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21. How do you handle a parallel criminal and/or
regulatory investigation?

France
Author: Pascale Lagesse , Valentino Armillei

A criminal investigation always takes precedence over other investigations. However, this does not mean
that the internal investigation has to stop. It can and should continue, and the report drawn up upon
completion of the investigation could be used by the authorities in the criminal investigation. In some
cases, especially when privilege does not apply, police or regulatory authorities may request that the
employer share such evidence. However, even when privilege does apply, there is no certainty that the
evidence would not have to be communicated to certain authorities.

Some administrative authorities often challenge the application of legal privilege or try to reduce its scope.
For example, the French financial markets authority (AMF) regularly puts forward its view of legal privilege,
according to which an email where a lawyer is only copied (and is not one of the main recipients) in from
one of their clients is not confidential and can therefore be disclosed in proceedings. However, if the AMF
investigators impose disclosure of privileged documents, this should result in the annulment of the
investigation procedure. By way of exception, legal privilege cannot be invoked against certain other
authorities, such as the URSSAF (authority in charge of collecting social security contributions) or the
DGCCRF (directorate-general for competition, consumer protection and anti-fraud investigations). Where
legal privilege is enforceable, the judge must first determine whether the documents constitute
correspondence relating to defence rights and, second, must cancel the seizure of documents that they find
to be covered by legal privilege due to the principle of professional secrecy of relations between a lawyer
and their client and the rights of defence.
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The actions of the employer may carry through to a subsequent state proceeding. First and foremost, any
prohibitions on the use of evidence must be considered. Whereas in civil proceedings the interest in
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establishing the truth must merely prevail for exploitation (article 152 paragraph 2, Swiss Civil Procedure
Code), in criminal proceedings, depending on the nature of the unlawful act, there is a risk that the
evidence may not be used (see question 27 and article 140 et seq, Swiss Civil Procedure Code).
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This situation needs to be handled with caution. It is important to remember that regulatory or criminal
proceedings, and employment proceedings, are separate; while there may be an overlap of alleged
misconduct, they are usually addressing different questions, with different standards of proof. The outcome
in one should not, therefore, be treated as determinative of the other.

Where the employee is suspected of, charged with, or convicted of, a criminal or regulatory offence, the
employer should still investigate the facts as far as possible, come to a view about them and consider
whether the conduct is sufficiently serious to warrant instituting the disciplinary procedure.

In terms of timing, there are no concrete rules governing how an employer must proceed in the
circumstances of a parallel criminal investigation. Much will depend upon the circumstances of the case,
the length of delay, the size of and resources available to the employer, and the preferences (if expressed)
of the external authority. If the employer is concerned about prejudicing the regulatory or criminal
proceedings or otherwise prefers to wait for their conclusion before instigating internal proceedings, they
are unlikely to be criticised for delaying. The accused employee may also be advised not to provide a
statement in the workplace investigation for fear of a negative impact on the criminal investigation. This
would make it difficult to proceed with the workplace investigation, unless the employer is confident it has
strong enough evidence to justify any disciplinary action subsequently taken.

On the other hand, regulatory or criminal investigations may take months or years to progress; it may not
be realistic for the employer to keep any investigation in abeyance for so long. This is particularly true
when the accused employee is suspended on full pay, witness recollections will grow less reliable, and the
alleged victim may feel unable to return to work until the matter is resolved.

In these circumstances, the employer may continue with their investigation if they believe it is reasonable
to do so, and consultations have commenced with the external agency. The court will usually only
intervene if the employee can show that the continuation of the disciplinary proceedings will give rise to a
real danger that there would be a miscarriage of justice in the criminal proceedings.

Employers should consider carefully whether and when to involve the police in allegations of employee
misconduct. Employers must be careful not to subject their employees to the heavy burden of potential
criminal proceedings without the most careful consideration, and a genuine and reasonable belief that the
case, if established, might justify the epithet “criminal” being applied to the employee's conduct.

Where the police are called in, they should not be asked to conduct any investigation on behalf of the
employer, nor should they be present at any meeting or disciplinary meeting. The employer should,
however, communicate with the police to see if they have a strong view about whether the internal process
should be stayed, or whether they should interview witnesses first.
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