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SEXUAL HARASSMENT POLICY



This policy sets out the Town Council’s commitment to providing a supportive, inclusive, and respectful working environment, where unacceptable behaviour is immediately identified, challenged, and addressed, and offers guidance on how to raise and handle a complaint about sexual harassment that occurs within, or is associated with the Council
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1. Introduction

1.1. Seaford Town Council recognises that all officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council (see section 3 for who this policy applies to) have the right to work in an environment where the dignity of individuals is respected and is free from harassment. Thus, the Council is committed to providing a workplace without any forms of harassment and discrimination, including sexual harassment.
1.2. The Council expects all of its officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council to maintain high standards, ensuring safety across all areas of the Council, and to act at all times in accordance with the Council`s Sexual Harassment Policy.
1.3. The Council is committed to preventing sexual harassment and any victimisation associated with it, to ensure that all officers feel a sense of belonging and protection.
1.4. Apart from this understanding, all officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council are entitled to:
· Be treated with dignity, respect and courtesy
· Experience no form of unlawful discrimination
· Be valued and regarded for their skills and abilities

2. Aim and Scope

2.1. The purpose of this policy is to maintain a supportive, inclusive, and respectful working environment within the Council, where unacceptable behaviour is immediately identified, challenged, and addressed.
2.2. The policy includes guidance on how to raise a complaint about harassment that has occurred and is associated with the Council.
2.3. It is intended that the Policy will enhance staff safety, boost morale, and reduce stress to support officers' commitment to the Council and its standard operating procedures.
2.4. The Policy applies to sexual harassment on any grounds the policy recognises that the initial harassment can be compounded by harassment related any of the nine protected characteristics: age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, and sexual orientation. 
2.5. This protection expressly includes anyone who is undergoing, has undergone, or proposes to undergo gender reassignment, including trans individuals. 
2.6. This policy also ensures that any allegation of harassment at work is taken seriously and investigated.

3. Who This Applies To

3.1. This Policy shall apply to all officers of the Council, irrespective of their employment status i.e., whether they are engaged on a full-time, part-time, temporary or permanent basis. 
3.2. The provisions of this Policy shall also extend to all individuals associated with the Council, including, but not limited to, elected members and contractors acting on behalf of the Council. These groups are hereafter referred to within this policy as ‘other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council’.
3.3. This policy shall also apply to any third parties engaged in work on behalf of the Council, including, but not limited to, agency personnel, consultants, and providers of services or supplies whose staff carry out duties for, or in association with, the Council.  Also, referred to within this policy as ‘other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council’.

4. Legal Framework

4.1. On 26 October 2024, the Worker Protection Act 2023 (Amendment to the Equality Act 2010) came into effect, making a significant change to the law regarding an employer's obligations to protect its employees from sexual harassment. The Equality Act 2010 now places a legal duty on employers to take reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment in the workplace.
4.2. In accordance with the Act, the Council commits to taking necessary actions to prevent sexual harassment in the workplace. These steps include:
· Developing a culture of respect and inclusion through practices such as the Council’s Staff Skills Training program for Bullying and Harassment.
· Providing a clear understanding and communication between the Council and officers through the Council’s Sexual Harassment Policy
· Taking proactive steps to identify and mitigate risks of sexual harassment under the guidance of the HR & OD Manager.
· Ensuring that other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council are aware, and have a clear understanding, of the Council’s Sexual Harassment Policy and how this applies to them.

5. Defining Sexual Harassment 

5.1. Sexual harassment is any unwanted physical, verbal, or non-verbal conduct of a sexual nature that has the purpose or effect of violating a person's dignity, or creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment for them.
5.2. Sexual harassment can happen to men, women, and people of any gender identity or sexual orientation. Anyone who sexually harasses someone at work is responsible for their own actions, regardless of their sex or gender. 
5.3. A single incident can be considered sexual harassment without systematic repetition. It also includes treating someone unfairly because they have previously accepted or rejected unwanted sexual conduct.
5.4. Types of behaviours which constitute sexual harassment include, but are not limited to:
5.4.1. Physical conduct:
· Unwelcome physical contact including patting, pinching, stroking, kissing and hugging
· The use of job-related threats or rewards to solicit sexual favours
· Physical violence, including sexual assault and rape
· Fondling and inappropriate touching
5.4.2. Verbal conduct:
· Coercion
· Sexual banter
· Sexual advances, flirting
· Making sexual jokes or comments
· Sexual comments about someone’s sexual orientation or gender identity 
· Spreading sexual rumours about a person or their sexual conduct outside of work
· Addressing colleagues by using inappropriate nicknames
· Unwelcome comments on someone’s appearance, body shape, age or private life
· Gossiping and speculating about someone's sexual orientation, including spreading malicious rumours.
· Intrusive questioning or suggestions about someone’s personal life
· Repeated and unwanted social invitations for dates, meetings or physical intimacy
5.4.3. Non-verbal conduct:
· Sexually suggestive gestures that act as a sexual intent
· Sending, sharing, or displaying sexually explicit materials such as improper messages, images, and videos by any medium, or posters and calendars that expose nudity
· Sending inappropriate emojis while emailing or messaging
· Inappropriate facial expressions such as whistling, winking, licking lips, or raising eyebrows in a suggestive manner
5.5. The complainant(s) refers to any officer(s) or other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council who raise a concern about sexual harassment. Equally, a respondent refers to any officer(s) or other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council who are the subject of the complaint.
5.6. Sexual harassment is usually directed at an individual, but it might not always be the case. Sexual harassment in the workplace can sometimes occur as generalised behaviour that is not directed at a specific individual but may be witnessed or overheard. In such cases, any officer or other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council who observes or is affected by this behaviour is entitled to raise a concern or make a formal complaint.  
5.7. Intent is not required for behaviour to be considered sexual harassment. Any unwelcome conduct may still be deemed harassment regardless of the respondent`s intention. For instance, an officer may experience harassment, even if they were not the intended target e.g., when pornographic images are displayed on a colleague’s computer in the workplace.
5.8. Sexual harassment can take place at any time and any location, including the workplace or at any workplace events (e.g., while travelling with colleagues to an event or online work events). Incidents occurring within these environments remain subject to the provisions of this policy. 

6. Statement of the Council

6.1. Seaford Town Council is committed to providing a safe and trustworthy environment for all officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council by adhering to the Policy, while fostering a culture of mutual respect.
6.2. In order to foster a culture of respect and dignity in the workplace, the Council shall:
· Maintain a zero-tolerance approach for sexual harassment of any kind.
· Ensure that all complaints are considered promptly and that appropriate proactive action shall be taken where necessary.
· Confirm that this Policy applies to all officers of the Council and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council, irrespective of their role or status.
· Investigate cases fairly, sensitively and confidentially.
· Ensures that all officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council are informed of, and will follow, the procedures for raising concerns and the complaint process as set out in this Policy
6.3. All officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council are responsible for ensuring that they behave in an appropriate manner, showing respect for colleagues and individuals engaged with the Council`s standard operations. Therefore, where possible, the Council expects its officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council to challenge inappropriate behaviour that they witness or that is directed towards them.
6.4. The Council emphasises that complainant(s) are not required to negotiate with respondent(s) to resolve the issue informally and personally. Instead, respondent(s) are solely obligated to report the matter (see section 8 below). 
6.4.1. The Council confirms that the complainant(s) will not be discriminated against or victimised for raising a complaint. Furthermore, any information relating to a raised concern shall remain confidential and will only be disclosed where necessary to address a safeguarding risk.

7. Roles & Responsibilities

7.1. The Council acknowledges that achieving the purpose of this Policy (see Section 2) requires collaborative effort between managers and officers. Accordingly, the roles and responsibilities are defined to reflect the Council’s commitment to this Policy and the principles outlined herein:

· Line managers are responsible for ensuring that they:
· Monitor the workplace to ensure that zero-tolerance boundaries regarding any sexual harassment are in effect.
· Be proactive in implementing any reasonable adjustments as necessary.
· Support the creation of a culture where officers feel confident to work, raise concerns, and feel listened to.
· Be a role model for promoting appropriate and professional behaviours in the workplace.
· Support the implementation of the Policy in a fair, consistent and transparent manner.

· The HR & OD Manager is responsible for ensuring that they:
· Ensure that appropriate immediate actions are identified and implemented upon receipt of a complaint 
· Provide guidance and advice throughout the complaint and investigation process
· Ensure that a person is not targeted or mistreated for making, or being involved in, a complaint of sexual harassment.

· Officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council will:
· Take accountability for raising any concern about sexual harassment in the workplace.
· Co-operate with the Council and the overall harassment investigation process, whether a complaint has been filed against them or they have submitted a complaint.

8. Reporting Process

8.1. The Council recognises that complainants may feel uncertain about how to proceed when faced with a distressing issue. In this case, an informal discussion with their line manager or HR & OD Manager may help them to understand the situation clearly.
8.2. Any complaint may be formally reported by either: 
· Officers or other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council who have been sexually harassed, in the workplace or relating to their work or duties for the Council.
· Officers or other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council who have witnessed sexual harassment, in the workplace or in relation to their work or duties for the Council.
8.3. The Council encourages anyone who experiences or witnesses sexual harassment to report it as soon as they feel able to do so. The Council recognises that experiences of sexual harassment can be distressing and that individuals may require time to process what has happened before coming forward. There is no expectation or requirement to report immediately and delays in reporting will not affect how a concern is treated or investigated.
8.4. For officers, ideally the report should be submitted to the Council’s HR & OD Manager, who is responsible for and trained in managing the process properly and accurately. Alternatively, complainant(s) can raise the issue with their line managers or another work colleague if they feel more comfortable to do so.
8.5. If the complaint relates to the conduct of the complainant’s manager, the complainant may choose to discuss the matter with the HR & OD Manager or senior management. 
8.6. Reporting can be made verbally or in writing. The complainant(s) should keep a record of any incidents, detailing when, where, what occurred and who witnessed.
8.7. The Council encourages its officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council to raise their concerns in a transparent manner. If a person does not feel comfortable or safe raising a complaint, they can do so anonymously. However, reporting sexual harassment anonymously may cause a delay in conducting a thorough investigation and gaining a clear understanding of the situation.
8.8. Any concern raised shall be managed in accordance with the Council’s Sexual Harassment Policy and, where appropriate, the Council’s Disciplinary Policy.
8.9. Upon receiving a concern of sexual harassment, the Council will promptly and impartially investigate the allegations. The related investigation will be conducted by the HR & OD Manager with the support of the Town Clerk or a member of the strategic management team. Where not appropriate, the HR & OD Manager can be substituted by the Deputy Town Clerk or other suitably experienced individual e.g. an external HR professional.
8.10. Both the complainant(s) and respondent(s) shall be offered appropriate support under the guidance of the HR & OD Manager. Following meetings with the complainant(s) and respondent(s), additional interviews or investigations may be conducted if further information is required to assess the allegations.
8.11. Following the investigation, the Council will provide a report outlining its decision on the outcome of the complaint(s).
8.12. The Council prioritises confidentiality throughout the investigation process. Thus, any information received during the investigation meetings will be kept securely to ensure the safeguarding of individuals. However, the Council reserves the right to seek advice from, or share information with, appropriate external authorities (e.g., police) if it believes it is under an obligation to do so.
8.13. While the Council encourages the reporting of genuine concerns, making a false accusation of sexual harassment may be investigated as a potential disciplinary offence in line with the Council’s disciplinary policy. 
8.13.1. In the case of other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council, this may result in the termination of a works contract held with the Council.
8.13.2. In the case of councillors, this may result in a complaint being submitted to the Monitoring Officer.

9. Outcomes

9.1. The Council may reach one of the following conclusions to complete the investigation process:
· There is insufficient evidence to support the complaint; accordingly, no action will be taken, and the complaint is not upheld.
· A sexual harassment incident has occurred thus, appropriate action will be taken in accordance with the Council’s formal disciplinary process depending on the severity of the offence.
· The complaint is upheld. The outcome and recommendations are communicated, including referral for disciplinary action depending on the severity of the offence and additional support to complainant(s).
9.2. A complainant(s) who is not satisfied that their complaint against an officer has been taken seriously must raise a formal Grievance outlining their concerns and this will be investigated following the formal processes in the Council’s Grievance Policy. 
9.2.1In the case of other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council, this may result in the termination of a works contract held with the Council.
9.2.2 In the case of councillors, this may result in a complaint being submitted to the Monitoring Officer.
10. Dealing with Third-Party Sexual Harassment

10.1. The Council acknowledges that it carries the responsibility to protect its officers other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council from any third-party harassment.
10.2. Third-party sexual harassment can result in legal liability and will not be tolerated by the Council. Therefore, all officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council are encouraged to report any third-party (e.g., contractors, consultants, service suppliers, customers or clients) harassment they are victim of, or witness, in accordance with this policy.
10.3. If any third-party harassment of officers or other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council occurs, the Council will take necessary steps to receive any complaints and to prevent it. The steps including, but not limited to, warnings to respondent(s) about their behaviour, banning them from the Council premises, reporting any criminal acts to the police, and sharing further information with other teams, units and services of the Council.
10.4. Any sexual harassment concern from a third party towards an officer or other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council must be reported immediately as per section 8 of this policy. The HR & OD Manager should assist the respondent officer or other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council as a part of the support mechanism within the Council.
10.5. The Council prioritises preventing third-party sexual harassment to maintain a safe workplace. To ensure this, the Council has:
· A clear Sexual Harassment Policy that outlines third-party sexual harassment in addition to verbal, non-verbal and physical harassment
· A training mechanism for recognising and responding to third-party harassment and outlining the responsibilities of line managers and the HR & OD Manager to assist officers in case of any concern.
· Confidential reporting channels
· A working culture where officers and other parties carrying out work or duties on behalf of the Council feel supported in reporting any misconduct 

11.   Handling Time-Off 

11.1. The Council adheres to its policies and legal requirements regarding any time off connected to sexual harassment issues or concerns.
11.2. If an officer requests time off after experiencing harassment, the Council will respond promptly and with empathy towards the request.
11.3. If needed, the Council will consider legal requirements regarding paid leave (e.g., sick leave for experiencing emotional distress or mental health issues or paid leave to allow the investigation to proceed while protecting the complainant(s) from harassment-related situations.
11.4. The Council ensures that taking leave for reasons related to harassment will not negatively affect the position or standing of the complainant within the Council.
11.5. The Council also commits to helping the complainant(s) feel secure and safe upon their return, including possible changes to working schedules or working environment arrangements.

12. Assessing and Managing Risks of Sexual Harassment

12.1. The Council acknowledges that sexual harassment is a risk that can occur in the workplace.
12.2. Therefore, the Council undertakes a Sexual Harassment Risk Assessment to assess and eliminate the possible risks.
12.3. In addition to this assessment, the Council employs the following measures to prevent and address sexual harassment:
· Having a process for reviewing policies and training
· Having managerial level oversight (e.g., Town Clerk or Deputy Town Clerk) to make sure the Council is taking necessary actions to eliminate sexual harassment
· Implementing preventive controls such as proper supervision and a clear code of conduct.
13.  Further Support

13.1. The Council is open to providing additional information and guidance to its officers on how to address concerns and complaints of sexual harassment in the workplace, upon request.
13.2. The Council understands that concerns regarding sexual harassment may cause stress, anxiety, and mental health problems. The Council will consider reasonable adjustments to encourage its officers to seek help and be supported.
13.3. Under these circumstances, the Council also attaches importance to its officers having access to free counselling and advice. All council officers can contact Care First on 01179342121 who provide a 24-hour counselling helpline for additional mental health support.
13.4. For further support and contact, the following channels are also suggested by the Council:
· Sussex NHS Partnership website for accessing resources and signposts for local mental health support: https://www.sussexpartnership.nhs.uk/your-mental-health/getting-help
· The Samaritans to access free listening services by calling 116 123 or by messaging jo@samaritans.org email address.
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