
                                                 
 

 

The House of Commons Commission 
House of Commons 
London 
SW1A 0AA 
 

17 October 2018 
 

By email to: HOCCommission@parliament.uk 
 

Dear Sir/Madam 
 
Re: Independent Inquiry Report of Dame Laura Cox DBE, 15th October 2018 
 The Bullying and Harassment of House of Commons Staff 

Unchecked gendered bullying and harassment, sexual harassment and assault within the House of 
Commons is deeply damaging to public confidence in Parliament.  It sends an unacceptable message 
about impunity for abuse and misconduct in the workplace to the detriment of women everywhere.  

Dame Laura Cox calls on the House to hit “reset” on misconduct, mismanagement and abuse. Her 
recommendations must be implemented now to make Parliament a safe and fair place to work for 
all its employees.  

Centre for Women’s Justice is a legal charity founded in 2016, which aims to advance the human 
rights of women and girls in England and Wales by holding the state to account for failures in the 
prevention of violence against women and girls. The Centre acts for a group of women employees 
and former employees of the House of Commons (“our clients”).  Each of these women produced 
her own factual submission to the Independent Inquiry into the Bullying and Harassment of House 
of Commons Staff conducted by Dame Laura Cox. In keeping with the terms of reference, our clients 
remain anonymous. 

Our clients have instructed us to write to support the swift and proactive implementation of the 
recommendations made by Dame Laura in her report of 15 October 2018. This letter is being drawn 
to the attention of all of the offices of leadership referred to in Dame Laura’s report, as set out at 
paragraph 21, namely: 
 

• The Clerk of the House; 
• The Director General; 
• The Executive Board; 
• The House of Commons Commission; 
• The Speaker’s Office. 

 
We take the firm view that all of the above offices are individually and jointly responsible for the 
gross failings identified in the Cox Report. Individual responsibility aside, the House as an 
institution must now bear corporate responsibility for ensuring the implementation of the steps 
Dame Laura proposes to restore its reputation as an employer.  
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The Cox Report 
 
Dame Laura’s report is a damning insight into shameful attitudes on the part of House of Commons 
senior administration with respect to the bullying and harassment of its staff – and its female staff 
in particular. Dame Laura is clear that it is the women workers of Westminster who bear the brunt 
of the toxic culture.  
 
None of the revelations in the Cox Report come as any surprise to our clients, whose shared 
experience of working in the House is that belittlement, bullying, gendered exclusion, sexually 
inappropriate or otherwise discriminatory treatment, harassment and even sexual assault are 
treated as an everyday occurrence, and afforded total immunity by the administration. Those 
women who have sought assistance from their line managers, or complained about such incidents, 
have, invariably, done so to their own detriment. All of our clients have, at one time or another, 
suffered setbacks to their mental and physical health as a result of the mistreatment they have 
endured. In each case, the greatest damage caused was not by their mistreatment but by the 
response of the administration. Every complaint raised by our clients has been mishandled or 
suppressed, and the complainant ridiculed, relocated to another role or forced to leave the House 
service, taking their talents with them.  
 
Of the 200 who contributed stories of bullying and/or harassment to Dame Laura in their time as a 
member of House staff, 68%, like our clients, were women. Her report paints a disturbing picture of 
a House in which sexual assault, let alone harassment, is commonplace, and in which women are 
routinely subjected to ‘vulgar, gender-related’ verbal abuse that, in our clients’ own experiences, can 
be so much more insidious. At paragraph 294, Dame Laura specifically expresses concern that ‘no 
thought appears to have been given to the gender dimension of the bullying behaviour to which I have 
referred earlier on in this report’, which ‘has been such a clear feature of the behaviour described 
during this inquiry.’   
 
Recommendations 

Our clients welcome the House Executive Board’s public apology, yesterday, for ‘past failings’, and 
its reported commitment to ‘changing the culture’ of the House. These commitments must now be 
made real.   

As Dame Laura concludes, a cultural revolution will not happen without tangible changes to the 
processes designed to hold individuals to account.  The House must now deal both with the failures 
of the past and ensure that the systems in place hold good for the future.  

The ‘Independent’ Complaints and Grievance Scheme, hurriedly brought into force in July 2018 
with limited consultation, and before Dame Laura had had an opportunity to publish her findings is 
not fit for purpose.  Without further concrete reform of procedures and practice, the promises of 
the House ring hollow.  

We strongly endorse Dame Laura’s conclusions that the purported changes under the Scheme will 
provide no effect unless its delivery is amended to address the following to overarching problems:  

1. Dealing with past abuse:  

The inability of the Independent Complaints and Grievance Scheme to address historical 
allegations 

We wholeheartedly agree with Dame Laura’s report, at paragraph 276, that: 
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unless complaints of historical allegations of abuse are properly dealt with, they will constantly dog 
the new Scheme, hinder the culture change it seeks to promote and continue to serve as a poignant 
reminder of the previous failures by the House to provide earlier effective opportunities for complaint.  

It is hoped therefore that the Board’s press statement, and the statement from the Speaker’s Office  
that the ‘serious’ complaints made in the report should be considered ‘as a matter of urgency’, is an 
indication that all past complaints will have a route into the new complaints handling process, in 
line with Dame Laura’s recommendations.  This will allow complaints barred by previous systemic 
failings, in so far as possible, to be independently investigated to discover what went wrong.  Where 
an independent investigation is impossible because of systemic failings of the House, there must be 
a means by which mismanagement of individual complaints can be identified, responsibility 
explored and apologies made. 

We call on the House to adopt in full the recommendations made by Dame Laura at 
paragraphs 312 to 349 her of the report, including the following two key proposals:  

(i) the amendment of the existing Independent Complaints and Grievance Scheme to 
allow for the admission of historic complaints, including those that have been 
‘considered’ under previous policies; and  
 

(ii) the implementation now of ‘an internal, stand-alone participatory reparation 
process’ for individuals with historic complaints, ‘to be open and accessible for a 
fixed period of time, in which these individuals can be heard in confidence, 
regardless of any inappropriate Non-Disclosure Agreement they may have signed, 
so that mistakes and systemic failings can be acknowledged, their impact 
recognised and an apology extended.’ 

2. Complaints against Members of Parliament:  

The lack of independence in the procedures dealing with misconduct by Members 

Dame Laura has rightly identified that, from past experience, there is a fundamental lack of trust on 
the part of House employees in the ability or will of the current administration of the House to 
address complaints against Members.   

The much-criticised statement issued by the House on the 9th March 2018 in response to initial 
media reports of bullying and harassment of House staff – in which it was claimed, defensively, that 
reports of a culture of bullying and harassment were ‘a grotesque exaggeration’ – is indicative, as 
Dame Laura herself concludes, of the culture of ‘complacency, cover up and denial’ which has 
allowed and indirectly abetted the abuse and harassment of House employees to thrive for so long. 
The House’s continued confidence in purely internal procedures – dictated by the interests of 
Members – as a policy to address serious complaints of abuse against Members can only, 
regrettably, be regarded as a symptom of that culture. 

Employees of the House can have no confidence in the ability of those in leadership roles to take 
robust action against Members, when they themselves are a part and product of that same culture. 
Even those who may genuinely want to change the culture ‘from the top down’ will have no 
material or perceived authority to do so unless Members or staff who behave improperly are made 
to fear that they have to go through an independent, and formal, process to hold them to account for 
their behaviour.  In circumstances where Members sit in judgment upon their own misconduct, it is 
far from surprising that confidence remains low. 
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We share Dame Laura’s recognition that an independent mechanism to hold Members to account 
for abuse of House staff will not be palatable to some Members. To put it bluntly, this is precisely 
why an independent mechanism is needed.  .  

We urge the House therefore to take the only action capable of ensuring accountability for 
bullying and abuse by Members: that is, to institute a meaningful, and necessarily 
independent, process by which Members are held accountable for misconduct towards 
House staff.    

We share Dame Laura’s concerns at the approach to resolution proposed under the current 
Independent Complaints and Grievance Scheme, particularly: 

• the Commissioner’s continued control over the process, even where a complaint has been 
upheld after full assessment by a specialist investigator; and 

• the limited sanctions envisaged; and 
• the inadequacy of the non-specialist Committee on Standards to determine appealed 

complaints and sanction. 

We support the call for the creation of a truly independent mechanism to hear all formal 
complaints by House staff of bullying and harassment committed against them by Members 
in accordance with an appropriate inter partes procedure, along the lines considered by the 
report at paragraphs 396 to 402.  

If the House continues to neglect the need for real scrutiny and sanction; it will continue to fail in its 
legal duties as an employer to its staff.  Without change, there is no conceivable possibility that the 
public can have confidence that abusive Members will ever be held to account. 

We re-iterate that Dame Laura’s report is especially damning in its portrayal of the House’s toxic 
attitude to its female employees. We echo Dame Laura’s call for this gendered dimension to be 
highlighted in any and all new policies introduced. The Scheme will not be effective unless it is 
recognised the additional hurdles for female House employees seeking to complain about abuse 
inevitably face.  

Finally, no one who helped Dame Laura in her Inquiry by submitting their complaints of 
harassment and discrimination should now be victimised or subject to detriment. This should now 
be spelled out to all staff, including line managers.  We highlight the right (under the Equality Act) 
not to suffer victimisation as a consequence of the making of complaints.  Any attempt to victimise 
complainants must be thoroughly investigated and  appropriate disciplinary action taken. 
 
Our legislature sits at the pinnacle of our constitution; its power is corrupted by its abuse.  It is a 
place where our clients were and are proud to have made a contribution.  Dame Laura has set the 
House a challenge to restore public confidence.  Action is needed urgently to make sure Parliament 
is a place we should all be proud to work.  We look forward to working with the House, its staff and 
individual Members to get this right.     
 
Yours faithfully 
 
 
 
 
CENTRE FOR WOMEN’S JUSTICE 
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