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1. Purpose

This policy sets out how Helions Bumpstead Parish Council (the Council) communicates
internally and externally. It brings together the Council’'s arrangements for its website, social
media, email, telephone and written correspondence, formal complaints, Freedom of
Information requests and Environmental Information requests.

The policy is intended to support open and constructive engagement with residents and third
parties while ensuring that communications remain professional, proportionate and manageable
for a small parish council with limited staffing and resources.

Nothing in this policy is intended to discourage legitimate criticism, complaints, requests for
information or participation in local democracy.

2. Scope
This policy applies to:
e Parish Councillors, the Parish Clerk and any other officer, employee or volunteer acting
on behalf of the Council;
¢ Residents, businesses, community groups, contractors, partner authorities and other
third parties communicating with the Council;
e The Council website and any official social media account or page;
e Emails, letters, telephone calls, voicemail, online contact forms and in-person
communications;
e Complaints, Freedom of Information Act 2000 requests and Environmental Information
Regulations 2004 requests.

3. Communication Principles
All official Council communications should:

e be civil, respectful, factual and relevant;

e be clear about whether they represent the Council’s agreed position or an individual
Councillors personal view;
avoid political advertising or party-political promotion through Council channels;
protect confidential, personal and commercially sensitive information;
comply with copyright, data protection and other legal obligations;
use the most appropriate and effective communication channel;
recognise that the Council must use public resources responsibly and cannot enter into
unlimited correspondence on a single issue.

4. What Constitutes Council Communication
The Council currently communicates through:



The Helions Bumpstead Parish Council website;

Official Council social media pages or accounts, including Facebook where used;

The Parish Clerk’s official Council email address;

Other authorised internal digital communication systems;

Telephone and voicemail;

Hard-copy letters and notices;

Agendas, minutes, policies, notices and other documents issued or published by the
Council.

The Council may add, remove or change communication channels over time. This policy
should be reviewed when material changes are made.

5. The Parish Council Website

The Helions Bumpstead Parish Council website is the primary source of official Council
information. The website should, so far as is reasonably practicable, provide current and
accessible information, including:

Council meeting dates, agendas and approved minutes;

Policies, procedures and governance documents;

Councillor and Clerk contact details where appropriate;

Financial and transparency information required to be published;

Public notices, consultations and community information;

Links to relevant external authorities and services, including Braintree District Council
and Essex County Council.

Website content should be factual, current and written in plain language. Personal
information should not be published without a lawful basis and, where required, the
individual’s consent. Errors should be corrected promptly once identified.

The Council is not responsible for the content or availability of third-party websites. Links
may be provided for convenience and signposting.

6. Social Media

6.1 Purpose and status

Social media is used to share Council news, public notices, consultations, community
information and links to official sources. It may also help the Council understand
emerging themes and concerns within the parish.

Social media is not monitored continuously and should not be relied upon for urgent
matters. A comment, private message or post on social media will not normally be treated
as a formal complaint, statutory information request or official service request. Anyone
wishing to contact the Council formally should use the Parish Clerk’s official email
address, the website contact form, telephone or post.

6.2 Posting on behalf of the Council

Only the Parish Clerk, an authorised officer, or another person expressly authorised by
the Council, or the Clerk may post material in the Council’'s name.

Official posts should be factual and avoid unnecessary opinion;

Content should not disclose confidential, private or commercially sensitive information;
Political advertising and party-political campaigning must not be published through
Council accounts;

Where views or formal responses are sought, users should be directed to contact the
Parish Clerk rather than continue debate on social media;

Councillors and officers may clarify factual information but should avoid prolonged or
heated online arguments.



6.3 Standards for users and moderation
e The Council welcomes different views and constructive discussion. Users are expected
to remain respectful, stay reasonably on topic and avoid personal attacks.
e The Council may hide, remove or report content, restrict commenting, or block users
where content includes:

abusive, threatening, obscene, discriminatory or harassing language;

personal attacks, insults or intimidation directed at Councillors, officers or others;

potentially defamatory or knowingly false statements;

private or personal information published without authority;

content that infringes copyright or another person’s legal rights;

illegal content, spam, commercial advertising or unrelated links;

repeatedly off-topic or disruptive material;

allegations of criminality or policy breaches that should properly be raised through the

complaints process or with the Police or another competent authority.

e Moderation decisions will be made proportionately, taking account of freedom of
expression, the seriousness of the content, any pattern of behaviour and the Council’s
duty to protect Councillors, staff and the public. Where appropriate, the Council may post
a brief notice confirming that the content was removed for breaching this policy.

6.4 Councillors’ personal social media use
Councillors using personal social media accounts should be mindful that residents may interpret
comments on Council business as representing the Council. Councillors should therefore:
e clarify when they are expressing a personal opinion rather than the Council’s agreed
position;
e comply with the Code of Conduct and maintain confidentiality;
e avoid briefing against a formally adopted Council decision;
e avoid content that could create an appearance of predetermination on a matter yet to be
considered;
e not escalate contentious exchanges or engage in abusive or inflammatory debate.

7. Email, Telephone and Written Correspondence

7.1 The Parish Clerk as primary point of contact

The Parish Clerk is the proper officer of the Council and will normally be the first point of contact
for residents and third parties. Official responses on behalf of the Council will usually be issued
by the Clerk or another authorised person.

Councillors who receive correspondence relating to Council business should copy or forward it
to the Clerk so that a complete and consistent record is maintained. Councillors should not
become involved in prolonged personal correspondence on behalf of the Council unless
specifically authorised.

7.2 Response standards

The Council aims to acknowledge or respond to ordinary correspondence within five working
days where reasonably practicable. Some matters will require referral to Councillors,
consideration at a meeting, legal advice, or consultation with another authority and may take
longer. An acknowledgement or holding response may be sent where appropriate.

Statutory requests, including FOI and EIR requests, will be dealt with within the applicable legal
timescales.

7.3 One substantive response
The Council will normally provide one clear and substantive response to each matter raised.
Where further correspondence repeats substantially the same points, seeks to reopen a



concluded matter, or does not introduce materially new information, the Council may confirm
that its position has been fully explained and that no further correspondence will be entered into
on that issue.

Where an independent review, complaint or appeal route exists, the correspondent will be
directed to the appropriate body. This may include the Information Commissioner’s Office, the
Council’'s complaints procedure, Braintree District Council, Essex County Council, the Local
Government and Social Care Ombudsman where applicable, or another competent authority.

8. Matters Outside the Parish Council’s Responsibilities
The Parish Council will respond to matters that fall within its own powers and responsibilities. It
is not responsible for delivering or providing many local government services.
Where an enquiry relates to another public authority, the Council will, where reasonably
practicable, direct the correspondent to the organisation likely to be responsible. Examples
include:

e Planning applications, planning decisions, planning enforcement and many

environmental health matters - Braintree District Council;

e Highways, road maintenance and certain public rights of way matters - Essex County
Council;
Waste collection and some environmental services - Braintree District Council;
Adult and children’s social care - Essex County Council;
Policing and criminal matters - Essex Police.
Once the correct authority has been identified and signposted, the Parish Council will not
normally undertake further investigation or continue correspondence on a matter that is
outside its remit. The Council may still choose to make representations to another
authority where it considers this appropriate, but that does not make the Council
responsible for the underlying service or decision.

9. Freedom of Information and Environmental Information Requests
Requests made under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 or the Environmental Information
Regulations 2004 will be handled in accordance with the relevant legislation and guidance.

e The Council is required to provide any recorded information it holds, subject to any
applicable exemption or exception;

e The Council is not required to create new information, conduct research, answer
questions of opinion, or obtain records from another public authority merely because that
authority may hold them.

e Where the Council does not hold the requested information, it will say so and may
signpost the applicant to the authority likely to hold it;

e Where a valid internal review or complaint route applies, the applicant will be informed of
that route;

e Where permitted by law, the Council may rely on provisions relating to repeated,
manifestly unreasonable or vexatious requests.

e Arequest or correspondence will not be treated as persistent or unreasonable solely
because it is critical of the Parish Council, raises legitimate concerns, or requires a
detailed response. Any decision to impose restrictions will be based on the overall
pattern of behaviour, the cumulative impact on the Council's resources, the nature and
frequency of the correspondence, whether the matter has already been fully addressed,
and any relevant legislation or official guidance.

10. Complaints



A person who is dissatisfied with the standard of service provided by the Parish Council, the
conduct of its officers or Councillors (where appropriate), or the handling of correspondence
may make a complaint in accordance with the Council's Complaints Procedure.

The Complaints Procedure is intended to address concerns about the Council's administration,
processes or service delivery. It is not intended to provide a further opportunity to debate,
challenge or revisit lawful decisions of the Parish Council, or matters where an appropriate
statutory review or appeals process exists.

Where an independent review or appeals process is available, the complainant will be directed
to the appropriate body. This may include, where applicable, the Information Commissioner's
Office (ICO), the Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman, or another relevant authority.

Allegations that a Parish Councillor has breached the Members' Code of Conduct should be
referred to the Monitoring Officer at Braintree District Council. Allegations of criminal conduct
should be reported to Essex Police.

The Parish Council reserves the right not to investigate complaints that are repetitive, vexatious,
abusive, or substantially the same as matters that have already been considered and
concluded, unless significant new evidence or information is provided.

The existence of a complaints procedure does not prevent the Parish Council from applying its
Persistent or Unreasonable Behaviour Policy where appropriate. Where a complaint forms part
of a pattern of persistent, repetitive or unreasonable correspondence, the Council may manage
future communications in accordance with that policy, whilst ensuring that any complaint is
considered fairly and in accordance with the Council's procedures.

11. Persistent, Repetitive or Unreasonable Communications

11.1 General approach

The Council recognises that a person may contact them frequently and that persistence alone
does not make communication unreasonable. However, the Council also has a duty to protect
its limited resources and the well-being of Councillors and officers.

Communications may be regarded as persistent or unreasonable where their nature, frequency,
tone or cumulative effect places a disproportionate burden on the Council or amounts to
harassment, intimidation or disruption.

11.2 Examples

e repeated emails on matters that have already been fully answered;

e multiple messages raising substantially the same issue or seeking repeated clarification
without materially new information;

e repeated attempts to reopen a concluded complaint or decision without new evidence;

e excessive demands for immediate responses or for contact outside normal working
arrangements;

e copying large numbers of recipients unnecessarily or repeatedly contacting multiple
Councillors about the same issue;

e abusive, offensive, threatening, discriminatory, intimidating or personally targeted
language;

e frequent allegations against Councillors or officers without evidence, particularly where
established complaint routes are not used;

e Use of FOI, complaints or other processes as part of a wider pattern intended primarily to
cause disruption or distress.



11.3 Possible actions
Where necessary and proportionate, the Council may:

issue one consolidated response to several related communications;

confirm that the matter has been concluded and that further repetitive correspondence
will be noted but not answered;

require all communication to be in writing and through the Parish Clerk;

limit responses to genuinely new matters or material new information;

set reasonable limits on the frequency or format of communications;

direct the correspondent to the appropriate complaint, review, appeal or external
authority;

moderate, restrict or block social media access where this policy has been repeatedly
breached;

seek advice from Braintree District Council, the Information Commissioner’s Office, the
Council’s insurers, legal advisers, the Police or another appropriate body.

Any restriction should be evidence-based, proportionate, recorded and reviewed
periodically. Where practicable, the person concerned should be informed of the
restriction, the reasons for it, its duration and any review route.

12. Harassment, Threats and Safety

The Council will not tolerate harassment, threats, intimidation or abuse directed at the Clerk,
Councillors, volunteers or members of the public. Serious or potentially unlawful behaviour may
be reported to the Police or another appropriate authority. The Council may also take
reasonable steps to protect personal contact details and avoid unnecessary direct contact
between an individual and a Councillor or officer who feels targeted or unsafe.

13. Confidentiality, Data Protection and Records
Councillors, officers and volunteers must comply with the UK GDPR, the Data Protection Act
2018, confidentiality obligations and the Council’'s Code of Conduct.

Personal information should only be shared where there is a lawful and necessary
reason;

Email distribution lists should be used carefully and unnecessary use of “reply all” should
be avoided;

Confidential information must not be published or forwarded without authority;
Council-business emails and records may be subject to FOI, EIR, data protection, audit
or legal disclosure obligations;

The Clerk will retain appropriate records of official correspondence in line with the
Council's records management arrangements.

Where communications become persistent or contentious, the Clerk may maintain a
correspondence log recording dates, subjects, responses, referrals and any restrictions
or decisions made.

14. Responsibilities

14.1 Parish Clerk

act as the principal point of contact for official correspondence;

coordinate responses and maintain appropriate records;

moderate official website and social media content or authorise others to do so;
signpost enquiries to the correct authority;

escalate serious, sensitive or persistent matters to the Chair or the Council where
appropriate.

14.2 Councillors



comply with this policy, the Code of Conduct and data protection obligations;

copy or forward relevant Council correspondence to the Clerk;

distinguish personal views from the Council’s agreed position;

avoid prolonged personal correspondence or online arguments on Council business;
raise concerns about harassment, bullying or inappropriate communications with the
Clerk or Chair.

14.3 Chair
e support the Clerk in handling serious, sensitive or persistent communications;
e help ensure restrictions or escalations are proportionate and properly recorded;
e act as an alternative reporting point where a concern relates to the Clerk.

15. Monitoring and Review

This policy will be reviewed annually, or earlier following a significant incident, legislative change
or material change to the Council’'s communication channels. Amendments must be approved
by the Parish Council.



Clerk’s Operational Guidance (Internal Only)

Appendix A - Standard Response: Matter Outside the Parish Council’s Remit

Thank you for contacting Helions Bumpstead Parish Council.

The matter you have raised falls within the responsibilities of [name of authority], rather than the
Parish Council. You should therefore direct your enquiry to [authority/contact details or website].
The Parish Council is not responsible for determining or investigating this matter and will not
normally enter into further correspondence on it. This does not prevent the Parish Council from
making representations to the relevant authority where it considers this appropriate.

Appendix B - Standard Response: Information Not Held

Thank you for your information request.

Helions Bumpstead Parish Council does not hold the information requested. The Council is not
required to obtain information from another public authority in order to respond. The information
may instead be held by [name of authority], and you may wish to contact them directly.

Where applicable, details of any review or appeal rights should be added to this response.

Appendix C - Standard Response: Matter Concluded

The Parish Council has considered and responded to the matters raised in your
correspondence. Its position has now been fully explained.

Your latest communication does not introduce materially new information requiring a further
substantive response. The Parish Council therefore considers this matter concluded and will not
enter into further correspondence on the same points.

Should you remain dissatisfied, you may use the appropriate complaint, review or appeal route
previously provided.

Appendix D - Standard Response: Persistent or Unreasonable Communications

The Parish Council remains willing to consider genuine new matters and materially new
information. However, the volume, frequency and/or repetitive nature of recent communications
is placing a disproportionate burden on the Council’s limited resources.

With effect from [date], communications on this issue should be sent only to the Parish Clerk.
The Council will respond only where new information or a genuinely new matter is raised. This
arrangement will be reviewed on [date].

Appendix E - Useful Signposting

Subject Likely authority or route

Planning applications, planning decisions Braintree District Council

and planning enforcement

Highways and road maintenance Essex County Council

Waste collection and environmental health Braintree District Council

Adult and children’s social care Essex County Council

Councillor conduct complaints Monitoring Officer, Braintree District Council

FOI/EIR review or complaint Information Commissioner’s Office, following
any applicable internal review

Crime, threats or immediate safety concerns | Essex Police; 999 in an emergency




