Residence permits: lucrative appointment trafficking
Difficulties in accessing prefectures for regularization requests have

fuelled a parallel business. With the help of computer bots, appointments are

snapped up as soon as they go online, then put on sale.
By Juliette Bénézit
“I don't know what to do anymore”, says a distraught Houcine Chafroud. This 35-year-old Tunisian pastry chef, an employee at a bakery located in the 12th arrondissement of Paris, says he has tried everything: calling the trade unions, consulting a lawyer, etc. No use: after connecting to the Paris Police Prefecture website hundreds of times, he is still unable to get an appointment to register his application for a residence permit and regularize his situation after 11 years in France.
“For almost a year, I’ve been connecting every day”, he says. “And each time, it’s the same thing: no slots are available."

At issue is the virtualization of procedures imposed by more and more prefectures in recent years. While applications for obtaining things like a residence permit, renewal or naturalization involve making an appointment online, the saturation of available time slots – a particularly significant problem in the Île-de-France region – leaves those concerned waiting, often with no one they can speak to. When "it is no longer possible to make an appointment, the interested parties ... remain in a precarious and maybe even irregular situation", the former Defender of Rights (Défenseur de Droits), Jacques Toubon, stated in a decision on July 10, 2020.
While the situation is not new, it has become widespread with the closure of prefecture departments during the first lockdown and their gradual reopening from June 2020 onwards. Backlogs of files have grown and virtual queues have become somewhat longer.

"I started to crack"

For Lise Faron, who deals with these questions at Cimade, an association that helps migrants, "there is a need for appointments in sufficient numbers and for counters to be kept open”. The Interior Ministry, for its part, emphasizes several measures taken by the authorities at the outset of the health crisis, such as extending nearly 700,000 residence permits, setting up an online service for simple procedures, and adding staff, with 610 contractual positions being assigned to prefecture departments dealing with foreigners in order to cope with peaks in activity.

Nevertheless, blockages remain such that collectives and lawyers are getting organized to take the question to court. In recent months, several cases concerning “useful measures” have been filed with administrative courts so that prefectures can be ordered to assign appointments to applicants. "We are getting to the stage where the first contact with administration is litigation”, Elena de Gueroult, a lawyer at the Val-d'Oise Bar, says with regret.
Amel, a 31-year-old Algerian, has been trying for nine months to be heard at the prefecture in the Val-de-Marne. "My file of application for a residence permit is ready but now I have to put together another file for litigation", this mother who arrived in France five years ago says angrily. These additional procedures often come on top of an already tedious daily routine.

For Karima, a 40-year-old Moroccan woman, it really is the last straw. "I started to crack", she whispers. Housed with her son at a social service hotel in the 13th arrondissement of Paris, she has not been able to get an appointment at police headquarters and finds herself stuck in a precarious situation, exacerbated by the health crisis.
"I was working illegally but with Covid-19 everything stopped", she says tearfully. To prepare her appeal, Karima had to fend for herself in terms of borrowing a computer to take screenshots of her multiple attempts to make appointments. Those made with her phone did not indicate the date and time and were not admissible.

An increase in appointment trafficking

Waiting times sometimes extend over several years and frustration grows. This context has boosted the parallel traffic in appointment sales, a business that is thriving and becoming increasingly professional, especially on social networks. "The scarcity and shortage of available times at the prefecture are the reason behind the emergence of this type of business”, says Lise Faron.

Several Facebook pages display enticing promises: "Are you having trouble getting an appointment at the prefecture? Our services can get you an appointment within seven days ", one boasts. With the help of computer bots, appointments are snapped up as soon as they go online, then are put on sale. While prices in 2019 varied between 15 and 200 euros, they currently go as high as 400 euros, according to our recent experience, and sometimes more, depending on the prefectures concerned and the residence permits requested.

Within this opaque market, some claim to be taking a “serious” and “legal” approach. An example is the website “RDV en préfecture” (Prefecture appointments), created in July 2020 by a former student in computer science and artificial intelligence who had faced difficulties himself in accessing the prefectures to obtain a residence permit. Set up as a one-person simplified stock company, the business offers – for an amount ranging from 60 to 100 euros – “help with booking appointments”. Its creator, who wished to remain anonymous, explains: "We take care of finding an appointment once the request has been made. We do not reserve appointments in order to sell them afterwards.” The idea, he continues, “is to provide solutions to a given problem, because the prefectures have no solution. Our service doesn’t have the merit of being free, but it does have the merit of working."
"Intrusive actions observed by prefects have been the object of systematic complaints to the judicial authorities”, the Interior Ministry indicated, adding that “several mechanisms have been put in place to limit this risk ” and that “58 million illicit or malicious connections were identified and thwarted in the last four months of 2020”.
Chancelvie, a 30-year-old Congolese woman, looked at Facebook pages offering paid appointments, then changed her mind. "It's not normal: I have the right to have an appointment and it’s too expensive for someone like me”, she says. This mother, housed by the emergency social services (Samusocial) with her three children, has been looking for a slot since March 2020. “The appointment is the key to everything”, she whispers. “Without it, no request for a residence permit, no regularization, no job… "
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