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17t March 2023

Report of Legal and Democratic Services

Helen Lynch, Head of Legal and Democratic Services, Monitoring
Officer

Electoral division(s) affected:
None

Purpose of the Report

1 To inform Members of any developments in relation to the Local
Government Association (LGA)'s Debate Not Hate campaign.

Executive summary

2 The LGA’s Debate Not Hate campaign aims to raise public awareness of
the role of councillors in their communities, encourage healthy debate
and improve the responses and support for local politicians facing abuse
and intimidation.

3 Following the recommendation made by the Committee on 5 December
2022, areport on the Debate was presented to Full Council on 25 January
2023.

4 Council agreed that the Leader of the Council would sign the public
statement on behalf of the County Council, and this has since been done.
Additionally, the Head of Legal and Democratic Services was asked to
circulate the Public Statement to all Members in order for them to sign it
individually. A number of Councillors have confirmed that they have
signed the statement.

5 At the Standards Committee meeting on 5 December 2022, the
Committee were advised that the Civility and Respect Working Group had
published updated Social Media Guidance. The Committee requested
that Officers review this guidance alongside the Council’'s Social Media
Toolkit to ensure that the Toolkit reflects best practice, particularly in
relation to civility and respect. Following the review, proposed changes
to the Durham County Council Social Media Toolkit for Members are
outlined within this report.



Recommendation(s)

6

The Standards Committee is asked to:
a) Note the Report.

b) Agree that the Head of Legal and Democratic Services submits a case
study to the LGA in consultation with the Chair of the Standards
Committee.

c) Request that the Head of Legal and Democratic Services circulate the
Councillors Guide to handling harassment and abuse and intimidation
and make it available on the Members portal.

d) Agree that the Social Media Toolkit is amened to incorporate the
recommendations from the ‘Civility and Respect Guide to Social
Media’.

e) Request that the Head of Legal and Democratic Services circulate a
link to the revised Social Media Toolkit once it has been updated.



Background

~

The LGA’s Debate Not Hate campaign aims to raise public awareness of
the role of councillors in their communities, encourage healthy debate
and improve the responses and support for local politicians facing abuse
and intimidation.

At its meeting on 5 December 2022, the Committee agreed to add the
campaign to its work programme so that it could monitor its progress and
where appropriate participate in campaign activity and consider actions
to be taken by the Council arising out of the campaign.

Supporting Councillors with abuse workshop
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Since the last meeting of the Committee, the LGA invited the Monitoring
Officer to participate in an online Workshop which discussed how Local
Authorities can support Councillors who are facing abuse.

The webinar covered the supporting Councillors with abuse Project which
aims to consider what Councils currently do to support their Members,
and to better navigate the issue. The project focuses on three main areas
when looking to support Councillors who are facing abuse:

e Prevention and support
¢ Incident management
e Aftercare and wellbeing

Discussions took place between those in attendance in which they shared
their authority’s strategies for supporting Councillors. The Officer
attending on behalf of the Council shared the support that the Council
provides to members experiencing abuse and intimidation. She also
shared that the Council has good working relationships with Durham
Constabulary and encourages Members to report any incidents of abuse,
as the police are responsive to concerns which are raised with them.

The Workshop also covered what councils could do to support
Councillors when a threatening incident occurs. Some solutions which
were suggested by the group were:

o Offering a welfare buddy scheme
o Report incidents of abuse to the Police

o Offer access to employee assistance schemes
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o Granting Members permission to disengage — some feel they can’t
because of their roles

) Redacting home address off website which is an issue which the
Debate Not Hate Campaign seeks to address through Legislative
changes.

) Raising awareness with the Public and Staff about the abuse of
Councillors.

The workshop also covered the Civility and Respect programme, which
produced the Social Media guidance detailed in this report. The project
has also developed training programmes and lobbying for changes in
legislation which may help to protect Councillors amongst other
developments.

Following the Officer’s attendance at the Webinar, they were approached
by an advisor at the LGA who requested the Durham provide a case study
covering the involvement of the Head of Legal and Democratic Services
in handling reports of abuse and intimidation and the Council’s
relationship with the police.

It is proposed that in Consultation with the Chair of the Standards
Committee, the Head of Legal and Democratic Services will submit a
case study to be used by the LGA.

As part of the campaign, the LGA has recently published some guidance
titted ‘Councillors’ guide to handling harassment, abuse, and
intimidation.” The guidance is intended to provide further steps that can
be taken by Councillors and Councils to protect Councillors.

The guidance recognises that the increased concern regarding abuse
and intimidation aimed at Councillors in a public position often
discourages others from standing or standing again for election. The LGA
aim to encourage more people to stand for election, to create room for
more diversity within these public positions.

The topics within this guidance are;

(i) Definition of harassment, abuse, and intimidation.
(i)  General advice for handling abuse and intimidation.
(i)  Practical advice for handling online abuse.

(iv)  Practical advice for handling physical abuse and personal security.
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(v) Practical advice for handling psychological abuse and impact on
wellbeing.

(vi)  What legal support is there?

(vii)  Advice for supporting Councillors

(viii)  Basics on communicating with residents, colleagues, and officers
(ix)  Further resources.

A copy of the guidance is appended to the report at Appendix 2. It is
proposed that the Head of Legal and Democratic Services will circulate
the guidance to all Members and arrange for it to be available on the
Members portal.

In response to growing concerns about the impact of abuse, intimidation,
and harassment has on Councillors, the National Association of Local
Councils (NALC), One Voice Wales, the Society of Local Council Clerks
(SLCC) and County associations created a Civility and respect Working
Group to oversee the Civility and Respect Project.

The Project aims to deliver resources, actions, and interventions which
will support Councils in maintaining good governance, strengthening
standards regimes, act as training, and provide support to struggling
Councils.

The Civility and Respect Working Group have worked in partnership with
Breakthrough Communications to publish a guide to using social media
as a Councillor titled ‘Civility and Respect Guide to Social Media’'.

Whilst some of the topics addressed within the guide are currently
covered within Durham County Council’s current social media toolkit,
there are further topics which could be included. The review has also
provided the opportunity to propose some amendments to the format of
the Toolkit to make it more accessible.



Local Picture
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At the recommendation of the Standards Committee, Council considered
a report on the LGA’s Debate Note Hate Campaign at its meeting on 25
January 2023 The Council agreed that the Leader would sign the
statement on behalf of the Council.

During the debate, there were calls from several Councillors for all
Councillors to sign the statement on an individual basis. Accordingly, the
Head of Legal and Democratic Services circulated the link to sign the
statement to Members, and many have responded to confirm that they
have signed it.

Several Councillors chose to share their own personal experiences of
abuse and intimidation. In doing so, some Members acknowledged the
support in place for them within the Council to deal with incidents of abuse
and intimidation.

One of the measures that the Council has in place is the Social Media
Toolkit. This advises Councillors on how to stay safe online and what to
do if they are subject to abuse and intimidation which is under review as
part of this report.

Councillors’ guide to Handling harassment, Abuse, and Intimidation
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The LGA has recently published some further guidance titled ‘Councillors’
guide to handling harassment, abuse, and intimidation.” The guidance is
intended to provide further steps that can be taken by Councillors and
their Councils can undertake to protect Councillors.

The guidance recognises that the increased concern regarding abuse
and intimidation aimed at Councillors in a public position often
discourages others from standing or standing again for election. The LGA
aim to encourage more people to stand for election, to create room for
more diversity within these public positions.

The topics within this guidance are;
i. Definition of harassment, abuse, and intimidation.
li. General advice for handling abuse and intimidation.
iii.  Practical advice for handling online abuse.
iv.  Practical advice for handling physical abuse and personal security.

v. Practical advice for handling psychological abuse and impact on
wellbeing.
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vi.  What legal support is there?

vii.  Advice for supporting Councillors

viii.  Basics on communicating with residents, colleagues, and officers
ix.  Further resources.

A copy of the guidance is appended to the report at Appendix 2. It is
proposed that the Head of Legal and Democratic Services will circulate
the guidance to all Members and arrange for it to be available on the
Members portal.

The Civility and Respect Guide to Social Media’
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The Civility and Respect Guide to Social Media provides information for
Councillors on managing social media accounts security and safety. A
copy of the guide is appended to the report at Appendix 3.

It also includes a template for rules of engagements for use by
Councillors on their social media page and information on the types of
behaviour to watch out for on social media such as trolling, smear
campaigns, bullying and harassment and dealing with “why can'’t they
just....?!” Social media posts.

The guidance also suggests ways to encourage positive and constructive
interactions on social media including the digital “Tone” of Voice”, use of
language and techniques for handling and reporting abuse and how to
protect wellbeing by taking a break from social media.

Current Toolkit
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There is some overlap between the content of the Guide and the content
of the Council’s Social Media Toolkit, which provides practical advice on
the benefits of using social media, how to appropriately manage social
media as well as bullying and harassment and how to deal with and
report/escalate issues. Proposed changes to the Toolkit.

It is proposed that the Toolkit is amended to incorporate the Civility and
Respect Guide to Social Media. This will require alterations to the
structure and order of the Toolkit. However, it is suggested that this will
make the Toolkit more accessible and easier to navigate for Members.

A copy of the revised toolkit is appended to this report at Appendix 4.

It is proposed that the contents section at the beginning of the toolkit is
expanded to include subsections with hyperlinks to the different sections
of the Toolkit to make it easier to navigate.



38 Within the revised toolkit, the Committee will note that some sections
have been reordered and some additions made. These include:

()

(ii)

(iii)

(iv)

(v)

(vi)

(vii)

Both sections ‘Legal Considerations’ and ‘Specific
considerations for Councillors’ have been made into
subsections and would be located within the Section
‘Considerations when using Social Media’ to make the
toolkit more concise and easier to navigate.

Moving the Code of Conduct information to be a subsection
within ‘Considerations when using Social Media’. This is to
serve as a reminder to Councillors of the relevance of the
Code of Conduct and the specific considerations they are to
give when using Social Media.

The online safety and personal security section has been
moved to be earlier in the guide, as this information will be
significant when considering the subsequent sections within
the guidance, such as privacy settings.

A subsection has been added within the ‘Netiquette’ section
which includes guidance about the use of positive language
to shape engagement. This subsection includes guidance
such as ‘digital tone of voice’ and engaging with a variety of
views. This section which has been taken from the Civility
and Respect guidance will help Members to engage with
their audience on social media by providing guidance on
how language may be interpreted. This subsection intends
to help prevent abuse towards Members which can come
as a consequence of the use of language being
misinterpreted.

The use of social media during committee meetings has
been moved to the section covering the responsibilities of
Councillors on social media, as the key message of using
social media in committee meetings isto do soin a
respectful manner.

The revised guidance gives more advice to Members on
how to tackle abuse on social media. A subsection on
Behaviours to watch out for on social media has been
added which gives details about different types of abuse
which Members may experience. This guidance aims to
make it easier for Members to spot abuse, therefore
allowing them to address it sooner.

A template social media rules of engagement, which was
provided within the Civility and Respect guidance has been



added to the toolkit. This can be added to Individual
Member’s Social Media Pages to allow them to set
boundaries communicating with social media users what
the Member considers to be acceptable.

39 Itis hoped that by adapting new guidance and continuing to review the
Council’s Social Media Toolkit, Members will be able to feel that they can
begin to use or continue to use Social Media to engage with their
residents. Social Media is a valuable asset in helping Members to interact
with their residents, and the Council is committed to supporting
Councillors in feeling safe when conducting their Democratic Duties.

Author(s)
Katherine Marley Tel: 03000 265854



Appendix 1: Implications

Legal Implications

There are no specific legal implications arising from this report. The issues
referred to in this report will assist the Council in complying with its obligations
under section 27 of the Localism Act 2011 to promote and maintain high
standards of conduct.

Finance

There are no financial implications.

Consultation

Constitution Working Group are being consulted on the proposals in respect of
the Debate Not Hate Campaign. The Standards Committee will also receive a
similar report at its meeting in December 2022.

Equality and Diversity / Public Sector Equality Duty
No Implications

Climate Change
No Implications

Human Rights

There are no direct Human Rights implications arising out of the report.
However, when considering allegations of abuse and intimidation, it is
necessary to consider a balance between protecting Councillors from
harassment and complying with Article 10 — Freedom of Expression of the
European Convention of Human Rights.

Crime and Disorder

Incidents of abuse and intimidation may amount to criminal behaviour. The
Debate Not Hate Campaign is intended to reduce incidents of abuse and
intimidation and therefore have a positive impact on crime and disorder.
Staffing

No Implications

Accommodation
No Implications



Risk
No Implications

Procurement
No Implications



Appendix 2: - Councillors’ guide to handling harassment, abuse,
and intimidation




Councillors' guide to handling
harassment, abuse and intimidation

Practical steps that you and your council can undertake to
protect yourself as a person in a public position.

Introduction

The role of local government is to set out and deliver local priorities and services on
behalf of local communities. Councillors are local leaders and champions, bridging the
gap between residents and local government. They take decisions on behalf of local
residents and champion the issues affecting them. Becoming and serving as a
councillor is a huge privilege and responsibility, but it also means councillors are very
visible and often easily accessible to residents.

A pressing concern facing those in public office is the increasing levels of intimidation,
harassment and abuse they are experiencing. While debate and expressing different
views is all part of a healthy representative democracy, these unacceptable
behaviours undermine the key democratic principles of free speech, debate and
engagement, and sometimes pose a risk to councillors’ safety. Thankfully, serious
incidents remain very rare.

Councillors, their peers, political parties, council officers and, when necessary, the
police, all have a role to place in addressing harassment, abuse, and intimidation. We
are aware that the growth in public intimidation can put people off standing for election
and this issue may affect some more than others. However, prospective and elected
councillors should bear in mind that they are not alone in dealing with abuse and
intimidation and there are an increasing number of ways to protect themselves and be
supported by those around them.






Appendix 3: - Actively addressing the issues of Civility and
Respect on Social Media




Appendix 4: - Revised Social Media Toolkit




