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happiness speciaL

“Someone
   Stole My

      Identity !”

For Charlie Koissi, battling the i thief 
was like fighting a ghost

By Lisa Fitterman 
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C
harlie Koissi could barely contain himself, he was so 
excited. It was July 26, 2008, and the 31-year-old was at 
Charles de Gaulle airport, waiting to go through security 
en route to a family wedding in the Ivory Coast. This 

would be the first time he’d travelled outside of France. 
His parents had emigrated from Africa before he was born, settling 
in a tiny apartment in Villiers-le-Bel, about 20 kilometers north of 
Paris. He still lived in his parents’ home, commuting into the city for 
his job as a research assistant at the Institut Pasteur in a laboratory 
that specialized in insect-borne tropical diseases.

sruhe. Charlie shook his head. Fraud? 
Him? He prided himself on his steady 
job at the institute. And as one who 
aspired to become a choreographer 
for fight scenes in Hollywood movies, 
he devoted all of his spare time to the 
practice of martial arts and combat 
choreography, not criminal misdeeds.

“It couldn’t have been me,” he 
pleaded. “I was working that day in 
Paris. The institute is a high security 
place. You need an electronic pass.”

After several hours, his interroga-
tors finally left but he couldn’t sleep.  
It felt like the cell’s walls were closing 
in on him. 

Then, with a jolt, he remembered. 
About two years earlier, he’d lost the 
identity card issued to all French 
citizens. At the time, he was sure it 
would turn up. Now, he worried. He 
knew you could buy anything on the 
black market, even someone’s iden-
tity. The card contained all the infor-
mation that was needed, and a photo 
that could easily be doctored. “What 

if someone is pretending to be me?” 
he wondered. 

The next morning, he was allowed 
to call the institute’s human resources 
manager, to ask for proof that he was 
telling the truth. She signed an affida-
vit that he worked two shifts in the lab 
on June 13. That afternoon, he walked 
out of court a free man.

The problem had been resolved—or 
so he thought. 

Unbeknownst to him, the German 
court reissued the European-wide 
arrest warrant two months later, on 
September 17. Again, Charlie was ar-
rested, handcuffed and jailed. Again, 
he spent a sleepless night in a cell 
before appearing in court. Again, he 
was released on the strength of  the in-
stitute’s human resources manager’s 
affidavit.

And this time, he demanded a 
lawyer. “Someone is out there using 
my identity, committing crimes in 
my name and leaving me to pay the 
price,” he raged to the avocat assigned 
to him. “This time, it has to be over.”

For 14 months, it was. Until Char-
lie began to receive calls and demand 
letters from a mobile phone company 
that wanted to recoup thousands of 
euros in unpaid bills accrued on an 
account opened over the Internet a 
year earlier.

He  f e l t  t h e  d re a d  sp re a d i ng 
throughout his body. It was happen-
ing again.

“It’s like fighting smoke—or a 
ghost,” he told his colleagues, his 

broad shoulders slumped. “What am 
I going to do?”

 “Start with the phone bills,” sug-
gested a colleague from the lab. “Get 
the detailed versions, which will give 
you a sense of where calls were made.”

Nothing could have prepared Char-
lie for the outstanding bills he ob-
tained: nearly 50 pages of local and 
long distance calls that amounted to 
more than €6,000. There were calls all 

over the world—including a dispro-
portionate number to Cameroon.

Was the perpetrator from there? 
To find out, at the beginning of 2010 

Charlie and his friends began to check 
out the address linked to the account, 
an apartment building in a town some 
30 kilometres south of Paris. Was this 
where the imposter lived? 

By now wise to the fact that he could 
never be sure he was cleared until he 
found the perpetrator, Charlie recalled 
seeing an identity theft expert named 
Christophe Naudin interviewed on 
TV, and got his contact information.

A criminologist, Naudin had pushed 

When he reached the security con-
trol desk, he smiled as he handed 
over his passport to be checked. The 
official didn’t glance up as he pressed 
some buttons on his computer. The 
minutes ticked by. 

All of a sudden Charlie was flanked 
by airport police who wielded a Eu-
ropean arrest warrant. Issued in the 
city of Karlsruhe, Germany, it named 
a Charlie Koumé Kanga Koissi who 
had been born on October 24, 1976 
in the suburbs of Paris—just like him. 
Puzzled, he shook his head.

“That’s not me,” he said. “I’ve never 
even been to Germany.”

The police didn’t listen. He was 
handcuffed and marched to a cell in 
the basement of the airport, where 
he was stripped, searched and left to 
wait. He blinked his eyes, humiliated 
and trying not to cry. 

Later at the local police station 
Charlie was questioned repeatedly 
about money scams he had allegedly 
committed on Friday June 13 in Karl-
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woman with a Cameroonian last 
name who was living with a man 
whose Trombi.com profile showed 
his birth date as February 11, 1974. 
The same date that was on the court 
documents from Karlushe. Not only 
that but the name sounded familiar 
to Charlie.  

Then, it hit him. He rifled through 
the court papers he’d received from 
Karlsruhe and found it: transcripts of 

a hearing that contained both Char-
lie’s name and an alias his imposter 
also used.

“I’ve got you,” Charlie whispered.
Now, he had to figure out how to 

find out more about the imposter. 
“Create a false profile and ‘friend’ 

him,” a colleague suggested. So Dan-
iela Edouard Atangana was born. She 
was very sultry in her debut, with long 
wavy hair, big brown eyes and a low-
cut shirt. ‘She’ claimed to be looking 
for old classmates from Cameroon. 

The approach worked. The “man” 
accepted the friend request. Over the 
next few months, “Daniela” flirted 

for politicians to treat identity theft 
more seriously. He knew it could take 
years for victims to discover that their 
lives had been borrowed by others.

“Have you got the court? records 
from Karlsruhe?” Naudin asked.

“I have them.” Charlie’s friends had 
counseled him to call and get the doc-
uments sent over.

“OK,” Naudin said. “We have to pre-
pare a file to bring to police and make 
a complaint.”

But before that could be done, 
Charlie was arrested yet again, in the 
early morning of March 10, 2010. For-
tunately, this time he was released 
after only 30 minutes. He got to work 
late, disheveled, sweaty and angry. “I 
swear I’m going to get this guy if it’s 
the last thing I do,” he told his col-
leagues.

And so his  investigation became 
even more intense, with colleagues, 
friends, family and Naudin working 
together in an effort to clear Charlie’s 
name. They compiled a list of all the 
residents at the address shown on the 
telephone records and then keyed 
each name into the Google search 
engine and on social media sites such 
as Facebook and Trombi.com, where 
people go to look for old classmates. 
Each name produced numerous 
search results and they checked every 
one looking for something in common 
with the telephone bills and the pos-
sible address of the alleged con man]. 
It took about six months.

Finally, they narrowed in on a 

with the man; Charlie began to track 
him through messages he posted and 
status updates on his whereabouts.

The evidence began to mount that 
this was probably the man using 
Charlie’s documentation. Now, Char-
lie had to confirm that this man actu-
ally lived in the apartment building he 
had identified. 

At the end of March 2011 a friend 
took a photo of the mailbox of the 
Cameroonian woman: Under her 
more formal nameplate, a piece of 
paper taped to the box had the sus-
pected imposter’s name on it in block 
letters.

More web investigations followed, 
and little by little Charlie learned 
that the couple spent lots of money 

despite not having any visible source 
of income. And that he travelled a lot, 
spending time in places like Germany 
and Romania for no evident reason.

With Naudin’s help, Charlie filed a 
police complaint June 2011.But the 
police weren’t able to do anything be-
cause the file contained circumstan-
tial evidence, nothing more. He left, 
frustrated and fuming. 

Still, he didn’t stop. In Septem-
ber 2012, he returned to file another 
complaint, this time showing that the 
suspected imposter was in Karlushe. 
Surely this new information would be 
enough for the police to act. Again, the 
police threw up their hands – again, 
the evidence was only circumstantial 
and not enough to proceed.) What 
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Identity theft is europe’s fastest growing financial crime with an 
estimated eight million europeans affected every year, each 
losing an average of 2,500 euros. according to a recent survey, 
Id theft is worst in the uk and sweden.

with charisma who understands why, 
when he talks to kids in schools, they 
roll their eyes and fidget. It wouldn’t 
happen to them, right?

“But it can,” he tells them. “It hap-
pens and you don’t even know it!”

On March 5th 2014, Charlie was called 
to a police station in the northern sub-
urbs of Paris after two men of African 
origin attempted to buy furniture us-
ing stolen cheques and his identity. The 
police are investigating the possibility 
that the man who stole Charlie’s ID 
has returned to France.  “I fear that 
he is committing new offences in my 
name,” says Charlie. “But this gives me 
renewed hope that one day he will be 
arrested and brought to justice.” 
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Warning signs  
of identity theft

n You receive an email, SMS or 
phone call asking you to validate or 
confirm banking details

n Money goes missing from your 
bank account 

n A cold caller pushes you for 
personal information

n You are unable to obtain credit 
due to an inexplicably bad credit 
rating

n You receive an email from a 
friend stranded on holiday asking 
for an urgent money transfer

if you think you’ve been  
the victim of id theft

n Put a stop on your credit or bank 
card; 

n Immediately inform the fraud 
department of your bank 

n File a report with the police 

n Keep records, including copies of 
correspondence and details of 
phone calls

n Request a “fraud alert” be put on 
your accounts 

n Change passwords and pin codes 

more could Charlie do? Depressed, 
he knew that unless he caught the 
alleged con man red-handed and 
dragged him bodily to a station, he’d 
reached a dead end. 

“Speak out,” his colleagues and 
Naudin counseled. “The best defense 
is a good offense.”

So he did. Where many victims are 
scared to go public for fear they will 
be targeted again, Charlie told his 

story far and wide, giving lectures in 
schools, granting interviews and en-
couraging others to come forward 
with their experiences.

Today, at age 37, Charlie Koissi 
walks rapidly down a street in Vil-
liers, animatedly talking on his phone 
about plans for a film about his expe-
rience while fielding handshakes and 
hugs from people he barely knows. 
He’s a star and an example, a guy 


