Calls grow for independent bullying complaints process in Welsh Parliament amid rising reports
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Calls for an independent process to handle complaints of bullying and harassment in the Welsh Parliament have gathered significant steam, driven by mounting criticism of the existing procedures that remain mired in self-regulation. This inadequate oversight has raised serious questions about fairness and accountability.
In her recent testimony to the Senedd's standards committee, Jane Runeckles, a representative of the FDA trade union, drew attention to these critical shortcomings. The current model, which allows politicians to assess their own conduct, has left many staff members feeling disheartened and hesitant to come forward. "Providing a fully independent avenue as the first port of call would greatly enhance confidence in the system," she asserted. Her words echo a rising demand for reform, as the notion of politicians “marking their own homework” is increasingly seen as unacceptable.
The demand for independence in the complaints process is underscored by comparisons to measures retrospectively applied at Westminster in light of significant bullying and harassment allegations there. Five years ago, Westminster established an Independent Expert Panel to handle such complaints, a step many in Wales now look to emulate. Runeckles advocates for an independent panel of experts to directly recommend actions to the Senedd, sidestepping the standards committee—a body many perceive as biased.
The urgency for reform is stark, exemplified by recent data showing a staggering 104% increase in complaints reported to the Senedd’s standards commissioner over the past year. Critics argue that the new six-month limit for filing complaints may further silence victims, contrasting sharply with Westminster's more lenient policies, which permit a year for bullying complaints and impose no deadline for allegations of sexual misconduct. Runeckles voiced alarm that “historic complaints” risk being dismissed under the current six-month restriction, calling for a more flexible approach that validates victims’ experiences.
Amplifying these concerns, Hannah Stevens, chief executive of Elect Her—a group focused on empowering women in politics—also champions the establishment of a fully independent process. Unions and advocacy groups, including Unite and Race Council Cymru, have also thrown their support behind this initiative, emphasizing the pressing need for a robust framework that genuinely supports staff while upholding standards of dignity and respect.
At present, complaints are managed by Douglas Bain, the Senedd’s standards commissioner, before reaching the standards committee. While this process is purportedly impartial, it has deterred some former staff members from making formal complaints. One ex-staff member disclosed to BBC Wales that they refrained from filing a complaint due to fears of being labeled “the problem.” Such accounts underline the critical need for a comprehensive overhaul of the system to guarantee that all individuals feel safe and empowered to report misconduct without fear of reprisal.
The growing clamor for an independent complaints procedure in the Senedd reflects a larger demand for accountability and transparency within political institutions. As advocates continue their relentless push for change, the response to these cries could be a pivotal moment in how allegations of bullying and harassment are handled in Welsh politics, paving the way for a more secure and equitable environment for all staff. In the face of a new Labour administration, it is paramount that the Welsh Parliament addresses these issues with urgency and commitment, rather than allowing the status quo to persist.
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