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Minutes

of the hearing on “Social mobilisation, social unrest, and police reaction in
Council of Europe member States: need for a new social contract?” held in
Paris on 7 March 2025

The committee held a hearing as part of the drafting of the report on “Social mobilisation, social unrest, and police
reaction in Council of Europe member States: need for a new social contract?” by Mr Pierre-Alain Fridez
(Switzerland, SOC). The Chairperson gave the floor to the rapporteur to present the context and the speakers.

Mr Fridez reminded that the context of the motion for a resolution could be found in the social mobilisations of 2023,
particularly during the pension reform protests. He had made a fact-finding visit to Paris and met inter alia with the
Defender of Rights, the Commission nationale consultative des droits de 'homme, and the Ligue des droits humains
on one hand, and with representatives of the strategic and inspection departments of the police and the gendarmerie
at the Ministry of the Interior on the other. Through these hearings of young activists, he aimed to give a voice to
young people who had been confronted with the police and could testify to the feelings of people exposed to brutal
reactions from the police. He introduced the speakers :

e David Dufresne, a journalist, writer, and documentarian specializing in police violence and social
movements. He is the author of the documentary Un pays qui se tient sage (2020), which questioned the
legitimacy of the use of force by the State. He carried out work to take stock of police violence through the
All6 Place Beauvau project. He has extensive expertise on the rise of tensions between law enforcement
and demonstrators, particularly in the context of the Gilets jaunes.

e An activist from the Action Justice climat association (Paris), who has been injured by an LBD shot during
mobilisations in La Rochelle in 2023 with Extinction Rebellion, which denounced projects deemed harmful
to the environment (such as water grabbing or the construction of mega-reservoirs).

e Activists from the Gett'Up association, which is committed to issues of equality, citizenship, and social
justice, and works for the empowerment of young people from working-class neighbourhoods and their
involvement in society.

¢ Representatives from the Droits dans les yeux (Rights in the Eyes) association, run by young people and
aimed at young people. Its objective is to enable young people to know and understand their rights by
making the law more accessible and understandable.

Mr Dufresne explained that the defence ball launcher (LBD) had been manufactured in Switzerland for a long time.
After the numerous injuries and mutilations caused by its use during the Gilets jaunes demonstrations, the Ministry
of the Interior had attempted to explain these injuries by incriminating the manufacture of the projectiles rather than
the use of the weapon itself. The speaker had identified 25 cases of eye injuries, but the figures for mutilations were
much higher if information from hospital services was taken into account. This reaction from the ministry illustrated
a recurring trend: when the state was called to account by institutions such as the Council of Europe or the UN, on
the rare occasions when it admitted to a mistake, it reduced it to a technical issue, thus avoiding any deeper
questioning.

This stance was part of a shift in the doctrine of law enforcement in France. Formerly focused on protection and
prevention, this doctrine had been transformed into a rapid and forceful intervention approach. The situation was all
the more worrying as France continued to consider itself, and be seen, as the homeland of human rights. Thus,
when international organisations denounced police violence in France, other countries took note and might have felt
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justified in adopting similar methods against their opponents. This problem, therefore, went far beyond the national
context and raised the issue of crowd management on an international scale.

It was essential to remember that the primary aim of policing was to protect the established order, whatever the
political regime: empire, democracy, or dictatorship. In a democracy, it should be possible to debate this doctrine
freely, but this debate was non-existent at the time. There was an absolute refusal on the part of the forces of law
and order to discuss it. In the 1990s, observers from associations had still been welcomed to discuss these practices
with the police. Those days were over: France had regressed in terms of dialogue and transparency on these issues.
Furthermore, the police unions had engaged in outright blackmail, as had been the case during the Gilets jaunes
protests, threatening to no longer intervene, declaring: "Without us, you are nothing."

The very structure of the police in France had accentuated this problem. Unlike in Switzerland, where it was cantonal,
or in Germany, where it was managed by the Lander, the French police was national and directly representative of
the State. As a result, during demonstrations, clashes between demonstrators and the police took the form of a direct
confrontation with the State itself.

Furthermore, there had been a decline in sociological knowledge in the management of demonstrations. At the time,
the main police unions had shifted to the right, even to the far right, and imposed a radical security vision of public
space. Even within a centrist left, the street was no longer perceived as a legitimate place of protest, which
contributed to the brutalisation of the police force. One of the arguments put forward to justify this brutality was the
alleged rise in violence among demonstrators. However, history showed that this assertion was wrong: whether
thinking of the Paris Commune, May 68, or the winegrowers' demonstrations in the 1960s, protests had always been
intense. At the time, demonstrations were certainly more mobile and more frequent, but they were not more violent.

In addition to having regressed on these issues, France had also isolated itself at the European level. A striking
example was its absence from Project Godiac, a cooperation initiative between European police forces that brought
together all the police forces on the continent, except France. This isolation illustrated the growing difficulty of
engaging in collective reflection on crowd management and policing.

Testimony of the Climate Justice activist:

“I was in La Rochelle during the 2023 mobilisations. As part of the measures put in place that day, we were exposed
to tear gas grenades and stun grenades that were fired into the crowd. Our skin burned, and we were coughing. The
police paid no attention to the doctors or the press. The measures were excessive: a procession of police officers
followed us to control our movements. We were ordered to disperse, but it was impossible, because every alley was
blocked by the police armed with lances. That day, as | was at the back of the procession, | was charged and
received a head injury. Despite our cries of non-violence, the police continued to fire indiscriminately. We didn't
understand what they expected from us, since we couldn't disperse. There was total panic: | saw people climbing
over walls or taking refuge under cars. We thought we were going to die."

Testimony of a Gett'Up activist:

"I have been an anti-racist activist for six years, and this is the first time | am heard. | am very honoured to be in the
presence of Mr. Dufresne, the author of a documentary that have resonated particularly with my own experience. |
come from Mantes-la-Jolie, where in 2018, 156 high school students have been made to kneel, hands on their
heads, in the rain in front of their school. This event has left a mark on my life and my commitment. | have been
deeply affected by these confrontations, during which the BAC and other forces have committed extraordinary
abuses. There is an urgent need to reform the police when we know that, as the Cluster 17 survey of 2022 have
attested, 70% of the police force voted for the far-right."

Testimony of a Gett'Up activist:

"My first experience with the police was when | was 15 years old. | was the victim of a gratuitous attack: we were
beaten and slapped for no reason. | didn't file a complaint, | didn't know anything about my rights. We were
considered pests, enemies. We didn't even know how to report a police officer or how to communicate with them to
clarify their expectations in case of misunderstanding."

Testimony of a Gett'Up activist:

"My first experience with the police was in fifth grade. | had an accident that resulted in a fractured skull, caused by
a private citizen. However, at the police station, they didn't believe me. This showed that a police officer's word
carried much more weight than that of the victim, even with my own family, who thought that | was lying."

Testimony of an activist from the Droits dans les yeux association:

"I was in high school in 2018 when the university admissions system, which had become even more discriminatory,
came into force. | come from Cergy, and | saw a demonstration in front of my high school that was repressed with
the use of LBDs. But the most striking image remains that of the high school students on their knees in Mantes-la-
Jolie. This episode shaped us." " In 2023, after Nahel's death, my association was created, because many minors
have been arrested without being informed of their rights, even though they risked imprisonment. We organise
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workshops and publish articles on social networks to explain the law to young people in the neighbourhoods. While
in detention, | provided legal advice to minors."

Ms Chikirou said she was very pleased with this meeting, which allowed activists to testify about the freedom to
demonstrate in France and the freedom to be oneself. There had clearly been a drift in police practices. She was
part of a party that denounced these abuses. The repression of social demonstrations, which had been multiplying,
could be explained by the absence of structural reforms. For example, this evening, 7 March 2025, a feminist
demonstration in Paris had been banned by a simple administrative decision of the police prefect, on the pretext of
the risk of public order disturbances. Even demonstrations for women's rights had been targeted. The whole system
needed to be rethought: it was not right that, on 1% May, a trade union demonstration should be supervised by armed
police. The militarisation of the police in a democracy was unacceptable. When France adopted such practices, it
had been no surprise that authoritarian regimes, such as those of Erdogan or Putin, had found echoes in their
repressive methods.

Mr Fridez wanted the speakers to respond to several other points that concerned him. The right to demonstrate in
France had been problematic: if the prefect anticipated violence, preventive arrests had been made. The training of
police personnel had been clearly insufficient. In the past, the CRS had been well trained, but at the time, it was
often BAC agents or basic police officers who intervened, with excessive recourse to LBDs. De-escalation seemed
non-existent, even if the Ministry of the Interior had claimed to practise it. How could they explain that, according to
certain protocols, LBDs should only have been fired at an isolated person, when in reality they had been raining
down on the crowd?

The Climate Justice activist stated, regarding the use of LBDs shots, that it was inconceivable that in an
environmental demonstration, gathering a large crowd of people, someone isolated could be targeted. Even if
there had been a strategy to target groups causing disorder, that was not what happened in practice. The
processions were very well structured (front, rear, lateral actions), and yet, the police fired into the crowd, sending
their projectiles randomly and indiscriminately. In addition to preventive arrests, the police confiscated protective
gear (swimming goggles, saline solution) that demonstrators needed during tear gas attacks, as had happened
during pro-Palestinian demonstrations. Being found in possession of such materials was interpreted as an
intention to attack.

Mr Dufresne clarified that the new crowd control strategy stated that a police officer should fire at an isolated
person. But in practice, this never happened. The LBDs, which were supposed to be precision weapons, were in
reality weapons of war. According to international weapon catalogs, in Europe, only France (along with Poland)
used LBDs as part of crowd control, whether during demonstrations or in the neighborhoods. These weapons,
due to their imprecision during movement, were not used properly. In 2023, at Sainte Soline, the use of gendarmes
on quads completely contradicted the official rhetoric from the Ministry of the Interior. Putin had even told Macron
that in Russia, no one suffered mutilations — because people were prevented from protesting there. Here,
preventive arrests were akin to the "Putin method." That evening, even before a feminist demonstration began,
demonstrators were arrested. This reminded people of what had happened during the Gilets jaunes protests:
crowds crammed into buses, later partially released, under the watch of a judicial system struggling to respect the
ideals of the republican police.

It was essential that the Council of Europe listen to the voices of young people from the neighbourhoods — they
were not heard in France — because what had been observed since 2017 was being forcefully confirmed. Until
then, there had been specialized units (mobile police, riot police), even though the conviction of Rémi Fraisse by
the European Court of Human Rights had illustrated their limitations. But now, the required level and training of
officers had completely deteriorated. In Paris, for example, a super-prefecture had commanded motorcyclists
armed with LBDs, known as Bravem, who operated without any control. Among the solutions proposed was
adopting the British model of police oversight — an independent body, unlike the current situation in France, where
the Ministry of the Interior controlled the apparatus; and strengthening police training: in France, after only three
months of training, a police officer could carry a weapon, whereas in Scandinavian countries, training lasted up
to three years.

Mr Gevogyan insisted on avoiding any double standards. The brutality of the Armenian police was not criticized
because they are opposed to Putin. The issue was resolutely geopolitical.

Mr Schennach congratulated the young people for their courage, while reminding them of the importance of
never acting alone.

The Chairperson added that in her country, the Netherlands, there had been no shootings, even though migrants
also suffered a certain brutality there.

A Gett’Up activist concluded that the use of force by the police needed to be better regulated, and its control
strengthened. Several associations had proposed integrating citizens into the IGPN to reduce bias. Before
carrying a weapon, police officers needed to be well-trained. Three months was not enough, and recruitment
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criteria had been relaxed every year (now, 6 or 7 out of 20 was enough). Psychological aptitude tests should have
been introduced, and the political opinions and worldviews of candidates should have been assessed, to weed
out those who were unsuitable. Young people in the neighbourhoods had lived in fear of racial profiling, and there
had been an urgent need to create spaces for dialogue between them and the police. Bravem, a symbol of pure
violence, had embodied this drift.

The Climate Justice activist emphasized the role of the security ethics body. Although it was an external body,
it had only had advisory powers. In her opinion, it should have become the sole police oversight body.
Parliamentary oversight had had its limits, as more and more parliamentarians had been on the right, even the
far-right. She mentioned having participated in a pro-Palestinian demonstration in Rotterdam — while such
demonstrations had been banned in France — where the police, present on foot or by bicycle, had not been visibly
armed. A distinction needed to be made between environmental activists, who willingly took their chances, and
anti-racist activists. Racism had been above all a societal issue and could not be reduced to police practices
alone. The porosity between private and public interests, particularly regarding the protection of the AGMs of
companies like Total or the Bolloré group, showed that an entire system had been at stake and needed to be
reformed.

In conclusion, the rapporteur thanked the speakers for their pertinent remarks and reiterated that the police were
supposed to protect people, property, and freedom of expression. He condemned the desire to silence people
who protested and emphasized that the resources of the Defender of Rights had been insufficient, and that the
system had continued to evolve with virtual impunity, leaving the police with unacceptable means of exerting
pressure.
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