Jﬁ EDENBRIDGE

TOWN COUNCIL

Sexual Harassment Policy

Adopted by full Council on 09 March 2026

This policy forms part of the Council’s Personnel Policies and should be read in conjunction
with the Staff Handbook, particularly Section 6 Equal Opportunities & Harassment.

It sets out the Council’s commitment to preventing sexual harassment, clarifies expectations
of behaviour for employees and councillors, and outlines how concerns will be addressed.

The policy reflects current legislation, including the Equality Act 2010 and subsequent
amendments, and demonstrates the Council’s commitment to maintaining a safe, respectful
and professional working environment.

1. Policy Statement

Edenbridge Town Council is committed to providing a working environment in which all
employees are treated with dignity and respect and which is free from sexual harassment.

Sexual harassment is unlawful and will not be tolerated under any circumstances. The
Council will take all reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment and will take prompt and
appropriate action if it occurs.

This policy should be read alongside:

e Section 6 — Equal Opportunities & Bullying and Harassment Policy
o The Disciplinary Procedure
e The Grievance Procedure

This policy is not intended to create a culture of fear or to prevent ordinary professional
working relationships. It exists to ensure that everyone is protected from inappropriate
conduct and to provide clarity about standards of behaviour. It also protects individuals from
misunderstandings or unfounded allegations by setting out clear expectations and
procedures.

2. What is Sexual Harassment?

Sexual harassment is defined under the Equality Act 2010 as:
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Unwanted conduct of a sexual nature which has the purpose or effect of:

¢ Violating a person’s dignity, or
¢ Creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive
environment.

A single incident can amount to sexual harassment.
It also includes:

e Less favourable treatment because someone has rejected or submitted to sexual
conduct.

o Treating someone unfavourably because they made or supported a complaint of
sexual harassment.

Sexual harassment can occur:

o Between colleagues

¢ Between managers and staff

e Between staff and councillors

¢ From third parties (e.g. members of the public, contractors, suppliers)
e At work-related events or social functions

¢ Via email, text, social media or other digital communication

3. Examples of Sexual Harassment

Sexual harassment can take many forms and may be obvious or subtle. It may involve a
single serious incident or a pattern of behaviour over time. The following examples are
intended to illustrate the types of behaviour that may amount to sexual harassment, although
this list is not exhaustive:

Sexual harassment may include (this list is not exhaustive):

e Unwelcome sexual advances

e Suggestive remarks or jokes

¢ Comments about someone’s appearance, body or clothing

e Intrusive questions about a person’s private life

o Displaying or circulating sexually explicit material

e Sending inappropriate emails or messages

e Making sexual gestures

¢ Unwanted physical contact (e.g. touching, hugging, brushing against someone)
¢ Repeated requests for dates after refusal

The Council recognises that friendly interaction and humour can form part of positive
workplace relationships. However, so-called “banter” must never be used as a justification
for behaviour that is unwelcome, intimidating, degrading or offensive. What one person
considers light-hearted may cause genuine distress to another. It is important that all
employees and councillors understand the difference between mutual, respectful humour
and conduct that crosses professional boundaries.

The intention behind the behaviour is not decisive. A person does not have to intend to
cause offence for their behaviour to amount to sexual harassment. The key issue is
whether the conduct was unwanted and whether it had the purpose or effect of
violating a person’s dignity or creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating
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or offensive environment. In determining whether conduct has this effect, the Council will
consider the perception of the individual concerned, the circumstances of the case, and
whether it is reasonable for the conduct to have had that effect.

A person may also experience sexual harassment even if they were not the intended target
of the behaviour. For example, overhearing sexually explicit jokes or comments may create
an offensive environment.

4. Responsibilities

Creating and maintaining a respectful workplace is a shared responsibility. Sexual
harassment is not only an individual issue; it affects workplace culture, morale and public
confidence in the Council.

4.1 The Council’s Responsibilities

The Council is committed to taking all reasonable steps to prevent sexual harassment and to
respond appropriately if it occurs. This includes promoting a culture of dignity and respect,
ensuring that appropriate policies are in place, and providing guidance and training where
required.

The Council will take all complaints of sexual harassment seriously. Allegations will be
investigated promptly, fairly and as confidentially as possible. Where sexual harassment is
found to have occurred, the Council will take appropriate action under its Disciplinary
Procedure.

The Council also recognises its legal duty to take proactive steps to prevent sexual
harassment and will periodically review its working practices, training arrangements and
reporting procedures to ensure that this policy remains effective.

4.2 Employees’ Responsibilities

All employees are expected to conduct themselves in a professional manner and to treat
colleagues, councillors, contractors and members of the public with dignity and respect at all
times.

Employees must not engage in conduct that could reasonably be considered sexual
harassment. They should be mindful that comments, humour or behaviour that they consider
harmless may be experienced differently by others.

Employees are encouraged to raise concerns if they witness or experience behaviour that
may amount to sexual harassment. Supporting colleagues who raise concerns is an
important part of maintaining a respectful working environment.

Failure to comply with this policy may result in disciplinary action, up to and including
dismissal in cases of serious misconduct.

4.3 Councillors’ Responsibilities

Elected members have a particular responsibility to model high standards of behaviour.
Councillors work closely with staff and are in positions of authority and influence. As such,
their conduct has a significant impact on workplace culture and the wellbeing of employees.

Councillors must treat all staff with courtesy, dignity and respect. Behaviour that may once
have been regarded as acceptable workplace conduct is no longer appropriate if it
undermines an individual’'s dignity or creates discomfort.
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Councillors must not:

¢ Make inappropriate or suggestive comments to staff.

¢ Comment on a member of staff's appearance in a way that could reasonably cause
discomfort

e Engage in physical contact that is not clearly appropriate and welcome

e Send messages or communications of a sexual or suggestive nature.

The above expectations apply equally in councillors’ interactions with fellow councillors,
employees, volunteers and visitors.

Councillors are bound by the Council’s adopted Code of Conduct. Conduct amounting to
sexual harassment may constitute a breach of that Code.

Elected members are expected to demonstrate leadership in promoting a culture of dignity
and respect and to recognise that behaviour which may once have been regarded as
acceptable is no longer appropriate where it undermines professional standards.

All councillors are expected to familiarise themselves with this policy and to support a culture
in which staff feel safe to raise concerns without fear of retaliation.

4.4 Third Parties

The Council will not tolerate sexual harassment by third parties, including members of the
public, contractors or suppliers. Employees who experience harassment from third parties
should report the matter immediately so that appropriate action can be taken. This may
include issuing warnings, restricting contact, or taking steps to prevent the individual from
accessing Council premises or services where appropriate.

5. Reporting Sexual Harassment

The Council encourages individuals to raise concerns about sexual harassment at the
earliest opportunity. Early reporting enables issues to be addressed promptly and helps
prevent escalation.

No one should feel that they have to tolerate behaviour that makes them uncomfortable or
undermines their dignity.

Informal action

In some cases, and where the individual feels able to do so, concerns may be addressed
informally. This may involve:

e Making it clear to the person concerned that their behaviour is unwelcome and must
stop; or
e Seeking support from their line manager in having that conversation.

However, there is no obligation on an individual to confront the person responsible directly. If
informal action feels inappropriate or unsafe, a formal complaint should be made.

Formal reporting routes

Any employee who believes they have experienced sexual harassment, or who has
witnessed behaviour that may amount to sexual harassment, should report the matter to
their line manager; or the Town Clerk; or if the concern relates to the Town Clerk, the Chair
of the Council.
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These reporting routes ensure that there is always an appropriate and independent avenue
for raising concerns.

Complaints should ideally be made in writing and should include:

e Details of what happened

o When and where the incident(s) occurred .

¢ The name(s) of any witnesses (if applicable).

¢ Any supporting evidence, such as messages or emails.

However, the Council understands that it may be difficult to set out concerns formally.
Support will be provided where needed to help document the complaint appropriately.

A formal complaint will be considered under the Council’'s Grievance Procedure as outlined
in the Staff Handbook. Where the complaint relates to alleged misconduct, the matter may
also be addressed under the Disciplinary Procedure.

Complaints Involving Councillors

Where a complaint concerns the conduct of a councillor, the matter may be referred for
consideration under the Council’s adopted Members’ Code of Conduct, in addition to the
processes outlined in this policy. The Council will ensure that complaints involving elected
members are handled appropriately and in accordance with the relevant governance
framework.

6. Investigation Process

The Council will investigate any allegation/complaint promptly and confidentially. This will
include appointing an investigator with no prior involvement where possible, interviewing
relevant parties and reviewing evidence. Both the complainant and the person accused will:

o Be given the opportunity to present their account.

o Be treated fairly.

o Be informed of the outcome.

¢ Confidentiality will be maintained as far as possible.

7. Outcomes

Where sexual harassment is substantiated, action will be taken under the Disciplinary
Procedure.

Sexual harassment may constitute gross misconduct and may result in summary dismissal.
Where appropriate, other actions may include:

¢ Mediation (if suitable)

e Training

e Changes to working arrangements
e Written warnings

8. Confidentiality and Protection

All complaints will be treated sensitively and, as far as possible, confidentially. Information
will only be shared on a “need to know” basis in order to investigate and resolve the matter
fairly.
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No employee will suffer any detriment for raising a complaint in good faith. Victimisation of
any person who makes or supports a complaint will be treated as a serious disciplinary
matter and may amount to gross misconduct.

9. Victimisation

Victimisation occurs where an individual is treated unfavourably because they have made,
supported or participated in a complaint of sexual harassment. Victimisation is unlawful and
will be treated as serious misconduct.

10. Malicious Complaints

Complaints made in good faith will not result in disciplinary action, even if they are not
upheld. However, deliberately false or malicious complaints may be treated as misconduct.

11. Support

Employees affected by sexual harassment may access to Health Assured - Wisdom App and
Telephone Support Line ( (as referenced in the Staff Handbook), where confidential support
is available.

12. Monitoring and Review

This policy will be reviewed by the Personnel Committee periodically to ensure it remains
effective and compliant with current legislation.
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