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The UK Government  recent ly  publ i shed i t s  response ( the “Response”)  to  i t s  consu l ta t ion on sexual

harassment  in  the workplace.

Employers are already bound by non-discrimina�on and harassment obliga�ons. The Response acknowledges that there is a

need to go further in the context of sexual harassment at work; “There is s�ll a real, worrying problem with sexual harassment at

work […] the steps we plan to take as a result of this consulta�on will help to shi� the dial, promp�ng employers to take steps

which will make a tangible and posi�ve difference”.

The Government intends to introduce new legisla�on “as soon as parliamentary

�me allows”. It is unclear from the Response exactly how it will impact current

employer obliga�ons, but employers may need to take further ac�ve steps to

prevent sexual harassment.

Notably, the Government has pledged to offer more support to the Equality and

Human Rights Commission (“EHRC”) (the statutory body responsible for enforcing

equality legisla�on) with a view to enabling it to take further ac�on against

employers who fail to comply with their obliga�ons. The EHRC currently has the

power to enter into legally binding agreements with employers who have breached

the Equality Act. The proposed addi�onal support will include the development of a

statutory code of prac�ce.

PROTECT ION AGAINST  TH IRD-PARTY  HARASSMENT

The Government has confirmed plans to re-introduce protec�ons for employees against third-party harassment (e.g. harassment

carried out by a client or customer of the business). It is likely that an employer will have a defence if they have taken “all

reasonable steps” to prevent the harassment from occurring. More informa�on on the “reasonable steps” defence (on which

employers may under exis�ng law rely in order to avoid liability for the ac�ons of an employee who carries out acts of

harassment) can be found here.

T IME L IM ITS  FOR EQUAL ITY  ACT  CLA IMS
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Individuals currently have three months to bring a claim under the Equality Act 2010. The Response notes that it is likely that the

Government will extend this �me limit to six months. The extension may apply to all Equality Act claims, not only those rela�ng

to acts of sexual harassment.

VOLUNTEERS  AND INTERNS

The Government will not specifically extend Equality Act protec�ons to interns and volunteers. Many interns would already be

classed as “workers” under exis�ng law and are therefore already protected by the Equality Act. The Government reaffirmed

that genuine volunteers should not be covered by the Equality Act.

WHAT DOES TH IS  MEAN FOR EMPLOYERS?

The key takeaways are as follows:

�me limits for bringing claims under the Equality Act may increase from three to six months;

protec�ons for employees against third-party harassment may be reintroduced;

upda�ng/implemen�ng an�-harassment policies and procedures needs to be a priority for employers;

employers must address and improve workplace prac�ces and culture to prevent acts of harassment and discrimina�on;

carefully tailored and effec�ve training sessions for employees should be the minimum;

complaints of harassment should be taken seriously, inves�gated and addressed in accordance with the workplace policy and
procedures; and

overall, it is impera�ve that employers take posi�ve steps to prevent harassment rather than dealing with the issue a�er the
event.

For more informa�on, please contact a member of the WFW London Employment Team.
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Watson Farley & Williams is a sector specialist interna�onal law firm with a focus on the energy, infrastructure and transport sectors. With offices in Athens,
Bangkok, Dubai, Dusseldorf, Frankfurt, Hamburg, Hanoi, Hong Kong, London, Madrid, Milan, Munich, New York, Paris, Rome, Seoul, Singapore, Sydney and Tokyo
our 700+ lawyers work as integrated teams to provide prac�cal, commercially focussed advice to our clients around the world.

All references to ‘Watson Farley & Williams’, ‘WFW’ and ‘the firm’ in this document mean Watson Farley & Williams LLP and/or its affiliated en��es. Any reference
to a ‘partner’ means a member of Watson Farley & Williams LLP, or a member, partner, employee or consultant with equivalent standing and qualifica�on in WFW
Affiliated En��es. A list of members of Watson Farley & Williams LLP and their professional qualifica�ons is open to inspec�on on request.

Watson Farley & Williams LLP is a limited liability partnership registered in England and Wales with registered number OC312252. It is authorised and regulated by
the Solicitors Regula�on Authority and its members are solicitors or registered foreign lawyers.

The informa�on provided in this publica�on (the “Informa�on”) is for general and illustra�ve purposes only and it is not intended to provide advice whether that
advice is financial, legal, accoun�ng, tax or any other type of advice, and should not be relied upon in that regard. While every reasonable effort is made to ensure
that the Informa�on provided is accurate at the �me of publica�on, no representa�on or warranty, express or implied, is made as to the accuracy, �meliness,
completeness, validity or currency of the Informa�on and WFW assume no responsibility to you or any third party for the consequences of any errors or omissions.
To the maximum extent permi�ed by law, WFW shall not be liable for indirect or consequen�al loss or damage, including without limita�on any loss or damage
whatsoever arising from any use of this publica�on or the Informa�on.

This publica�on cons�tutes a�orney adver�sing.
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