, the file includes written 
communications between the police station 
and other parties, as well as statements 
from all the people questioned as part of the 
legal investigation (76 police officers from 
the police station and 45 local residents 
and professionals), which reveal the rationale 
and justifications for these practices, as well as 
the role played by other local stakeholders. 

The second study began in 2017. While four 
police officers from the 12th arrondissement 
were on trial for aggravated assault in the 
above‑mentioned case, several young men 
from the neighbourhood alerted youth workers 
and local non‑profit organisations about the 
fines they were beginning to receive in large 

numbers, resulting in ever‑increasing debts 
for them6. Similar problems of repeated fines 
were reported elsewhere in the Paris region7, 
in Isère8 and, to a lesser extent, by activists 
from non‑profit organisations in Calais9.

The aim of this second study was 
therefore to examine the practice of 
issuing repeated fines in the Paris region. 
It was based on 44 semi‑structured interviews 
conducted with young people who were given 
multiple fines between January 2019 and 
June 2024. The majority of these people live 
in Paris (39 of those surveyed) in five main 
neighbourhoods10. In each of these sites, the 
problems of repeat fines had been identified by 
institutional and non‑profit sector stakeholders, 
who were able to establish contact with young 
people who had received multiple fines. The 
interviews enabled us to ask the affected people 
about the fines they had been given (amounts, 
reasons, contexts, etc.) and their impact on 
their daily lives. They also covered their social 
practices, the history of their relations with 
police officers issuing fines and any previous 
interaction with the criminal justice system. 

In order to limit the selection bias that 
may result from the approach used to 
access respondents, these interviews were 
supplemented by quantitative data obtained 
from a sample of 1,226 fixed penalty fines. 
These fines concerned 84 young people, 
including those interviewed. Data was 
collected based on various written documents 
(initial penalty notices, increased penalty 
notices and/or payment status report 
drawn up by the French Treasury11), which 
provided a range of information about the 
people fined (age, surname, amount owed) 
and the fine itself (reason, date, time, place 
of offence, class of offence, initial amount, 
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increased amount). The data helped to identify 
recurring dates, places and reasons for the 
issuing of fines or of the individuals fined, 
which the qualitative data alone were unable 
to objectify. 

In both studies, the names of all respondents 
were anonymised. Particular attention 
was paid to analysing the age, gender 
and migratory origin (presumed from the 
surname12) of those evicted and fined.

8 
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results 
1. Legal and historical background 

Identity checks and fixed penalty fines are 
often presented as relatively harmless tools in 
the fight against crime. However, the rationale 
behind their introduction and the laws 
governing them show that they actually serve 
multiple purposes, encouraging their use for 
dispersal purposes. 

From the outset, identity checks have combined 
two central government objectives: combat 
crime and manage the presence and mobility 
of groups considered dangerous or undesirable 
for the national community. The first laws 
authorising identity checks in 1981 coincided 
with the widespread introduction of identity 
cards, which were themselves designed 
as a means of monitoring and controlling 
dangerous or “undesirable” populations (in 
the 1930s, this term referred to “foreign Jews” 
and in the 1960s, to “French Muslims from 
Algeria”)13.

Over the last few decades, the law has 
significantly extended the power of police 
officers to carry out identity checks. In addition 
to situations where there are reasonable 
grounds to suspect that an offence has 
been committed, checks may be carried out 
as a preventive measure, regardless of the 
person’s behaviour, and also “on requisition” 
by the public prosecutor, which authorises 
the targeting of any person in the locations 
and for the period determined by the 
judicial authority14. As a result, police officers 
have substantial discretionary powers when 
it comes to identity checks, giving rise to a 
significant risk of abuse. A number of studies 
have demonstrated the discriminatory nature 
of identity checks, which disproportionately 
target people perceived as Black or Arab15, 
and have highlighted the fact that in practice, 

identity checks are used not only to surveil 
suspects or prevent public disorder, but also 
to gather information, assert police authority 
over certain sections of the population, 
punish, occupy territory and control the use of 
public spaces16. In 2016, the Court of Cassation 
found the French State guilty of grievous 
fault for discriminatory identity checks17, and 
in 2023, the Council of State recognised the 
existence of discriminatory identity checks, 
which cannot be reduced to isolated cases18.

Fixed penalty fines were introduced in 192619 
to punish less serious offences without 
overburdening the courts. Issued on the basis 
of a simple report by a police officer, the fixed 
penalty fine is a criminal penalty imposed 
without a trial, with the offender being notified 
at home of the amount of the fine that he or 
she must then pay or may contest. 

Legislative developments surrounding the 
fixed penalty fine procedure have seen 
a gradual reduction in the involvement of 
judges and the granting of an increasingly 
significant role to the officer issuing the fine. 
Police officers thus become “judges of the 
street”20 and are afforded powers that come 
with significant room for manoeuvre and 
extensive discretionary powers. In the current 
state of the law, decisions taken by officers, 
made in the street, without any adversarial 
process, do not have to be justified. Above all, 
they are taken with no real judicial control, 
given the ineffective nature in practical terms 
of the remedies available (see below). 

This power is all the more extensive given that 
the scope of fixed penalty fines has expanded 
considerably over the last two decades. 
Initially introduced for road traffic offences, 
fixed penalty fines now apply to a very large 
number of lessor offences or misdemeanours 
(littering, noise nuisance, urination in public 
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spaces, etc.). Since 2016, they have also been 
applied to a growing number of misdemeanors, 
including drug use, collective occupation of 
part or all of a residential building and unlawful 
street vending21. This development is being 
contested by a number of stakeholders ‑ 
particularly, the Defender of Rights, the French 
rights watchdog ‑ who recommends abolishing 
the fixed penalty for misdemeanors (AFD)22.

These legislative changes have been 
supported by a series of technological 
developments that have greatly facilitated 
the use of fixed penalty fines and contributed 
to their widespread use, starting with the 
digitisation of the procedure for issuing fines. 
From 2011 onwards, electronic penalty notices 
have gradually replaced the old penalty stamp 
counterfoil books. Officers issuing fines 
now have a dedicated digital application in 
which they enter all the information relating 
to the offender and the offence recorded. 
A penalty notice is then automatically sent to 
the offender’s home address and processed 
by the national automated offence processing 
agency (ANTAI). 

Set by law and by decree, the amount 
of these fines depends on the nature of 
the offence. Fines range from €11 (1st class) 
to €135 (4th class)23. For misdemeanors, 
the amounts are higher (for example, €200 
for drug use or occupying a building lobby, 
€750 for driving without insurance). If the fine 
is not paid within the 45‑day period stipulated 
by law, the fine is increased to €35, €75, €180 
or €375 for 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th class offences, and 
to €450 and €1,600 for fixed penalty notices. 

The history and legislative framework of 
identity checks and fixed penalty fines, 
combined with the weakness of hierarchical 
and judicial controls, facilitate their use for 
the purpose of dispersing and moving on 
populations considered as “undesirable”. 

2. Identity checks and repeat fines: 

10 

“Dispersal” tools 

Since 2010, several studies have revealed the 
existence of a policy through which certain 
populations, defined on the basis of  
ethnicity/race and/or socio‑economic criteria, 
are removed from public spaces by the police. 
In Paris in particular, police officers have 
received instructions from their superiors 
to “evict undesirables”, “systematically evict 
Roma and homeless people” and to remove 
“migrants, Syrians, Roma, drug addicts and 
drug dealers”24 from public transport areas. 
Our study reveals two police tools of removal: 
eviction stops and repeat fines. 

eviction stops 

The court file we studied shows that, in the 
12th arrondissement police station, the public 
order units were instructed to carry out 
“ID checks and evictions of undesirables” on 
an almost daily basis during the period under 
study (2013 to 2015). These instructions have 
no legal basis. Neither the term “eviction”, 
nor “undesirables” exist in the French Code 
of Criminal Procedure, and the law prohibits 
discrimination on the basis of origin or 
economic situation25. Although the term 
“undesirables” was officially removed from 
public policy after the Second World War26, it 
continues to be used in a formalised way by 
the national police force as a whole, since it 
is one of the categories included in the digital 
software, under the heading “Nuisances 
and disturbances to public order”, alongside 
categories such as noise disturbance, 
neighbourhood disputes, traffic offences 
and miscellaneous nuisances27. While some 
of the senior officers interviewed admitted 
during the criminal investigation that eviction 
has no legal basis, all of them defended the 
practice, arguing that it is necessary to respond 
to problems of “young people gathering or 
loitering” in certain sectors28.
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In practice, in the 12th arrondissement of Paris, 
eviction was a frequent and routine practice 
for the public order units: it was mentioned in 
almost a quarter of the reports included in the 
investigation file, and several reports noted 
“repeated evictions issued throughout the 
shift” involving the same group of young men. 

The police29 used three strategies to disperse 
them. They could carry out an identity check, 
generally accompanied by a frisk search, 
and then “ask people to move on”30. Or they 
tried to “occupy the territory” with the aim 
of forcing people to leave31. A third approach 
consisted of taking individuals to the police 
station for an identity check, even when they 
already knew their identity, “the aim being that 
when they are in the process of being booked 
at the station, they are no longer disturbing 
the neighbourhood”32.

When questioned by the IGPN, some officers 
stated that eviction must be “justified by 
proven disturbances”, but others admitted 
to dispersing people “when no offences had 
been observed, but when the group caused 
a real nuisance to local residents and a 
feeling of insecurity”33. An analysis of the 
incident reports shows that, on the ground, 
police officers regularly conducted evictions 
without observing any criminal or disorderly 
behaviour, as illustrated by these summaries 
of their actions: 

•  Eviction of around ten undesirables. 
Without incident. 

•  Identity check of a group of young people 
at the swimming pool [X]. Individuals 
evicted. NTR [nothing to report]. 

•  At the scene, we observed four individuals 
chatting calmly. We asked them to leave, 
which they did without incident. 

•  Requested to attend due to undesirables 
on VP [public highway]. At the scene, we 
move on ten or so individuals without 
difficulty. Good physiognomy. 

Unlike interventions explicitly targeting 
“undesirables”, during which police officers 
dispersed people even if they had not 
committed an offence, in the vast majority of 
interventions for other reasons (in particular 
noise or nuisances), they noted the noise 
but simply asked people to turn the volume 
down, without carrying out any ID checks or 
evicting them. 

This suggests that there were two types of 
intervention: interventions justified by the 
behaviour of the individuals (most often noise 
or minor offences), for which the police almost 
never conducted evictions, and interventions 
justified by the presence of people considered 
undesirable, which systematically resulted in 
evictions, regardless of their behaviour. 

Removal by means of repeat fines 

Since the mid‑2010s, in the 12th arrondissement 
as in other areas of Paris and Ile‑de‑France, 
young people who had previously been 
subjected to ID checks and evictions have 
also begun to be repeatedly fined, situations 
they describe as forms of police harassment, 
abuse and discrimination. They can be fined 
up to several times in the same week or day 
for offences such as spitting, littering, noise, 
traffic offences and, between 2020 and 2022, 
offences related to the Covid‑19 pandemic 
rules. Although barely of age or still minors, 
these young men accumulate a large number 
of fines and sometimes end up owing the State 
several thousand, or even in some cases, tens 
of thousands of euros. 

As part of the research, out of 44 people 
interviewed, it was possible to collect fine 
statements (“payment status reports”) from 
19 people. These documents record between 
five and 102 fines per respondent, i.e. an 
average of 38 fines per person. Amounts 
owed range from €2,000 to €32,500 (Table 1).  

11 
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Together, these 19 respondents, with an 
average age of 20, have 716 fines to their name 
and owe the French State over €220,000. 

Overall, the amounts of these debts 
are completely out of proportion to the minor 
nature of the offences that these fines punish. 

12 

pseudonym Age 
(at interview) 

Total debt 
(increased fines) Number of fines Period covered by fines 

Ahmed 16 years old €16,737 62 2022‑2023 

Sabah 17 years old €2,610 8 2022‑2023 

Sadibou 18 years old €2,145 12 2019‑2022 

Amadou 19 years old €31,914 102 2019‑2023 

Omar 19 years old €6,900 19 2020‑2023 

Pierre 20 years old €13,210 40 2018‑2022 

Issa 21 years old €2,550 12 2020 

Samir 21 years old €30,688 102 2020‑2023 

Jabari 22 years old €2,905 5 2023 

Aliou 22 years old €4,671 18 2018‑2022 

Sofiane 22 years old €32,134 84 2017‑2022 

Fayçal 22 years old €7,113 23 2019‑2023 

Ousmane 22 years old €5,190 15 2021‑2022 

Lamine 24 years old €12,903 38 2017‑2022 

Abdel 24 years old €14,766 44 2016‑2021 

Alioune 24 years old €6,980 19 2019‑2022 

David 25 years old €7,135 39 2014‑2021 

Aziz 27 years old €3,240 11 2020 

Koffi 32 years old €16,191 63 2010‑2022 

TOTAL €219,982 716 fines (Mainly between 2019 
and 2022) 

Table 1 

Known amounts of total debt related to fines
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Repeated at high frequency over short 
periods of time, the fines reach significant 
sums in the space of a few months. 
Abdel (24) received 44 fines between 
2016 and 2021, including 18 between 
March and November 202034. These fines, 
which initially totalled €5,852, amounted 
to €14,766 after increases were applied. 
Amadou received his first fine when he was 
14 years old. Since then, he has been fined 
at least 15 times per year, including 22 times 
between January and April 2021. At 19 years 
old, he has 102 unpaid fines, generating a debt 
of almost €32,000. Lastly, Ahmed received 
62 fines between January 2022 (when he was 
14) and June 2023 (when he was 16), resulting 
in a debt of more than €16,700. His fine 
statement shows large concentrations of fines 
over short periods of time. 31 penalty notices 
(i.e. half of the fines received) were issued in 
July and August 2022 alone. He was also fined 
ten times solely in the month of October 2022. 

It should be added that these fines concern 
offences recorded during the day as well as 
in the evening. Noise disturbance, for example, 
is not just dealt with in the evening or at night. 
A large number of the fines collected during 
the study were for daytime disturbances. 

In the cases examined, it is common for 
several fines to be issued at the same 
time for the same individual, thus forming 
batch fines. Noise nuisance (night‑time 
or daytime disturbance), spitting 
(“spillage of unsanitary liquid”) and dirtiness/ 
mess (“dumping or abandoning rubbish”) are 
frequently the subject of simultaneous fines, 
issued in batches of three, ironically described 
by one respondent as a “set menu”35, as 
illustrated by an extract from Issa’s fine 
statement (Table 2). 
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Reason Date Time 

Unauthorised dumping of rubbish or objects in a public or private place 

Emission of noise affecting the peace and quiet of the neighbourhood 
or human health 

Breach of the ban on smoking in a covered and enclosed area  
open to the public 

Spillage of unsanitary liquids outside authorised areas 

22/02/2020 17:32 

Emission of noise affecting the peace and quiet of the neighbourhood 
or human health 16/03/2020 19:49 

Disturbance, noise or abusive gatherings during the day that disturb 
the peace and quiet of residents 

Spillage of unsanitary liquids outside authorised areas 

Unauthorised dumping of rubbish or objects in a public or private place 

24/06/2020 16:50 

Disturbance, noise or abusive gatherings during the day that disturb 
the peace and quiet of residents

Spillage of unsanitary liquids outside authorised areas 
25/06/2020 21:32 

Table 2 

Extract from Issa’s fine statement (aged 18)
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These “batches” are sometimes substantial. 
For example, in November 2017, when 
he was 19, Lamine received seven fines 
at the same time for traffic offences. 
A similar situation applies to Amadou, who 
was given eight fines at the same time for 
offences relating to the use of a scooter 
when he was 15 (initial amount: €464; 
increased amount: €1,236). Other cases of 
“batch fines” occurred during the Covid‑19 
pandemic period, in 2020 and 2021. On 
the evening of 1 March 2021, for example, 
Alioune (aged 21) was fined three times 
for travelling without a travel justification 
statement, gathering on a public thoroughfare 
and not wearing a protective mask 
(initial fine: €405; increased amount: €1,125). 

The respondents in this research were 
heavily fined during the period in which 
health regulations related to the Covid‑19 
pandemic were applied, between March 2020 
and July 2022. Twice as expensive as 3rd 
class fines, which before 2020 accounted for 

the majority of fines paid by respondents36, 
“Covid” fines have considerably increased the 
debts of those who have been fined several 
times. For the 19 people for whom we have 
a payment status report, 155 “Covid” fines 
were recorded, accounting for a total 
of €58,125. Lamine, for example, who was 
21 in 2020, was fined ten times for breaches of 
health regulations, accounting for more than 
a quarter of all his fines. Pierre (18 in 2020) 
was fined 26 times for breaches of health 
regulations (almost two‑thirds of all his fines). 
Repeat offenders have seen the amount 
owed related to fines increase considerably 
in 2020 and 2021 (Chart 1). If we take all the 
respondents for whom we have an exhaustive 
payment status report (n=17)37, we obtain 
an average of nine “Covid” fines per person 
between 2020 and 2022, well ahead of the 
average number of fines issued in the Paris 
urban area38. On average, these young people 
were 140 times more fined for Covid‑related 
offences than the rest of the population 
in Île‑de‑France.
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chart 1 

Breakdown of Abdel’s number of fines, by year and by reason 
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The officers' repeated interaction with 
the young people they target has made it 
possible to issue “remote” fines, whereby 
police officers issue fines without leaving 
their vehicles. A number of young people 
explained that they had been fined unwittingly, 
without having been approached or subjected 
to ID checks by the police. This surprising 
procedure is made possible by the fact that 
the young people are frequently stopped and 
are known to the police, who can identify 
them (surname, first name and address) 
and send them penalty notices without 
first stopping them. The widespread use of 
electronic penalty notices in the mid‑2010s 
has also encouraged this practice. The fine is 
now issued by the officer on a dedicated digital 
device and no longer has to be handed to the 
person. During the lockdown and health curfew 
periods in 2020 and 2021, for example, many 
people reported being fined for “travel outside 
of the home without appropriate supporting 
documents”, without any check being made 
for a certificate. Abdul explained that he had 
been fined during the first lockdown in March 
2020 while walking his dog, without having his 
ID checked and without the officers issuing the 
fines checking whether or not he had a travel 
justification statement39.

Regardless of the methods used, people who 
are repeatedly fined associate the numerous 
fines they receive with a desire to keep them 
out of the public spaces they use. 

3. Defining undesirability 
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If evictions and repeat fines target people 
simply for being in public spaces, then the 
question arises as to who are these groups 
that the police consider to be “undesirable”? 
The various pieced of evidence in this 
study make it possible to cross‑reference 
two perspectives: the institutional point of 
view (who is considered “undesirable” by 
the police?) and the perspectives of the 
policed (what are their sociodemographic 
characteristics and why do they think they are 
being targeted?). These perspectives converge 
to uncover the profile of “undesirables”: people 
defined on the basis of their age, gender, 
origin, physical appearance and the way they 
use public space. This suggests that the use 
of evictions and repeat fines are the result of 
discriminatory targeting. 

Undesirables according to the police 

To understand how undesirability is 
defined from the point of view of the police, 
an analysis was made of the profiles of 
the people identified as “perpetrators” in 
the intervention reports in the case file for 
the 12th arrondissement of Paris (n=182). 
We compared the characteristics of the people 
subjected to ID checks during interventions 
for the reason “Troublemakers ‑ undesirables” 
with those of people listed in interventions 
for other reasons related to public order, 
in order to determine whether the profile 
of “undesirables” differs from that of the 
population generally targeted by the police. 
The comparison shows that, while on the 
whole the majority of people subjected to 
ID checks are young men whose names 
imply African or North African origin, among 
them the people considered undesirable are 
younger, more often men and more often 
of post‑colonial immigrant background 
(see Table 3). In fact, they are almost 
exclusively boys in their teens, the vast 
majority of whom have a name denoting 
a post‑colonial immigrant background, 
especially sub‑Saharan.  
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Of those who are not considered “undesirable”, 
just over half have a European‑sounding name 
and just over a quarter have a name of  
sub‑Saharan origin. These proportions 
are reversed among the so‑called 
“undesirable” profiles: just under a quarter 
have a name implying a European origin 

and over half an African origin. The people 
designated as undesirables by the police 
are almost all French and born in France 
(37 out of 39), in a higher proportion than 
the people who are never described as 
such. So they are not immigrants, but rather 
descendants of immigrants40.
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Individuals stopped 
for ID checks Gender Migratory origin Age in 2014 

Never labelled 
undesirable (76) 82% men 

52% from Europe 
28% from 
Sub‑Saharan Africa 
20% from North Africa 

4% under 13 
46% aged 14‑19 
15% aged 20‑25 
35% aged 26 and over 

Labelled undesirable 
twice or more (39) 

97‑100% 
men 

24% from Europe 
55% from 
Sub‑Saharan Africa 
21% from North Africa 

3% under 13 
79% aged 14‑19 
10% aged 20‑25 
8% aged 26 and over 

Total  
(182) 86% men 

42% from Europe 
35% from Sub‑Saharan Africa 
23% from North Africa 

4% under 13 
54% aged 14‑19 
23% aged 20‑25 
18% aged 26 and over 

Table 3 

“Perpetrators” in the police reports of the 12th arrondissement
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Analysis also shows that of those 
considered undesirable and regularly 
subjected to evictions, the vast majority 
are residents of the district in which they 
are stopped (only six of the 39 lived outside 
the 12th arrondissement of Paris, including four 
in neighbouring arrondissements). Evictions 
are issued in three main locations in the 
district, all located in residential blocks with 
a high concentration of social housing, near 
the district’s state secondary school, and far 
from the district’s central avenues and squares 
where shops and Haussmann‑style buildings 
are concentrated. An analysis comparing the 
locations where evictions are issued with 
the home addresses of the people targeted 
by the orders shows that the young people 
were moved on from the areas where they 
live and go to school, or, in their own words, 
“right next to home”. 

The police reports and hearings conducted by 
the IGPN also suggest that it is the presence 
of these young men in groups (ranging 
from four to around twenty people) that 
triggers evictions. Evictions are generally 
issued in the late afternoon and evening, after 
school. During their hearings, officers from 
the police station described these young 
people as, for the most part, not involved in 
delinquent activities, but explained that their 
mere presence in a group in the public space 
justifies the evictions, as it is considered to 
cause a nuisance for local residents (“we’re 
not dealing with gang leaders, but they are 
pests, people who create a nuisance wherever 
they go”41). This nuisance is presumed by 
police officers, regardless of the behaviour 
observed on the ground. One commissioner, 
for example, acknowledges this in the following 
terms: “It’s true that when you arrive on scene, 
there’s generally no noise. But we suspect 
that the people in question must have been a 
nuisance to the neighbours. The officers then 
move the young people on in order to stop the 
disorder”. A law enforcement officers agrees: 
“We ask them to leave because we know we’ll 

be called by local residents. It’s a preventive 
step”43. Undesirability is therefore constructed 
on the basis of what the police consider to be 
the preferences of “local residents”, a vague 
category that takes into account only certain 
residents and excludes others. 

The profile of those who are repeatedly fined 

These police sources can be cross‑referenced 
with available data on people who receive 
multiple fines, drawing on interviews and fines. 
During the interviews, the socio‑demographic 
characteristics, social practices and social and 
criminal trajectories of the interviewees were 
identified. The corpus of 1,226 fines issued 
to 84 offenders supplements this data in two 
ways: it enables us to analyse the origin of the 
person fined on the basis of their surname, 
and provides an indication of the number 
of fines issued to each person. Several results 
emerge from analysis of this data. 

The people who are repeatedly fined in the 
study were all male. Although care must be 
taken due to the selection bias that can result 
from the sampling strategy, it should be noted 
that in none of the areas studied was there any 
mention of young girls being repeatedly fined, 
despite the fact that a significant proportion 
of those supported by specialised prevention 
services are young girls. This gendered 
targeting by the police, which has already been 
demonstrated in a number of studies45, is also 
a point raised during interviews by those who 
are repeatedly fined. 

All of the respondents are of North African 
or sub‑Saharan African origin. The result 
is identical when the analysis is extended 
to the sample of 1,226 fines collected: all 
the surnames indicate foreign origin46. 
In interviews, many of the respondents believe 
that their skin colour is the main reason why 
they are targeted by the police. It is often their 
experiences of differential treatment that 
support this perception.  
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Haroun, for example, recounts that he was 
recently subjected to an ID check with a group 
of friends ‑ all of whom were racialized as 
non‑white ‑ in a park near his home, while 
another group of young white men in the park 
nearby, who were no less noisy, were not asked 
to produce ID (“And just next to us, there was 
a group, a larger group than ours.. but they 
weren’t black or Arab (...) They were white, 
and they were much noisier than us”)47. 

The majority of people with repeat fines 
are aged between 15 and 22 (Chart 2). 
The youngest offenders in this study were 13 
when they received a fine; the oldest was 31. 
The average age of the entire sample of those 
fined is 18.648.

The perception of the young people targeted 
is in line with this: in their view, the ID 
checks and fines to which they are subject 
are particularly severe between the ages 
of 15 and 20. Younger people are of less 
interest to the police. Older people become 
less targeted and express the feeling that the 
frequency of ID checks and fines diminishes 
after a certain age (“Basically, it goes away 
with age”49). 

Respondents are stopped and fined right 
next to their homes. The penalty notices 
and French Treasury payment status reports 

collected show that, in each neighbourhood 
studied, the fines cover a handful of locations 
and are concentrated in small areas, 
corresponding to the public spaces frequented 
by the respondents and generally located in 
the immediate vicinity of their homes. 

In the four main areas of Paris studied, at 
least three‑quarters of the fines issued 
were in the district where the person lives. 
In the Lavandins district50, 61% of the 
540 fines collected were concentrated in an 
area of just 3.5 square kilometers and a third 
concerned just five streets or squares.  
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graph 2 

Age at time of offence (N= 1,174) 
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In the Dahlias district, 42% of fines were issued 
in an area of less than 1 square kilometer; 30% 
were issued on just three streets. 

These observations can be applied even 
more precisely at the individual level. Take 
the example of Amadou who, at 19 years old, 
is one of the two respondents with the most 
fines (102 between 2019 and 2023). More 
than two‑thirds of his fines were issued within 
500 metres of his home51. The same applies 
to Lamine, three quarters of whose fines were 
issued in his home district (28 out of 38). 
In more than half the cases, the person was 
fined less than 300 metres from home. 

These young men are rarely stopped and 
fined elsewhere. Yet, some of them point out 
that their social activities are not confined to 
the area where they live, that they also travel 
to other towns or districts, and sometimes 
frequent other public places where they 
are not stopped or fined. This is particularly 
true of road traffic offences. Driving without 
registration documents or insurance, 
driving a vehicle without a rear‑view mirror 
or high‑visibility jacket, driving a vehicle 
with a faulty indicator light/headlight or 
“decorated with a protruding, sharp or pointed 
external feature”52 are all offences that 
are likely to be committed beyond the local 
area. However, these offences are still mainly 
punished within fixed locations. 

People who are repeatedly fined are 
particularly closely monitored and checked 
by the police, sometimes independently 
of any criminal activity. One of the possible 
hypotheses concerning the issuing of 
repeat fines is that the police are targeting 
these populations primarily to put a stop 
to illegal activities. As a result, the people 
targeted by repeat fines would be people 
who are “well known to the police and 
judicial authorities”. To test this hypothesis, 
we analysed the respondents’ self‑reported 
criminal record (number of police arrests, 
judgements, convictions, prison sentences, 
etc.). Most of them have already been tried and 
sentenced in criminal court (including six who 
have already been imprisoned).  

However, a number of young people 
with a lot of fines report that they have 
no criminal record. Madi, for example, 
estimates that he has received more than 
€10,000 in fines, and claims that he has never 
been taken to the police station and never 
stood trial. The same applies to Pierre, who 
owes €13,200 in fines (mostly related to Covid) 
and says he has had no dealings with 
the justice system. While this declarative 
information should be treated with some 
caution, it does qualify the assertion that 
the most fined individuals are also the most 
involved in delinquent activities. 

However, one thing is certain: while not all 
young people who are repeatedly fined and 
arrested are known to the judicial authorities, 
they are known to the police officers operating 
in their neighbourhoods. The study indicates 
that the young people who are repeatedly 
fined and the police officers who punish them 
are highly familiar with one another. They are 
monitored constantly, making them “known to 
the authorities”, sometimes independently of 
any illegal activity. 

The majority of respondents felt that they 
were being stopped for ID checks and fined 
because they were present and visible 
in the public space. Several respondents 
expressed the idea that police officers “don’t 
like young people who hang around”53 and 
that they quickly spot and get to know those 
who are frequently present in the public 
space in their area. In this respect, several 
respondents noted that the young people who 
receive the fewest fines are also those who 
are least present in the public space. In their 
view, what bothers the police is not so much 
young people hanging about “outside” as them 
being “in a group”. A number of them say that 
they are rarely stopped or fined if they are 
alone in public spaces (“Generally, when you’re 
on your own, it’s fine. But if you are in a group 
of four or five, there’s a 50% chance you’ll 
be fined”54). Among the fines collected as part 
of this study, it is not uncommon to find that 
several young people have been given several 
fines at the same time and in the same place.
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Many of them express the feeling of being 
labelled as “thugs” or “delinquents” as soon as 
they are present in a group in a public space. 
For Azrane, Pierre and Salif, for example, 
just standing still in the street makes them 
suspicious in the eyes of the police and local 
residents alike, who easily suspect them 
of involvement in drug trafficking or other 
illegal activities. For David, the fact that he 
is of Algerian origin and a regular presence 
in the streets, squares and parks of his 
neighbourhood makes him “suspicious” 
in the eyes of the police, even though he has 
no criminal record55.

The way they dress reinforces this suspicion. 
A number of young men point out that 
certain items of clothing ‑ such as tracksuits 
and trainers ‑ increase the risk of being 
stopped and fined, an observation that has 
also been made in a number of previous 
research studies56. According to the 
respondents, carrying a bag or wearing a 
hoodie, cap or neckerchief makes them 
particularly vulnerable to police targeting. 
Other items of clothing or accessories, on the 
other hand, reduce the likelihood of them being 
stopped for an ID check. Sofiane explains that 
he is subject to fewer checks when he wears 
glasses and a beret, as these accessories 
make him appear “more serious”. Sadibou, for 
his part, expresses the feeling that, depending 
on the style of dress he adopts, he is more 
or less subject to ID checks. While wearing 
a  tracksuit and trainers, he knows that there is 
a good chance of being stopped (“For example, 
now, I know that I can be stopped at any 
time”), this is less the case when he comes 
home from work wearing jeans and/or a shirt58. 
Yanis makes the same observation. A young 
man of Algerian origin, he describes himself 
as “pale‑skinned” and as someone who could 
easily pass for “white” in certain contexts 
and with certain clothes. Usually wearing a 
tracksuit and trainers, he sometimes wears 
jeans or a shirt, situations in which he feels 
less likely to be checked and targeted by 
the police59. Respondents often feel under 
suspicion because of the way they dress and 

look60. Associated with their presumed origins 
and skin colour, certain items of clothing 
categorise them as “thugs” in the eyes of the 
police. 

To sum up, the police sources from the court 
files studied are consistent with the profile 
and perceptions of the young people who were 
repeatedly fined. The “undesirables” here 
are French teenagers and young men from 
post‑colonial immigration backgrounds, whose 
clothing is associated with that worn by “young 
people from the suburbs”, and who gather 
in groups in the streets or public squares 
of the neighbourhood in which they live. 
These results confirm existing research 
on the discriminatory nature of identity 
checks, and supplement it by demonstrating 
that targeted checks are not limited to 
monitoring and controlling crime, but are 
also extended to controlling the presence of 
certain categories of the population in urban 
areas. These young people, whom the police 
categorise as “undesirables”, are seen as 
“not belonging” in the public spaces of these 
Parisian neighbourhoods.

20 



FINES, EVICTIONS AND STOPS: POLICE MANAGEMENT OF “UNDESIRABLES” IN THE PARIS REGION region · 2025

4. Co‑constructing “undesirables”: the role 

21 

of local residents and municipal authorities 

Police use of evictions happens within a wider 
context, in which other stakeholders play an 
important role, both in constructing the notion 
of “undesirables” and in the development of 
a policy of managing these groups through 
dispersal. 

Residents: contrasting views  
on public peace and order 

In the 12th arrondissement of Paris, senior 
and patrol officers unanimously explained 
when questioned that the aim of moving 
on undesirables was to respond to citizens’ 
complaints, with a view to maintaining 
public order61.

However, as in many socially mixed 
neighbourhoods, there were major 
disagreements as to what constituted a 
public nuisance. As part of its neighbourhood 
survey, the IGPN questioned 35 people living 
or working in the neighbourhood about 
safety in the area. Responses reflect a wide 
range of opinions on safety and the way in 
which teenagers of colour in the public space 
are perceived. 

On the one hand, some residents62 felt that 
the presence of gatherings of young people 
was problematic and regularly called on the 
police to intervene. The investigation file 
contains 27 letters from residents or tenants’ 
associations, reporting incivilities or criminal 
behaviour (noise, joyriding, drug dealing) 
attributed to “gatherings of young people” 
described as illegitimately “occupying” 
the public space. They contrast “young 
people" ‑ who are deemed out of place ‑ and 
“local residents” who are “simply asking for 
the chance to live in a normal environment, 
with a minimum of peace and quiet”. In their 
letters and during the investigation, these 
residents often described the young people 
in question using terms related to ethnicity 
(“African and North African young men”63), or 

terms revealing racial bias (“vermin”, “gangs”, 
“riffraff”). The majority of them say that, 
although these young people do not commit 
violence, their presence in groups is harmful 
because it generates a feeling of insecurity 
(“I have not been attacked or insulted in the 
neighbourhood, but I feel unsafe because of 
the presence of groups of young people”). 
This presence is also seen as detrimental 
to the area’s economic activity (“it drives 
customers away”) and impacting the value of 
property (“it gives an atmosphere of an inner 
city housing estate and that’s damaging”). 
These attitudes show that it is the combination 
of the racial profile and economic status of 
the groups that defines a category of the 
population as a “nuisance” in public spaces. 

Conversely, some local residents and 
shopkeepers felt that most gatherings of 
young people do not cause problems, but 
that they are discriminated against by certain 
residents and by the police. In 2013, a local 
campaign was launched by young residents, 
specialist youth workers and neighbourhood 
activists to speak out about the violence and 
discrimination to which young people were 
subjected at the hands of the police through 
a neighbourhood public order unit. In support 
of the complainants, several local non‑profit 
organisations formed a collective called 
“Place aux Jeunes”, whose main objectives 
were to strengthen dialogue between residents 
and promote measures to guarantee equal 
rights and access to public space.  
Unlike the residents, who felt that they were 
being bothered and harmed by the gatherings 
of young people, the collective advocated 
an inclusive vision of public space that 
“makes a place” for the various populations 
present in the neighbourhood and protects 
discriminated groups. In a letter to the 
town hall, the collective asked how urban 
development projects “work towards bringing 
residents closer together, rather than creating 
barriers that exacerbate mistrust and deepen 
misunderstandings”, and called for measures 
to guarantee the autonomy of the elderly, 
give equal consideration to the interests of 
residents who rent and to those who own 



2025  ·  FINES, EVICTIONS AND STOPS: POLICE MANAGEMENT OF “UNDESIRABLES” IN THE PARIS REGION region

their homes, and “the proper social integration 
of young residents given the difficulties they 
encounter in the job market, which is very 
unfavourable to them”. 

In response to these contradictory demands, 
the police station set up a system for 
managing grievances differently. 

On the one hand, complaints about juvenile 
incivilities were handled as public order issues 
and systematically triggered an operational 
response on the ground. Citizen reports were 
collected and managed by the operational 
coordination office (BCO), which sent written 
instructions to the local units to carry out 
“security operations” and issue “evictions 
of undesirables” in the sectors concerned. 
The units were required to draw up a report 
on their actions within a set timeframe, 
allowing the commissioner to write back to 
the complainant to inform him or her of the 
response to the complaint. This process was 
systematically deployed when the police 
station received grievances about incivilities 
committed by gatherings of young people, 
without the police checking the accuracy 
of the reports and even when the police 
considered that the complaint was unreliable. 

On the other hand, when residents alerted 
the police station to police actions deemed 
abusive or discriminatory, these complaints 
were directed to the public relations and 
communications unit, and no administrative 
investigation was carried out. In 2013, young 
local residents, accompanied by their youth 
workers, asked to meet with representatives 
from the police station to report that they were 
being repeatedly stopped for no apparent 
reason, and often subjected to verbal, physical 
and occasionally sexual violence. They were 
granted a meeting with the police station’s 
Prevention and Communications Unit (MPC), 
a unit made up of two police officers whose 
role is to “interface with the public” and 
carry out prevention initiatives, including 
presentations in schools on road safety, 
high‑risk behaviour and drugs.  
No members or heads of the field units who 
are in daily contact with young people were 

present. At the IGPN hearing, the MPC officer 
explained that in response to the young 
people’s testimonies, he had explained why 
the police intervened repeatedly: “I replied 
clearly that residents had a right to peace and 
quiet and that any disturbance of the peace 
at night justified police intervention, even on 
several occasions.” 

Thus, while complaints about juvenile 
anti‑social behaviour are managed  
as a public order issue and systematically 
trigger an operational response, regardless 
of the reliability of the complaint, grievances 
about police action delegitimised, without 
any attempt to assess reliability or whether 
disciplinary or legal action should be taken, and 
are managed as a communications problem. 

Town hall: amplifying certain grievances  
and minimising others 

The arrondissement town hall played an 
important role in implementing the policy 
of evictions, amplifying the grievances of 
residents inconvenienced by youth groups 
and minimising the concerns of those who 
advocate a more inclusive public space. 

The documents included in the investigation 
file show that, when it received letters from 
residents complaining of incivilities or minor 
disturbances, the town hall forwarded them 
to the police station, along with specific 
requests for action and a deadline by which 
the police station had to send a written 
response to the town hall. This enabled local 
councillors64 to respond to requests from 
constituents and show that they were taking 
action. For example, in a letter replying to 
a complaint from a resident about the noise 
caused by young people in a local square, the 
elected representative states that he “does 
not have direct authority over the police” but 
nevertheless indicates that he had asked 
the central police commissioner “that his 
departments step up their vigilance in the 
neighbourhoods” and that he had invited him 
to give “firm instructions to his staff so that 
any night‑time disturbance observed in the 

22 



FINES, EVICTIONS AND STOPS: POLICE MANAGEMENT OF “UNDESIRABLES” IN THE PARIS REGION region · 2025

area is systematically fined, including when 
minors are involved”. He also asked the police 
to summon the manager of a grocery shop “to 
remind him of his obligations to ensure public 
order and peace and quiet in the vicinity of 
his business”. Finally, he asked the Prefect to 
issue an order banning the sale of alcohol after 
9pm and its consumption in the square and 
adjacent streets from 2pm. 

Conversely, when other residents alerted 
the town hall to abusive or violent police 
action against these same young people, 
the municipal authorities played down these 
complaints and made no request to the 
police station. In 2013 and 2014, young local 
residents, accompanied by specialist 
youth workers, were granted meetings 
with a number of municipal councillors 
responsible for youth, safety and prevention. 
Two elected representatives interviewed 
by the IGPN explained that they had listened 
to the young people, who told them about 
what they considered to be serious incidents 
(“they said they were threatened, intimidated 
and insulted [racial slurs]. They also 
said that they had been beaten up for no 
reason and that they had been stopped 
for an ID check for no reason. They also 
said officers looked at their mobile phones, 
which were also thrown on the ground”). 
Nevertheless, they said that they had told 
them that the police action was surely justified 
(“I told them they were doing their job and 
that the police were probably responding 
to requests from local residents and the 
public prosecutor”). Contrary to the town 
hall’s response to complaints about juvenile 
anti‑social behaviour, when confronted 
with the young men targeted by the police, 
the elected representative explained that 
as the town hall had no hierarchical power 
over the police, “it was not my role to lodge 
complaints on their behalf or to reprimand the 
police”.  
By their own admission, neither of the two 
elected representatives took notes at these 
meetings, reported them in writing to the 
police station or contacted the young people 
again afterwards. 

We can see here how the town hall can play 
an important role in the policy of evictions, 
by relaying and legitimising certain citizens’ 
grievances whilst playing down others, 
insisting on presumed incompetence. 

In short, police practices of evicting certain 
populations are shaped and legitimised by 
other institutional actors, who, along with the 
police, construct the figure of undesirables in 
the public space ‑ those who, because of their 
age, gender, economic insecurity and racial 
profile, “don’t belong” there.
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5. Consequences of repeat fines and EVICTIONS 
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According to many of the respondents, the 
repeated ID checks and fines to which they are 
subjected are intended to dissuade or prevent 
them from using the public spaces in their 
neighbourhoods. Hichem  and Sekou, both 
aged 19, think that the police are fining them 
in order to “get them out” of the public square 
where they meet up with their friends65. For 
Demba and Amadou, the message from the 
police is clear: they “don’t have the right to be 
on the streets” or “to stay here”66.

Although they have unanimously accepted that 
the best way of avoiding fines is to stop being 
in the public space, the young people targeted 
are not changing their social practices. The 
study shows that evictions and repeat fines 
have no effect on the presence of these young 
people on the streets. Given the vital nature 
of these outings, their understanding that 
they have a “right” to use and occupy public 
spaces like any other person and the apparent 
normality of their activities (“it’s like going to a 
bar”), young people continue to gather in the 
streets, parks and squares near their homes, 
despite repeated police interventions67.

However, if the repeated ID checks and fines 
have no effect on the presence of the young 
people targeted in public spaces, they do place 
them in a particularly vulnerable situation. 

Economic consequences: excessive debt and taxation 

Given the economic, family and social 
circumstances of young people who are 
repeatedly fined, the fines they receive 
weigh heavily on their available resources. 
The burden of the fines is measured primarily 
in terms of what they represent in the lives 
of these individuals, and increases as their 
economic resources diminish. The burden 
represented by these fines is all the greater 
when they are repeated. It undermines 
the future of the young people concerned 
and is experienced as a lasting obstacle in 
their lives. For Hossine, the fines prevent him 
from getting out of both the neighbourhood 

where he grew up and his social and economic 
insecurity (“It’s hard enough for us to get out 
of the neighbourhood, but they think: “No, we’ll 
add this as well. You’re going to stay where you 
are and, at the same time, you’re going to pay”). 

Young people who are repeatedly fined often 
find themselves unable to pay their fines. 
The fines are then increased and lead to the 
implementation of debt recovery procedures 
by the central government services, which 
have a long‑term impact on the young 
people concerned. 

If a fine is not paid within 45 days, 
it is increased and passed on to the 
French Treasury, which is then responsible 
for recovering the debt owed to the State. 
To do this, the tax authorities can delegate to 
a judicial officer (formerly known as a bailiff) 
the task of seizing the amount of money owed 
at the debtor’s home. Whilst undertaking 
research for this study, several respondents 
explained that they had received letters 
announcing the imminent visit of a bailiff to 
the family home. 

The authorities can also carry out an 
“administrative seizure by third party holder” 
(saisie administrative à tiers déteneur ‑ SATD), 
a procedure that allows them to seize sums 
owed to them by contacting a third party 
who may be holding the debtor’s money. 

Money owed can thus be deducted directly 
from the income of people who have 
been issued with repeat fines when they 
are in employment: part of the debtor’s 
salary is then paid to the French Treasury 
to repay the debt68. Lamine, for example, 
has experienced this first hand. 
Born in France to Malian parents who both 
work as cleaners, he remained in full‑time 
education until the end of secondary school 
and has been working as a garbage collector 
for Paris City Council since February 2020.  
He owes €12,900 in fines and has part of 
his salary withheld at source every month69. 
When the debtor is not in paid employment, 
the tax authorities may seize certain social 
benefits, such as unemployment benefit or 
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sickness benefit payments70. Abdel, aged 24, 
explains that part of his back‑to‑work allowance 
was deducted to pay back some of his fines71.

Money owed to the State may also 
be deducted by the public accountant directly 
from the bank account(s) of the debtors. 
The public finance department then sends 
an SATD notice to the identified bank and 
informs the person concerned that a seizure 
order has been issued. In this case, access 
to the debtor’s bank account is frozen for 
a fortnight and the bank is ordered to pay 
the sum requested to the Treasury, provided 
that funds are available in the account72. 
Issa explains, for example, that the grant 
he had been paid for his school year 
in 2020‑2021 (€460)73 was deducted from his 
account. Similarly, Timéo had €750 deducted 
from his account after an SATD measure 
concerning two fines74, as did Abdul, who had 
€670 euros deducted75. Some banks also 
charge a fee each time an SATD procedure 
is initiated. The fee may not exceed 10% of 
the amount due, up to a maximum of €100. 
Abdul and Issa were charged €20 and €100 
respectively in bank charges following 
SATD notices. 

flying under the radar of the State 

In turn, these collection procedures give rise to 
avoidance practices in which people who are 
repeatedly fined try to elude the tax authorities 
by making themselves invisible to the State, 
by “flying under the radar”. 

One strategy is to disappear from the 
banking system. Faced with the risk of having 
debts forcibly collected, many respondents 
avoid opening or maintaining a bank account in 
their own name. Some explain that they have 
turned to alternative banking systems such as 
opening a Compte‑Nickel (a payment account 
that can be opened at certain stores that are 
members of the “Compte‑Nickel” network) 
or a foreign neo‑bank such as Revolut or N‑26. 
These online banks, which appeared in the 
2010s, were at one time considered out of 
reach for the French tax authorities76. 

Others have kept a bank account in their name 
in France, but do not deposit any money in 
it. Moussa, Medhi and Hichem explain, for 
example, that they withdraw their entire salary 
in cash every month as soon as it is paid by 
their employer. Sadibou, who lives with his 
20‑year‑old sister and his sick, unemployed 
mother, works as a care assistant, earning 
between €1,000 and €1,200 net per month. 
He also explains that he withdraws his entire 
salary each month so that he can use it to 
support his family77.

These countermeasures require those 
concerned to be constantly vigilant. 
David explains, for example, that he has set 
up an alert on his bank’s mobile application 
and says that he makes sure that there is 
“never more than ten euros in [his] account for 
more than an hour”: he withdraws the amount 
of his salary or the social security benefits he 
receives almost instantly, or transfers it into 
his mother’s account, which requires him to 
carry out sometimes complex administrative 
manoeuvres. To enable his car insurance to 
be debited monthly, he has arranged with 
his father that on the 10th of each month 
(the day the insurance is debited), his father 
will transfer the amount due from his bank 
account, which David will then repay in cash. 
Similarly, to pay his school fees, he asked 
a family member with the same name as him 
to pay by cheque, and then reimbursed him 
in cash78.

A second strategy is to avoid declared work. 
Being heavily in debt and having their income 
from work deducted by the tax authorities for 
fines they deem to be unfair discourages some 
of those who are repeatedly fined from taking 
steps to integrate and work. Abdul, for example, 
has had a difficult experience of this.  
At 26 years old, he estimates that he owes 
between €5,000 and €8,000 in fines.
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Diagnosed with a serious illness in 2020, 
he returned to paid employment in October 
2022, after more than two years out of work. 
In his first month of work, he was deducted the 
sum of €700 ‑ half his salary ‑ and explains 
that this dissuaded him from keeping his job 
(“If I kill myself so that they can take €700 
from me every month, I might as well stay 
on RSA (active solidarity income)”)79.

Several respondents expressed the feeling of 
having to work “for nothing” or “as a volunteer”, 
simply to pay their fines. For example, 
Amadou’s debt reached €32,000, which 
equates to more than 22 months’ full‑time 
salary at the minimum wage, or almost two 
years’ work devoted solely to paying the fines. 
Abdel, who at the age of 24 owes €15,000 
in fines, reckons that he would have to pay 
a year’s salary to settle the money he owes80. 

In light of these risks, many people with repeat 
fines prefer to work in jobs paid off the books 
and engage in illegal employment. Abdel, for 
example, works full‑time as a delivery driver 
for the equivalent of the minimum wage and 
explains that he only half of his salary is paid 
through official accounts and the other half is 
paid cash in hand. By hampering their chances 
of finding work, fines ultimately increase the 
risk of irregular practices by driving young 
people to work illegally. 

In the most extreme cases, the need to find 
the resources to pay off the fines owed and 
the slim hope of being able to do so with the 
salaries they can earn given their low level 
of qualifications encourage some of those 
concerned to consider taking part in criminal 
acts. Abdel (24), for example, says he might 
“do something stupid” to pay off his €15,000 in 
fines owed. Other respondents pointed out that 
there is great temptation to turn to illegal acts 
as a way of paying off fines more quickly. 

Consequences for relations with the police 

For the young people concerned, the fines 
they receive are associated with a strong 
sense of injustice. In addition to their 
recurrence, which is frequently experienced as 
a form of harassment, injustice is very often 
expressed when recounting the unfounded 
issuing of fines. Several young people 
explain that they are regularly punished for 
non‑existent offences. They refer to a series 
of “phoney fines”, “bogus fines”, “made‑up 
fines” or “unfounded fines”. Some people feel 
that they have been punished in the absence 
of proof that they committed an offence, 
simply because the place where they were 
found was dirty. Others complain that offences 
are treated differently depending on who 
commits them: at the same volume, the noise 
generated by these young men is far less 
tolerated than by others and is systematically 
perceived as a “disturbance”. 

Almost all the interviews expressed a feeling of 
injustice: injustice in the sense of an absence 
of justice (impossible to take the matter to 
court or useless to invoke the law, see below) 
and in the sense that they consistently 
perceived the police as feeling above the 
law and as abusing their powers arbitrarily. 
This sense of injustice is also experienced 
in being constantly reduced to the inferior 
status of “undesirable” in the public space. 
Feeling that they were mostly targeted on 
the basis of ethnicity, the people interviewed 
expressed a strong sense of exclusion, often 
compounded by a sense of police impunity. 
The economic, fiscal and legal impact of the 
large number of fines they receive confirms 
and exacerbates this perception of injustice. 

As a result, the majority of respondents said 
that they did not trust the police and that 
they would not call the police if they were the 
victim of a crime, preferring in many cases to 
settle the dispute themselves. Hichem, Kemyl 
and Sadibou explained that if they were faced 
with a problem, they would not call the police, 
preferring to take the law into their own hands81.
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A large proportion of respondents said 
that they had learnt to run away from 
police officers82 over time, as a result of 
their experience of being stopped and fined. 
According to some respondents, the practice 
of issuing repeat fines accentuates the 
need to keep away from the police. Hichem, 
for example, explains that, for fear of being 
fined, he stays “on the lookout” and tries 
as far as possible to keep out sight of police 
officers (“I'll need to lie low if I don’t wanna 
get fined”). After a bad experience, Kemyl 
said that he systematically started running 
whenever he saw police officers during the 
March 2020 lockdown, even though he had 
a travel justification form (“around here, 
they don’t talk, they don’t try to find out if 
everything’s in order.. It’s better to try to and 
get away so you don’t get fined than to stay 
there and get fined”). 

In some cases, the police respond to these 
attempts to flee by giving chase, which poses 
two risks for the young people: that of being 
involved in an accident while trying to get away 
and that of being knocked about if the police 
catch up with them. In the 12th arrondissement, 
there are reports of these dangerous 
chases. For example, during an intervention 
on a Monday in April 2015 at 9.30pm, 
police officers described chasing a young 
man they did not know but who was running 
away from them. They continued, even 
though he was "taking risks by crossing the 
road between vehicles" on several occasions. 
A police officer noted that he used tear gas 
once he had caught up with the young man, 
before tackling and holding him on the ground, 
handcuffing him and frisking him. 

Generally speaking, the use of 
ID checks/evictions and repeat fines aggravate 
tensions between the young people targeted 
and police officers, and create conditions 
conducive to police harassment. Because 
they target people in the places where they 
live, work or study, evictions are bound to be 
repeated: the people targeted have no choice 
but to return to the places from which they 
are regularly moved on. This targeting is clear 

from the register of police reports from the 
12th arrondissement of Paris, where the same 
people are repeatedly checked and dispersed, 
sometimes several times a day. In several 
summaries of interventions, police officers 
note that they check the same “gang of 
young individuals hanging around all day on 
esplanade [X] and the surrounding areas” and 
indicate that they are called “on a daily basis 
for this band in order to move them on from 
all the places where they decide to hang out 
(squat)”. 

These repeated interactions between the 
same police officers and the same young 
men generate what Marwan Mohammed 
calls a “perverse familiarity”, resulting in 
a low‑intensity conflict involving exchanges 
of glances and provocations83. The criminal 
complaint alleges a number of illegal 
acts committed by police officers, who 
were assigned to “evict undesirables”: 
verbal attacks (including racist insults uttered 
publicly on social media), physical violence 
(blows, chokeholds and tear gas sprayed in 
the face) and, in some cases, sexual violence 
or inappropriate touching during frisk 
searches. Some of these acts have been the 
subject of judicial convictions, in particular 
the acts of unlawful violence and detention 
outside the legal framework84. Although the 
courts did not find that sexual violence had 
been committed due to insufficient evidence, 
several police officers admitted during their 
hearings that security searches, which 
were systematic for this group, could be 
accompanied by frisk of private parts “above 
the clothes” (“My colleagues may sometimes 
touch their testicles through their clothes 
when they searched the groin area”; “I may 
sometimes perform searches on the crotch”). 

In short, while repeat fines do not actually 
remove the people targeted from public 
spaces, it does have serious financial 
consequences, leading them to hide from the 
State and the tax authorities. 
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Moreover, these practices tend to favour the 
development of tensions with police officers 
and encourage situations that expose them 
to police harassment. 

6. BREAKING the deadlock? 
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Appeal processes that remain ineffective 

in practice 

One finding emerges from our research: while 
respondents express a sense of injustice and 
perceive police actions as forms of illegality, 
in practice, taking their case to court proves 
extremely difficult, if not impossible. 

Challenging violence and discrimination: an uphill battle 

Challenging discriminatory identity checks 
and evictions through the courts often 
presents complainants with a huge uphill 
battle and the risk of reprisals. As other 
studies have shown, many complaints are not 
seriously investigated and cases are dropped85. 
In the case of the 12th arrondissement 
in Paris, the young men targeted succeeded 
in obtaining an investigation thanks to the 
efforts of various parties. This included a large 
number of stakeholders and resources, 
through which a system for collecting evidence 
of unlawful police acts (witness statements, 
videos, medical certificates) was set 
up. This enabled 18 complainants to file 
complaints about 44 different incidents 
that occurred over a three‑year period. 
The complaint, which received extensive 
media coverage, led to a full‑scale 
investigation. 

These efforts led to two high‑profile trials 
that put the issue of police harassment of 
young men of colour on the agenda. However, 
while the civil proceedings resulted in the 
State being found guilty of a series of serious 
offences, the police officers involved were 
acquitted by the Court of Appeal in the 
criminal proceedings. They then lodged a 

complaint against the complainants for false 
allegations, a procedure which resulted in the 
conviction of four complainants in 2022 (an 
appeal against this conviction is pending at the 
time of writing). 

Appealing against fines:  
complex and opaque procedures 

With regard to the repeat fines, the veracity 
or legality of which they often dispute, 
many of the respondents have encountered 
major difficulties in taking their case to 
court. Created from the outset as a means 
of relieving the courts of mass litigation 
and preventing them from becoming 
overloaded, the fixed penalty fine system 
was designed to restrict access to the courts 
and de facto complicate ‑ if not render 
impossible ‑ any form of legal remedy86.

In practice, an appeal can be lodged 
in one of two ways: through an online 
complaints platform on the website of the 
French National Agency for Information 
Systems Security (ANTAI), or by a registered 
letter with acknowledgement of receipt.  
On the surface, the process seems simple, 
but in practice, the rest of the procedure is 
out of the control of the litigant, for whom it 
remains difficult to understand and unclear, 
as the Defender of Rights has already noted87.

Once this has been done, an appeal 
(“request for an exemption”) is examined 
by a member of the public prosecutor’s 
office (OMP), a police officer acting under the 
authority of the public prosecutor. In theory, 
the latter can only rule on the admissibility 
of the appeal and has only three options: 
reject the appeal if it does not comply with 
the formal rules imposed88 (absence of 
a statement of reasons, appeal made after 
the deadline, appeal not accompanied by 
the original fixed penalty notice, documents 
sent by ordinary post), cancel the fine, or 
forward the application to the police court if 
it complies with all the formalities imposed. 
In practice, however, officers of the public 
prosecutor’s office tend to exceed their 
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powers and take it upon themselves to rule 
on the merits of applications, rejecting en 
masse the proceedings brought by litigants 
against fixed penalty fines. Condemned by 
the highest authorities, rulings have been 
made against these illegal practices on 
several occasions by the Court of Cassation 
and the European Court of Human Rights89. 
To all intents and purposes, however, these 
practices continue90. Although individuals 
may in such cases bring proceedings against 
the prosecuting authority, the specific nature 
and complexity of such an appeal make 
it highly unlikely. 

While the complexity of these remedies 
hinders access to the law for adults, it is 
even more the case for minors, who rarely 
have the resources to find out about their 
rights and take action against illegal fines. 
Official statistics confirm the rare occasions on 
which this first stage is successful. According 
to the Court of Audits, in 2016, less than 3% of 
appeals against fixed penalty fines resulted in 
the matter being referred to the police court. 
On the contrary, 90% of appeals were declared 
inadmissible by the public prosecutor’s office 
and resulted in a decision to convert the 
initial fine into an increased fixed penalty 
fine, without the appeal being referred to 
the judge91.

In the rare cases where the public prosecutor’s 
office refers the case to the magistrate, the 
magistrate can a decision in the form of a 
penal order without the accused having the 
opportunity to explain his or her case in a 
public hearing. The person deprived of a trial 
can then contest this decision and ask to be 
heard by lodging an “opposition to a criminal 
order”. However, this procedure requires the 
prejudiced appellant to undertake additional 
procedures, which are all the more complex 
as they are subject to their own formalities, 
distinct from those of the “request for an 
exemption”. 

Costly procedures 

The majority of respondents said that the 
procedure for appealing against fines was 
cumbersome and complex, something they 
felt acted as a strong deterrent. First of all, 
embarking on this path requires a great 
deal of commitment on the part of those 
concerned, which is costly in terms of time 
and energy, and is often seen as excessive in 
relation to what is at stake. The cost is also 
financial: accessing the legal system means 
paying court fees (€31 in the police court and 
€127 in the criminal court) and, in the case of 
a fixed penalty notice, a deposit equal to the 
amount of the fine92. There are also lawyer’s 
fees if the person decides to seek the advice 
of a legal professional. Contesting a fine 
also means running the risk of having the 
penalty increased if the judge finds against 
the offender83. These risks and costs are 
multiplied as many times as there are fines 
to be contested, thus increasing the burden 
on individuals who wish to have their case 
examined by the courts. 

The probative value of police statements and the 
inequality of arms 

When it is envisaged, legal action has 
little chance of succeeding: in addition to 
the complexity and cost of these appeal 
procedures, there is a legal presumption 
that police statements are true. As regards 
fines, this difficulty arises from the law itself. 
For minor offences, a fixed penalty fine 
is a police notice which, according to the 
Code of Criminal Procedure, is “admissible 
proof in court”94. The information it contains 
is therefore considered to be true, unless 
proven otherwise. The law thus establishes the 
principle that the penalty notice is presumed 
to be true, and thus implies a presumption 
of guilt on the part of the offender, who is 
obliged to prove the false or erroneous nature 
of the notice by means of written evidence 
or witness statements. 
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Unless there is exceptionally clear evidence, 
it is extremely difficult for an individual to 
overturn the charges brought against him 
or her in a police penalty notice. How can 
you prove, for example, that you are not 
responsible for spitting or throwing rubbish on 
the public highway, if a police penalty notice 
states that you are? Apart from rare cases in 
which an alleged offender has formal proof 
that he was unable to commit the offence of 
which he or she is accused95, proceedings 
to appeal against a fixed penalty fine have 
very little chance of success. Demonstrating 
that an offence has not been committed is all 
the more difficult for people who have been 
convicted several times, as the number of 
times they have already been fined further 
undermines their credibility. In interviews, 
respondents expressed a shared feeling that, 
no matter what they said or did, their words 
would not be believed in court up against those 
of police officers. 

Despite these obstacles, a number of young 
people who had been fined took steps to 
appeal against offences with the help of 
volunteers or professionals. In rare cases, 
some people have managed to get a few of 
their fines cancelled. This was the case for 
Imarou, whose first name and surname were 
frequently misspelled on penalty notices, 
which led to several of them being cancelled96. 

In the vast majority of cases, however, these 
proceedings are unsuccessful. Some of 
the young people fined said that they had 
never received an explicit response to their 
appeal, but explained that they had simply 
received an increased penalty notice, from 
which they had deduced that their appeal 
had been rejected. 

As a result, many young people who are 
repeatedly fined feel discouraged by the 
difficulty of the appeal procedures and the 
slim hope of seeing them succeed. Given the 
complexity of these procedures, there is 
a shared feeling among respondents that 
everything is done, both in the fixed penalty 
fine procedure and in identity checks, to 
dissuade citizens from taking legal action. 
At a dead end, with no hope of seeing debt 
that affects their daily lives cancelled, 
some of them finally resolve to pay the sums 
demanded by the authorities, even though 
they believe that they have not committed 
all the offences of which they are accused 
or report abuse or discrimination on the 
part of the officers issuing the fines. At that 
point, they approach the Treasury to set up 
a payment schedule, sometimes over a period 
of many years.
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conclusion 
This research highlights police practices for 
removing certain populations considered to 
be “undesirable” from public spaces in Paris. 
It looks at two methods of dispersal ‑ eviction 
stops and repeated fines ‑ when they target 
young men of colour in socially‑diverse 
neighbourhoods. 

It reveals that there is an institutional 
policy, in several Paris police stations, of 
“evicting undesirables” from public spaces. 
Until the mid‑2010s, police officers used 
identity checks and verification procedures 
on the instructions of their superiors to keep 
certain groups out of public spaces. From 
2017, as the scope of the fixed penalty fine was 
extended, the practice of repeat fines targeting 
the same groups for reasons related to their 
use of public spaces was added, resulting in 
fine‑related debts of up to more than €30,000 
for teenagers or young adults. 

The study shows that the vast majority 
of “undesirables” who are removed and 
repeatedly fined are French teenagers and 
young men from post‑colonial immigrant 
and working‑class backgrounds, who gather 
in groups in the public spaces of their 
local neighbourhood. This result confirms and 
supplements existing work on discriminatory 
identity checks, and shows that police 
targeting is not limited to crime control, 
but also tends to regulate the presence of 
certain categories of population in urban 
areas, because they are considered to 
disturb the peace or public order, regardless 
of their behaviour. 

While the police are at the heart of these 
dispersal practices, this research shows 
that they are not the only parties involved. 
Some local residents, as well as the municipal 
authorities, contribute to categorising part 
of the population as “undesirable” on the basis 
of age, gender, racial profile and economic 
insecurity. They help to legitimise the idea 
that these people “don’t belong” in the public 
spaces of their own neighbourhoods, and 
can therefore be regularly removed and 
fined. This demonstrates the importance 
of placing police practices in context, 
in order to understand how outside parties 
can influence their implementation and 
how these practices can, in turn, legitimise 
discourses that call for the social exclusion 
of marginalised populations. They show 
how abusive police actions are part of 
a “system” made up of multiple actors who 
together reproduce and entrench social and 
racial inequalities. 

Evictions and repeat fines have no effect on 
the presence of the young people targeted in 
the public space. On the other hand, they have 
dramatic long‑term consequences. Repeat 
fines have a major and lasting economic 
impact on people who are already in fragile 
economic situations, and who are often unable 
to pay the amounts demanded. The enforced 
debt collection procedures implemented by 
the State lead to forms of “avoidance of the 
system”, which keep those concerned away 
from the job market and lead them to avoid 
conventional banks.
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These police practices also aggravate the 
feeling of injustice and mistrust towards the 
police, and heighten tensions between police 
officers and their targets, since they require 
officers to check and fine the same young 
people on an almost daily basis. 

Although they perceive the repeated checks, 
evictions and repeat fines to which they 
are subjected as abuses of power and 
discrimination, few young people are able 
to assert their rights before the courts. 
The procedure for contesting fines is complex, 
opaque and not very effective in practice. 

Police notices are admissible proof in court 
until proven otherwise, which means that the 
offender is presumed guilty and must prove 
that the penalty notice is false or misleading. 
Police officers have extensive powers to 
carry out identity checks and issue fixed 
penalty fines. As it is difficult for a judge to 
review their use, these tools raise questions 
about the potential for their arbitrary and 
discriminatory use.
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