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			Back cover

			Has the fight against drug trafficking become a charade? Are the police more at the service of the authorities than the public? Why do some officers go off the rails? To what extent does Freemasonry hold sway over the institution? Do the unions do more harm than good to civil servants? How can we understand the replacement of the national police force by municipal police forces?

			 

			A former inspector, then commander of the national police force, answers these questions (and many others) with an unprecedented frankness and liveliness. Combining real-life experience, recent events and rigorous analysis, Jean-Pierre Colombiès gives an insider’s account of the excesses of the Grande Boutique. He describes those moments when the police are encouraged to make a profit by making indiscriminate arrests rather than intervening wisely. He reveals the influence of networks that dictate the law and can promote incompetents or even protect deviant officers. It denounces the tyranny of statistics, which undermines the service provided to the public. He shows why the forces of law and order may be called upon to “break citizens” for the sake of setting an example. And, with regret, he underlines how hatred of the police and the blunders of more or less “big bosses” can render ineffective the efforts of officers committed every day to the safety of all.

			 

			Jean-Pierre Colombiès, a former narcotics officer in Marseilles, has become one of the most popular police consultants in the media. 
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			Dedications

			In memory of Régis,

			swordsman, swordsman of words,

			infinitely respected colleague and friend.

			  

			 

			 

			To the one who knows how to calm my impatience.

			 

			 

			

		

	
		
			

			Quote

			In the middle of the night

			he asked for the sun

			he wanted the sun

			he demanded the sun (…)

			He was told: what for?

			He answered: light

			I want to shed light

			on this dirty business.

			 

			(Jean Tardieu, “Complainte de l’homme exigeant”,

			in: Le Fleuve caché. Poésies: 1938-1961,

			Gallimard, “Poésie” [1968], 1990, p. 152) 

			 

			 

			

		

	
		
			

			Prelude

			1988.

			Some guys from the BAC burst, triumphant, into our narcotics office. They’ve just pulled off a major coup. They’d been on a stakeout for a few hours, when they spotted a transac between “a Black” and “a Gaul”. Two of them jumped on “the Gaul”, who was carrying a kilo of pot. Two others grabbed his wholesaler. We have the dealer, the retailer, the object of the crime: end of story. All the more so as, as soon as he sits down in his interrogation chair, “le Gaulois” sits down to eat. Yes, he bought the kilo at the Black. Caught in the act, he can’t deny it.

			His supplier can. He fiercely denies it. It’s a classic narcotics caper. Everyone plays their part. The wholesaler contests; we shake him by shouting at him and then giving him the first aid that was customary at the time, in this case what we called “educational slaps”. To edify him, we read him the BAC report, which was as damning as it gets. Why waste time disputing the obvious?

			- Because I had nothing to do with it!

			Tired of his bad faith, and intervening in flagrante delicto, we set off to search his home. Even though drug dealers rarely keep their stuff at home, we’re convinced that, faced with the implacable clues we’re going to find, the guy’s going to stop playing coy and come clean.

			First concern: the address where the drugs are supposed to be stored doesn’t exist. In the street mentioned by our colleagues, the even numbers stop at 8. We’re supposed to press 10. Discomfort.

			Never mind, the guy, sure of himself, points us to his place. At number 8. 

			

			From the outset, we’re disappointed. The apartment he shares with his partner doesn’t resemble that of a narcotics wholesaler. It’s clean and tidy. There’s nothing reminiscent of drug folklore: no suitcases, scales, knives, suspicious packaging or wads of cash. Nevertheless, we search the place with conviction and, let’s face it, a touch of anger. The guy watches our investigations wide-eyed, repeating that it’s all a mistake, that he’s never touched drugs, let alone sold them. Between colleagues, we slip each other an amused glance. The guy should be in movies. What an actor!

			But our amusement lasts only as long as the search. When we find ourselves without a cookie, without even a crumb to put in our mouths, doubt begins to creep in. We return to the service and ask the guy to put it on the back burner with his :

			“I told you so! I had nothing to do with it! Let me go! This is a mistake!”

			We leave him to stew in his cell. Let’s reread the report. Let’s see that the bacqueux are formal. They jumped on the guy right after they saw him finish his trance. So why didn’t the guy want to come? Normally, at some point, his peers pick up their skates and stop the sketch! And how do you justify the fact that his apartment is so clean and different from those of his colleagues?

			The whole affair, which looked like it was going to be cooked, is dragging on and on, and is beginning to get on our nerves. For reasons of conscience, we take the buyer back to the audition; and, this time, sensing in spite of ourselves that something is wrong, it’s him we shake up. We’re very forceful and quickly climb the towers. “Le Gaulois” senses that things are going to get ugly—at the time, violence was part of the police arsenal, and we were strongly encouraged to use it when it seemed useful.

			Before we can act, he unpacked. Yes, he did buy a kilo from a black man. No, the black man the BAC brought back to us is not his wholesaler. The real wholesaler got in the way when “le Gaulois” was checked with the merchandise, so the BAC went after the first black man who came along, in this case the waiter at a nearby bar.

			

			Why did “le Gaulois” go along with it? Was the wholesaler an uncle of the BAC, who wanted to close a case in the hope that the stupeux would be racist enough to think that a black man is worth a black man and can’t be innocent, especially when a cop incriminates him? We’ll never know. Disgusted by such actions, we decide to audition our colleagues, who in turn fiercely deny the buyer’s version. We drew up a salty report from our hearings, which we passed on to our superiors.

			To the best of my knowledge, no further action was ever taken.

			 

			*

			 

			This true story, like all the others you will read in the following pages, synthesizes the two poles of the book you have in your hands. On the one hand, I used to be a cop, and I’m deeply convinced of the importance of the police, not as an instrument of control at the service of government, but as a tool for social peace—and even equity—at the service of democracy. On the other hand, as a cop, I have been shocked by dysfunctions (the term is weak) of the institution, which may be linked to individual behavior, collective habits or injunctions from our supervisory body.

			In the case cited just now, there are at least four problematic elements:

			
					physical coercion, including the use of tattoo sticks, which we police officers were able to use at a given time; 

					the pressure of statistics, which pushed us and our colleagues to close cases, even if it meant sending innocent people to prison;

					the impunity from which certain deviant agents are likely to benefit, for a variety of reasons which we shall explore later; and

					the manipulation of an investigation for purposes that are not always obvious to those who are not in the loop.

			

			

			To this we could add suspicions of racism and homophobia, which have never been characteristic of police officers as a whole, but which undeniably permeate a few black sheep.

			So, as I see it, denouncing various aspects of the dark side of the police—those that I myself have observed—is not to denigrate colleagues, on the contrary: it’s to try to understand how the Boutique could reconnect with its true function by accepting to look its excesses in the face, analyzing them and trying to limit them in the future.

			
					The hypocrisy surrounding the lost fight against drug trafficking,

					the persistence of unjustifiable violence,

					the influence of freemasonry and trade unions,

					the dramatic consequences of the tyranny of statistics,

					the art of deliberately leaking confidential information,

					small and large arrangements with the law,

					the many forms of corruption,

					the existence of a political police force and

					the temptation to manipulate

			

			are just some of the sporadic or systemic deviances, human or structural, unfortunate or programmed, which mar the image, the action and the essence of an institution to which I am proud to have belonged, and to which I remain viscerally attached even if its dark side is sometimes very obscure.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			

			How Drugs Drove Us all Mad

			1. Drug cops

			1955. Razzia sur la chnouf, directed by Henri Decoin from a novel by Auguste Le Breton, begins with the following warning card.

			 

			This film brings to light a violent, implacable and hitherto unknown milieu.

			The authors would consider their aim achieved if the images that follow were to warn those who, through weakness or ignorance, might one day fall victim to this dreaded scourge: “LA DROGUE”.

			 

			A few decades later, when I joined the 36, quai des Orfèvres drug and pimping squad, the “dreaded scourge” was no longer unknown, far from it. I’m as proud as Artaban at the idea of fighting an adversary who’s become as tough as he is famous. I don’t imagine for a moment that, if he wants to smash drug deals, a good cop must also be a good dealer.

			What I learn right away is that, from now on, I’ll no longer have any time limits in the performance of my duties. The first thing the boss does when he welcomes the newcomers, including me? He turns his watch upside down, making the time invisible. Unnecessary subtitles.

			I also know that the brigade’s premises are dilapidated. Put like that, “dilapidated” is cute, but when you experience, in real life, the lack of insulation that makes the offices freezing in winter and stifling in summer, widespread filth and rooms as tiny as they are overcrowded, it’s much, much less sexy. Never mind, this discomfort is strangely part of my joy at being here, as I relate it to the cinematic imagination that partly led me to this profession. What’s more, here again, the message conveyed by the dilapidated premises is clear: our place is out there, chasing drug addicts and tracking down drug dealers, not in here, sipping the sock juice that comes out of the coffeemaker. Perfect for me!

			

			Above all, I know that the demands will be the highest, that I’ll be closely watched by the old-timers suspiciously eyeing the newcomer, in short, that I won’t be allowed to miss out. And just as well: missing out is not part of my plan. I’m aware of how lucky I am to be an inspector in this brigade, I’m flattered to have won this position after a lot of gnawing at the financial side of things, and I can’t wait to get started.

			Can’t wait.

			 

			*

			 

			I’m starting my training in the field. There’s no school to learn how to dismantle networks. There’s no curriculum for swallowing your disgust when you walk into the home of a drug addict who’s fallen into the bucket. No specialization in snitch management. Too bad, because informers are the heart of the drug squad. In the absence of theory, I draw my inspiration from practice. I learn by observing my colleagues. As Denis Diderot’s nephew Rameau puts it, “in the beginning , I watched others do what they did, then I did what they did”. So it doesn’t take long for me to realize that, in order to get a piece of the action, you need informers.

			A lot of them.

			But these people don’t come to you out of the goodness of their hearts. They don’t choose to pour out their hearts to you

			

			
					because they think you’re nice,

					because they like the police or

					because they want to protect society.

			

			The only connection they have with you is interest. Their interest. Not yours.

			An informant’s interest can be of three kinds. Two, really, because the first is inefficient: we don’t have any money to give away. We don’t carry wads of cash in our coat pockets. We don’t have slush funds in our office drawers. That leaves us with two options. We can either give them dope for their personal consumption, or, thanks to their scoops, we can nab a competitor who’s been bothering them. In this case, everyone’s happy: we take down a network, they gain customers.

			No doubt this is a sign that the world of narcotics is in a class of its own. It’s an integral part of our society, but it’s an independent part that doesn’t obey the logic commonly practiced elsewhere. Marcel Mauss saw in “alliance, gift and trade” one of the “permanent secrets of wisdom and solidarity” of the human species, the beginnings of which he had observed in so-called archaic societies1. Let’s be clear: we don’t fit into this framework. In narcotics, the alliance and gift between a cop and his informant are at the service of business. When the informant talks, the cop justifies his salary, and the uncle prospers or gets his daily fix… sometimes both.

			Thus, on February 9, 2026, we learned that Firat Cinko, “considered one of the most important cocaine traffickers in France”, convicted several times for drug trafficking, was the subject in November 2025 of a request for trial “before the special assize court”. He is accused of having run “a structured network for the supply, routing and distribution of cocaine in France from the West Indies”, both from his luxurious hideaway a stone’s throw from the Élysée Palace and from his cell in Meaux prison.

			In his defense, “he presented himself as a logistician and police informant who had taken part in trafficking operations, the better to denounce the participants”. The police, pitifully, had to admit that he had indeed been a snitch “but only until 2017”2. In reality, “the DEA suspects Firat Cinko of having, gradually and in a clever double game, instrumentalized his nudges given to the police, which above all had the advantage of tripping up rivals to make his criminal activities bear fruit”.3

			The fact that an informer has become one of the world’s largest coke wholesalers shows just how much room for improvement there is in the way anti-stupid services operate…

			2. The immunity totem pole

			There’s a fine line between manipulators: who manipulates whom, and who benefits from it? The question is all the more acute in the world of narcotics, where, from an ethical point of view, the give-and-take between two antagonistic worlds should be bristling. In fact, to be successful, a narcotics guy has no choice but to become a dealer by peddling dope, or to help a dealer boost his business by catching a buddy who’s in his way, or even by forgetting part of the seizures when they’re substantial enough to leave some to the informant without whom nothing can be done. So, should we cameramanize or help to develop a dope trade to put an end to an epsilonian part of this deadly economy? The dilemma isn’t a Cornelian one, it’s been settled for a long time: yes, you have to, period. That’s the job of a stupor.

			When I enter the circle, I observe my more experienced colleagues. Little by little, following their example, I learn to forget a packet of cigarettes containing two bars of pot or a bag of heroin to thank the person I’m talking to or to motivate him or her to give us more to grind. It’s a business that has enabled us to make some very good deals, such as the so-called “Lebanese case” (since then, other Lebanese cases have replaced white powder with Captagon: you arrest the traffickers, but you don’t arrest the drugs…).

			

			At the time, we had an informant who was a cocaine addict to the last degree. He was a hotelier by trade. On several occasions, he had harbored heroin wholesalers of Lebanese origin. We knew that, sooner or later, he would receive a large quantity of drugs on consignment. We jumped on the traffickers a little later and a little further away, and arranged for our informant to have his share of the cake without, hypocrisy or supreme finesse, giving him the product directly.

			This kind of little ethical arrangement didn’t even touch one of us, so it didn’t move the other. Such an arrangement was normal, and even considered to be very favourable to the police, since bigwigs handling tons of dope would fall for a few grams or hundreds of grams. From an accounting point of view, we were in the right, and we were so convinced of this that questioning a method that worked like a charm didn’t even cross our minds.

			We managed, with varying degrees of good faith—often more than less—to avoid realizing that, by forgetting dope, physically slipping it during the final handshake, or letting the informant collect a future seizure, we were no longer just cops. We had become dealers. And sometimes bad dealers.

			 

			*

			 

			When I was at the 36, a colleague (let’s call him Daniel) had an informer (let’s call him Philippe) who was up to his toes in drugs. Philippe was an almost homeless man on the run. Every tip he brought us had a hole in it. We realized that checking the plans he gave us was pointless. Yet every now and then, he’d come back and sing a new verse. He’d come up with a shady deal and Daniel would slip him a dose, like slipping a coin into a busker’s wallet. Of course, my colleague knew that none of the deals his uncle brought in would ever see the light of day, but, who knows why, he got it right. Fatalistic and amused, he listened to this character spout off and continued to “help him out”.

			

			One day, the informer found himself in jail. He was forced to undergo a withdrawal cure: heroin, his favorite drug, was not the most popular drug behind bars. Unfortunately, as soon as he’s out of the hole, he heads back to his free dealer, who, being a good sport, gives him a dose that just happens to be lying around in his desk drawer. The next day, a telex tells us that Philippe has been found with his head in the gutter, a syringe in his arm. The informant has set sail for what I hope will be a calmer future.

			We were stunned. Was the product bad (we don’t know the quality of the stuff we sell…)? Or had Philippe overdone it after a few months of abstinence? What I do know is that, unlike a dealer by trade, Daniel was affected by this death. Touched by this drifting guy, he wanted to do him a favor. In spite of himself, he helped him leave for a supposedly better world, with no guarantee of a safe arrival.

			Conclusion: in the world of narcotics, it’s never easy to tell the difference. The only certainty is that the dope scene is rotten to the core. No matter how upright a cop is or thinks he is, the putrefaction he stirs up affects him, contaminates him, changes him, in one way or another, more or less strongly, but in any case, infests him. Ten years’ experience with drugs and drug addicts has confirmed that no one has an immunity totem. 

			3. The tightrope

			Giving material to a snitch is no trivial matter. A cop who does this, as I did and as we all did in my day, to combat drug trafficking, is out of his depth. Worse still, as the gesture becomes natural, mechanical and automatic, it obviates any need for reflection, including any personal assessment of the situation. Never once did it occur to me that the acts I was committing while greasing the palms of my informants might land me in court. And yet, one snitch and I’d be in the slammer for years to come!

			

			The risk I ran was limited for two reasons.

			The first was that we were certain we were acting for the common good. This is what the good-natured press calls “practices that are somewhat equivocal but tolerated and willingly covered up by magistrates in the course of proceedings”, with two Bordeaux magistrates admitting that it is “virtually impossible to bring to a successful conclusion investigations into high-level drug trafficking without resorting to informers”, even if it means that the said traffickers become welfare providers for the big bosses, Are they Michel Neyret, former number 2 of Lyon’s PJ, convicted in 2018 of corruption and criminal conspiracy, or François Thierry4, the last boss of the Office central pour la répression du trafic illicite de stupéfiants (Ocrtis), who, to justify the “fiasco of a police operation based on the trust established between a top cop (sic) and his favorite informant”, pretended to wonder, during his trial in March 2026 in Bordeaux :

			 

			How far did [Sofiane Hambli] allow me to get out of business? I know he did. How far has he manipulated me or lied to me? I’ll always be suspicious.5

			 

			Let’s put our feet in the gravy boat: no one around me was dealing for their own profit. Nobody, that is. Thanks to the carrots we supplied, we put occasional but sometimes serious brakes on local trafficking; and we participated in the advent of a less disgusting and less violent society. And what’s the difference between giving dope to a junkie for a good cause, and throwing a coin at a homeless person who’s already drunk, a coin which you know won’t be used to buy an organic clementine or a clean suit to look for work, but to buy an 8.6 or, on a lucky night, a heavily dosed cubi? Well, there is a difference. A difference to the credit of the police, without exonerating them from ethical debates. The difference is that, by passing on dope to my informant, paradoxical as it may seem, I, a narcotics inspector, was helping to re-establish the order and security that every citizen aspires to enjoy.

			

			The second reason why this was possible was that, confraternity aside, it would never have occurred to anyone to report that a colleague was dipping into seizures before the seals had been affixed. This was partly because all of us were doing the same, and partly because there was no N+1 to whom we could turn to drool. Our bosses were aware of our methods, of their illegality, and of the fact that it was the only way we could achieve the results that would eventually allow them to apply for more prestigious or more relaxing positions or, wonderfully, both, my captain.

			The snake was biting its own tail!

			 

			*

			 

			In addition to the legal risk (which, as we’ve seen, was theoretically high and practically low), the narcotics squad had to contend with a technical and not inconsiderable danger in the management of informers. As I’d learned from the start, the rule is never to get chummy with a cockroach. From the outside, it may seem obvious. From the inside, it feels different. Manipulating someone gives you a feeling of virtually blinding power, so much so that it’s not impossible for the puppet to manipulate the one who thought he was the puppeteer. We see each other, we pretend to like each other so much that, at times, we might even believe we genuinely like each other. The icing on the cake is that the game is specular. If you get your way today, you’ll be Gros-Jean the next day. A drop in vigilance is all it takes. To avoid this, there’s only one method: be uncompromising about your operating principles, although this isn’t always easy.

			For example, I remember an informer who regularly came to to pick up his heroin fix. This enabled him not to buy any, or to buy less, and enabled us to maintain a constant link with him and, by contamination, with developments in local trafficking. Despite his junkie status, the man was friendly, rather clever, even original. It might have been tempting to drift gradually towards an almost friendly relationship. The closeness, the habit, the regularity of our visits and the often banal content of our exchanges encouraged this. When he wasn’t in withdrawal, the bugger was good company. However, the empathy he inspired was not enough to lead me down the wrong path.

			

			In this respect, I also remember a Tunisian informant who had me on the right track. He was downright likeable, with that charismatic roundness that many of his country’s boys and girls have, without essentializing nationalities. Fortunately, I was aware of what was at stake in our relationship. Certainly, when we had coffee together, the encounter was on the surface warm, pleasant and even joyful. But I never forgot that for me, this meeting was part of a professional context.

			Strictly professional.

			When we were sipping espresso, I wasn’t at the bar with a buddy: I was at work with an informant.

			 

			*

			 

			Part of my firmness comes from my personality. I detest compromise to the highest degree. I distrust them. I abhor them. But it has to be said that I had some good examples in front of me.

			In fact, I’ve had the good fortune to work with some serious, honest, hard-headed guys. Even in a book about the dark side of policing, you have to mention the bright side of most of the officers who serve law and order. The uprightness of civil servants, who are sometimes labelled “obscure” by journalistic scribblers, their exacting standards and their know-how in the service of the common good, is no small thing, I think, and I make a point of writing it down in black and white. However, awareness of danger doesn’t always defuse it. So we cling to red lines.

			

			Such as the invitations I received from certain informers to birthday parties. I’d say no. No way. No family ties. I’m not saying that I wouldn’t have been curious, in certain cases, to learn a little more about the oddball I’d run into here and there, but I couldn’t deviate from my principle: I don’t want to know your relatives, and you won’t know those who make my life more beautiful. No non-work connection between the daily life of you, CI, and mine. Don’t even try.

			It happens that such indispensable rigidity, if it doesn’t jeopardize a relationship, does weaken it for a while. Refusing to get along with someone may offend the person asking. No matter! Generally speaking, the snitch who sulks eventually comes back because he needs his fix, which proves that I am indeed one of his dealers—the cheapest of them all. The fact remains that, more generally speaking, with informers, including those you’ve known for a long time, the cop is always dancing on a tightrope. Each time, my contact needs to feel that he’s coming out of our exchanges as a winner, but he also needs to understand that these exchanges take place within a framework, and that I won’t step outside that framework for one simple reason: he’s protecting me.

			The informer himself needs protection, i.e. he needs to trust me. If he senses that I won’t step out of line for him, he’ll suspect that I won’t step out of line with others. However, when he comes to give me a tip, id is no more and no less than denouncing a thug of his ilk or with broader shoulders, he knows the rules of the business. If the guy finds out he’s been ratted out, the risk of revenge is maximal. Jamboism, torture and murder are the lot of the sprinklers. Too bad for my informant, I’m not moved. He knows what he’s doing. He chooses.

			For my part, I’ll do my utmost to prevent him from being suspected or implicated when we intervene, if only because it’s in my interest to keep a source. But, whatever happens, it’s the guy and only the guy who’ll have to take the fall. He’s the one taking the risk, and he’s not taking it for my sake. He’s taking it out of self-interest, knowing that his death is a non-negligible option… especially when the police work poorly, as in the story that follows.

			

			4. Red lights

			Sometimes, the police reveal their dark side at unexpected, if not bizarre, moments.

			One day, in Marseille, following an investigation, my colleagues and I arrested a bar owner for cannabis trafficking. On the spot, bingo! we find the pot we were hoping to unearth. What’s more, the guy’s wife is present at the time of our intervention, with a bag full of counterfeit bills. We split up the cases: my colleagues and I took charge of the narcotics part; the counterfeit money was entrusted to another department specializing in this type of offence.

			Years go by. I change assignments. I learn that the man we’ll call Patrick, one of my former colleagues, has kept in touch with the dealer’s wife and, indirectly, with the dealer himself. He proposes a deal to the dealer: if the convict wants a lighter sentence, there’s a way. All he has to do is turn over a case.

			Encouraged by the thug, and spurred on by his department head who smells a big score, Patrick decides to set up a completely absurd scheme. He introduces the released bar owner to two undercovers, cops who have come down from Paris to infiltrate the scene. The guys pose as dope buyers. Well, they’re trying to pass themselves off as dope buyers. They offer to buy five hundred grams of heroin. The owner has to introduce them to a dealer capable of satisfying them.

			The first mistake is that the best undercovers are former dealers who have become honorable correspondents of the administration. Of course, the danger is that they play a double or even triple game, and are able to fool both their interlocutors and the cops. Nevertheless, they have a fundamental advantage: they know the codes. They know how it’s done. The gestures, the words, the unspoken, they’ve mastered them. Alas, this time, the big bosses sent in two cops who knew nothing about narcotics trafficking, right down to the intangible rule in so-called “buy-busts”: it has to happen fast or it doesn’t happen at all.

			

			This is the second mistake made in this case. If it drags on, you have to drop it right away. The risk of death, especially for the CI, is too great. It’s better to preserve a source than send it to the slaughterhouse, especially when the quantities involved are relatively small on the scale of global traffic. Unfortunately, the hierarchs decided otherwise. They didn’t lift the mousetrap when it was time. The consequences were disastrous.

			 

			*

			 

			I’ve been involved in dozens of purchasing coups. The scenario was always more or less the same. Toxics would introduce a dealer to colleagues who knew all about how these kinds of transactions worked. The colleagues acted as potential semi-big buyers. When the deal went through, the informant would slip away, the dealer would be caught red-handed.

			No one was fooled. Everyone knew that the guy who got away just in time was a snitch. Our job was to arrange the procedure so that this mystery man would never be formally identified. This sleight of hand enabled us to get quite a lot of powder and quite a few high-profile dealers off the circuit, but the public prosecutor’s office eventually got annoyed with our procedural manipulations. They told us to stop taking them for hams.

			Hence the police’s desire to try something different. The problem was that, immersed in the heat of the moment and perhaps blinded by the idea that they’d found a new martingale, Patrick and those who’d succeeded us in the department lost the major asset of a cop on a big job: lucidity. From the outside, we old-timers, who were spectators rather than players in the project, soon realized that the affair was heading for disaster, as would the pitifully famous “Trident” operation, in which a Lebanese informer “became a street dealer on his own account after getting his hands on some of the cocaine” supposed to lure Mohamed Djeha, a major Marseille trafficker.6

			

			First clue: the resources deployed were disproportionate to the quantity requested. Second clue: the negotiation was dragging on. Either the guy had figured out that there was a wolf, or he was struggling to get the product. Usually, as in the movies, the seller sees the bills in a briefcase or sports bag; three days later at the most, the exchange takes place. If it takes longer than that, it stinks, you have to get out of the way, because that means the guy doesn’t have the stuff, so he has to go to bigger wholesalers, and that becomes far too complicated. Tinkered. Tinkered. On this daubed plan, we were no longer counting in days but in weeks. All the indicators were red.

			So, along with an old colleague from the DEA, I yelled at Patrick, especially as he knew as well as I did how to make a purchase.

			“What’s the matter with you? You’re completely messing up! Right now, the operation is fucked, and you know it. If you keep this up, you’re going to lose an informant by having him shot! What’s in it for you? You won’t be hitting any flags, you’ll have a dead man on your conscience and you’ll have one less uncle. Stop the charges now!”

			Patrick sighed and then said:

			“You’re right, Jean-Pierre, and I realize that, but…”

			“But?”

			“It slipped my mind. I’m out of control. It’s the commissioner who’s running the thing, with a direct link to Paris, even if I’m not sure what the result will be…”

			5. The death of the bastard

			Patrick’s intuition was right. After several weeks of negotiations, the guy screwed the fine team. He came to the rendezvous in a rental car. The cops stopped him. They find the product in the car. Serene, the guy objects that it’s not his car. Later, it’s revealed that the buyers were undercovers, so mechanically, the dealer’s contact could only be a snitch.

			

			By forceps, the cops managed to send the dealer to jail. It’s nothing to say that plant walls aren’t watertight, so the rest didn’t take long. A few days after the dealer’s arrest, two guys arrived on motorcycles in front of the uncle’s bar. They went in and found him behind the counter. The guy must have understood immediately. The killers opened fire and put six 11.43 bullets in his chest. So long, folks!

			 

			*

			 

			Now that’s what we call a botched and dramatic affair, since it led to the death of an informant for a miserable result. This is a demonstration of the crass incompetence of the authorities when they meddle in procedures they know nothing about. To take an investigation to a lady, you have to anticipate so that the contact can never be mistaken for a snitch. If you realize that the plan you’ve hatched is starting to go awry, don’t be afraid to let it go. It’s not a humiliation, it’s a postponement.

			It’s understandable that the higher-ups have a vested interest in a case getting out, whatever the human cost (the higher the financial cost, the less they care about the human cost); I’m convinced that no cop on the beat would ever be so indecent, again because his primary interest is in preserving his informant, whatever he thinks of him.

			The counterproductive indifference of the upper echelons of the police force is the first aspect of the dark side of the institution revealed by this affair. The bitter failure of an ill-adapted strategy sheds light on a second aspect: a vertical vision of the hierarchy ill-suited to the reality of police work. Those who are out in the field every day, at their own risk and peril, even if the hierarchy considers them to be clodhoppers or even clodhoppers, know things. He knows ways of acting—and especially of not acting—that some superiors have no idea about. Disregarding his opinion is a sign of hubris that should be cause for concern. Knowing how to eat one’s hat and grit one’s teeth is a quality that every policeman, even the most senior, should possess. In this case, the trafficker’s hasty arrest should not bring glory to those who gave the orders. On the contrary, in view of its consequences, it should bring them opprobrium.

			

			Except that this was not the case—and this is the third aspect of the dark side we are examining here. Not a single sanction has been handed down. Not a single department head has even been reprimanded. Not a single career move has been affected. Because of the death of a thug? Just think! So much the worse if that thug was a valuable asset for the stupeuses and, for what was more of a damp squib than a coup d’éclat, died.  With a little moralizing, might even think that the world is no worse off. Wrong! By depriving colleagues of information vital to the fight against trafficking, this death for a bogus transac has potentially caused great damage to our society.

			 

			*

			 

			This touches on a point that explains why the police institution perpetuates harmful and counterproductive systems: it is viscerally hostile to questioning. The higher you go in the Big House, the more the officials are obsessed with climbing higher and higher. For them, a debriefing that questioned practices or analyzed the reasons for a half-success or even a flagrant failure would be a catastrophe. It would imply that, over and above the mistakes made by the little hands, the Big Boss may not always have been, if not brilliant, then at least competent.

			Of course, we all know this to be true: no-one is always at the top, no-one is always perfect. Between colleagues, after a mission, even a successful one, we’d talk about what had happened. To relieve the pressure, replay the game and ask ourselves, if need be: “How could we have been better? Why, at such and such a moment, did we flounder or even screw up?

			In the face of a failed undercover operation, nothing of the sort. As far as we know, none of the hierarchs said to themselves: “Look, I’ve even messed up a bit, how could I have avoided it?” Well, there was one bastard in jail, one less pinch of gunpowder on the French market, and one less villain on Earth. What more could you ask for? The balance of the story, perhaps. Here it is: the people involved in this case have all gone on to successful careers. Except for the snitch.

			

			6. The Smurfs at Audi

			Sometimes it takes a long time to realize that police work can go awry. Sometimes, it’s immediate. You witness, powerless, cases whose course and outcome inevitably lead you to question the meaning of your profession. In the story that follows, I want to tell you how, without blinking an eye, hierarchy and politics can encourage you to take insane risks for nothing, for the sole purpose of consolidating the brilliant and despicable personal career of an elected official.

			 

			*

			 

			I witnessed first-hand the dark side of the Boutique during Operation Margarita. Under a nickname that’s supposed to sound more serious than pizza or cocktails, lies a major operation targeting a French network of the Cali cartel. This mafia organization, which originated in Colombia in the 1970s, split off from Pablo Escobar’s Medellín cartel in the following decade. Subsequently, it completely outclassed the historic channel. Under the pretext that the name would have been simplistic, fastidious specialists disputed the “cartel” appellation, as it was less vertical (with one big boss) than horizontal (with several bosses forming alliances for a time, then clashing without restraint).

			Never mind this semantic warfare, because in concrete terms, one fact remains: for many years, particularly during my time in the narcotics department, all the organizations based in the Cali area were the powder queens and kingmakers in their country of origin, as explained by a pseudonymous author claiming to be one of its members.

			

			 

			The Cali cartel is an organization that has left an indelible mark on Colombia, and to which many politicians and people in the upper echelons owe their current position. They can say what they like about us, but they can never contradict that.7

			 

			To give an order of magnitude, and even if indicative figures must be treated with caution, some estimate that the Cali cartel controlled between 80 and 90% of cocaine exports from Colombia. Around 1990, when the organization was at its peak, it was said to be worth some seven billion dollars a year. Striking a blow at the French subsidiary of this behemoth is enough to entice any drug addict… even if, in this case, the hexagonal adventure of the Colombian kingpins begins—deliberately—on a small scale.

			 

			*

			 

			The scoop is in. One of the members of the group I belong to has what I’d call a mid-range informant. The guy is reliable, but has never brought us any extraordinary cases.

			One day, he comes into the department and tells us that he’s been contacted by a certain Vincent Castejon, known to our services as a swindler. Castejon offered our uncle the chance to join the team he was building up to serve the Cali cartel. And that’s all there is to it. We’re skeptical. No, worse than that: we think it’s a gag because, at first sight, our interlocutor doesn’t have the shoulders to take part in a business of this magnitude. It’s as if the guy were playing in the top division and told us that Paris-Saint-Germain had offered him a place in their first team!

			However, a real cop knows that skepticism is both his best friend and his worst enemy. What if the implausible were true? What if we really did have the means to slip into the French branch of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Because giving up isn’t in my nature.

					Because this thing is too big to put away and go back to street dealing.

					Because this kind of interference in my work drives me crazy.

					And because I don’t want to leave in the lurch the informer we’ve encouraged to get involved with the French branch of the Colombians. We have to keep covering for him.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					perhaps because it very quickly became apparent that this was highly illusory,

					no doubt because the millions of citizens who use drugs would express their discontent at the ballot box, or worse, if they no longer had their fix, and

					of course because, unlike the much-publicized urban policies, business discreetly fulfils a social function in the neighborhoods it has helped to destroy, and where, moreover,	laundering,
	prevarication and
	through associations or agreements between kingpins and local political potentates



			

			
			
			
					non-consumers are satisfied with this smokescreen, giving the impression that there is no impunity for delinquents in France;

					right-wing politicians take pride in talking about	security,
	determination-firmness-inflexibility and the
	karcheralization of lawless areas; and



					left-wing politicians continue to claim that drug trafficking was born of poverty, and that it would be enough to eradicate poverty (without explaining how) for the appetite for the product and the nuisance it causes to disappear—hallelujah!

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					61.5 million use opioids,

					some 30 million use opiates,

					25 million use cocaine,

					over 30 million use amphetamines or related stimulants, and

					some 22 million of ecstasy.15

			

			
			
			
					21 million French people had “experimented” (i.e. tried cannabis at least once in their lives);

					1.4 million smoked it regularly (at least ten times a month) and 900,000 used it daily;

					3.7 million French people have tried coke, including 1.1 million in 2025; and finally,

					ecstasy and MDMA have tempted 3.2 million fellow citizens,

					heroin has seduced 850,000.17

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					recruit ever more municipal police officers;

					try to confuse them with the national police by creating “a police station combining municipal and national police” in the Saint-Jacques district, a stronghold of drug traffickers; and

					arming local police officers to make them look more and more like representatives of regalian missions—we’ll come back to this later.21

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					By subjugating consumers to their need to consume (discipline),

					by enabling drug dealers’ laws to be applied in ever wider territorial areas (coercion),

					by dividing spaces and individuals by distinguishing between areas where republican law applies, as far as possible, and areas where it does not, in other words, by normalizing a society divided into three castes:	those who rule from the comfort of their own homes,
	those who live in the Republic, and
	those who suffer from drugs,



					by suggesting that this should not be seen as an abnormality or a scandal, but as something to get used to,
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