





EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction and background

1.

I am instructed to conduct an independent investigation into matters arising from concerns
first raised in July 2022 about the alleged use of social media by staff at Bristol City Council
(‘BCC’) to monitor parents/ caters of children with SEN. BCC’s legal team carried out an
investigation in summer 2022 whose findings were presented to the Audit Committee and then
to People Scrutiny Commission on 26 September 2022. That report concluded that BCC staff
had gathered information on two members of the BPCF on two occasions (autumn 2021 and
spring 2022) and that ‘All of the information that was collated was publicly available and we
have not seen any evidence, or any suggestion, that this wasn’t the case’ (§46). The report

concluded that, this being the case:

‘46. .. there was ... no surveillance, as defined in the Regulation of Investigatory Powers
Act 2000 (RIPA). Nor is there any potential breach of the Article § (Right to Respect
for Private and Family Life) under the Human Rights Act 1998, as there can be no
reasonable expectation of privacy when personal information is being voluntarily put
into the public domain by the person to whom that data relates. ..

49. There is no evidence that systematic monitoring took place. The collation of social
media content on the two occasions outlined was done for the specific purpose of
evidencing the conflict of interest: on the first instance at the request of Contact and
BPCF to substantiate the concerns being raised by BCC about the campaigning activity
of the forum members; and eatlier this year in order to inform the decision as to
whether or not to support BPCF’s funding application to the DfE...’

The report, which concluded that no law had been breached by BCC, did not dispel concerns.
A golden motion to Full Council on 18 October 2022 requested that the-then Mayor
commission an independent investigation. This did not occur and concerns continued to be
raised and requests made for an external investigation. In August 2025 the Children and Young
People Committee voted to undertake an external investigation into the allegations of

surveillance.

My Terms of Reference (“ToRs’) require me to provide ‘an external and independent
assessment of the accessing or reviewing of online content by or on behalf of Bristol City
Council SEN and disabled children’s services during the period September 2021 — August
2022. This includes, but is not limited to, social media accounts, business or professional pages,

and other online platforms relating to parents, carers, families, and individuals engaged with



SEND services’. I am instructed to take into account the ‘UK GDPR, Data Protection Act
2018 and/or Human Rights Act 1998’ and to examine:

3.1. ‘Evidence of what activity, as described above, took place;
3.2. whether such activity was an appropriate use of Council time, equipment, and resources;
3.3. whether it was authorised through proper channels and consistent with policy and law;

3.4. the impact of such activity, including any consequences for the Parent Carer Forum’s
independence and functioning, and for individual parents and families whose
information was accessed — for example, if any SEND support or provision was

altered, withdrawn, or influenced’.

I have been provided with the unredacted version of the 2022 investigation report referred to
above, with relevant policies, with the minutes of and/or information relating to various
meetings and with extensive other information relating to subject access requests (‘SARS’)
made by a number of parents to whom I have spoken as part of my investigation. The
significance of the SAR responses was that (redacted) documents provided in them formed
the basis of many of the allegations of surveillance. When a number of these documents are
viewed in unredacted form it becomes clear that they do not bear the weight imposed upon

them by those who have raised concerns about surveillance.

I'was provided with a list of and contact details for ‘officers, relevant politicians and any parents
known to be affected and those representing the Parent Carer Forum’ who it was thought
might be relevant to my investigation and a call for evidence was made on my behalf for anyone

else who felt that they might be able to contribute to the investigation.

I spoke with five parents and 14 people currently or previously associated with BCC, some of
whom were suggested by BCC and others who were approached at my request or who
approached me. I received written assistance from a number of others. It was expected that I
would conclude my investigation by spring 2026. Progress was delayed because of difficulties
experienced by BCC in obtaining unredacted copies of documents released in redacted forms
to two of the parents with whom I spoke. I make no criticism of BCC in connection with the
delay. I was also provided on request with additional documentation referred to in my report.
I am satisfied that the materials with which I have been provided have enabled me properly

and fully to investigate the allegations of surveillance falling within the ToRs.

I have decided whether allegations of fact have been established on the balance of probabilities.



Allegations made against BCC

Parent A

8. Parent A provided a detailed account of the background and of the evidence which in her view

established that she had been the victim of surveillance over a significant period of time. Her

core complaint is that there were 12 incidents of ‘spying” which in her view establishes that
p pying

BCC had her under surveillance for an extended period. She complains that she, other

members of the BPCF and ‘several SEND families had data collated on them’.

9. The 12 alleged ‘spying incidents’ are as follows:

9.1.

9.2.

9.3.

9.4.

9.5.

8 February 2021: Parent A complains that an email of 8 February 2021 forwarding a
Tweet from her which ‘has not directly tagged Bristol City Council... means they are
monitoring individual people and actively searching them out’ (allegation 1). The
significance of this email/Tweet to Parent 1 is that it significantly predates the first

evidence gathering referred to in the 2022 internal report;

28 February 2021: Parent A complains that the sharing of her Tweet on 1 March 2021
which ‘did not use the words Bristol City Council or tag in the council’ indicates that her
name had been searched and a profile built. She also relies on an email of 8 December
2021 in which a member of BCC staff referred to her by reference to her Twitter account
(allegation 2). This Tweet/ email also significantly predates the first evidence gathering

referred to in the 2022 internal report;

22 April 2021: Parent A complains of the sharing on 23 April 2021 of her Tweet ‘which
does not tag in the council or use the words Bristol City Council’ (allegation 3). Again
this Tweet/ email significantly predates the first evidence gathering referred to in the 2022

internal report;

1 October 2021: Parent A refers to an email sent on 30 September 2021 discussing her
attendance at a BPCF support group as evidence of ‘in-person surveillance between
SEND and You and Bristol City Council’ (allegation 4). This is not strictly within my

ToRs but closely enough related to it that I have investigated it;

8 October 2021: Parent A relies on the email sent on 8 October referring to staff
‘gathering as much evidence as they can’ to share with Contact (allegation 5). This is the
first evidence gathering episode referred to in the 2022 internal report. Parent A
complained that she 9oined the steering group in October 2021 and Parent B was

involved. The allegation about inappropriate conduct had just been made and BCC was



9.6.

9.7.

9.8.

9.9.

looking for evidence. The allegations concerned campaigning — at this point BCC was

already watching and did not want her and Parent B involved in the BPCF;

Parent A relies on correspondence on 20 and 21 January 2022 from SENDIAS/ SEND
and You about her Tweets after a meeting as evidence that SENDIAS/ SEND and You
‘have been working with Bristol City Council to spy on me’ (allegation 6). She suggests
that BCC must have gone straight to her Twitter account after a coffee morning with
SENDIAS which Parent A states that she had signed up to with her personal email
address. She also states that it was ‘not a confidential meeting’ though she understood
that ‘personal information shared in the meeting was not to be repeated’. Parent A denies
disclosing anything she heard in ‘confidential meetings’ and states that ‘[e]verything that
I wrote about SEND, Tweeted or mentioned in the public forum of council meetings
was only information published by the council in public areas itself.” She complains that
she had been accused of breaching confidentiality ‘as a member of the parent carer forum

— despite it having absolutely nothing to do with them’;

Parent A complains that an email sent on 1 March 2022 complaining about Tweets from
Parent A and stating ‘I would lime [sic| to call her out on her behaviour. Please can we
make a plan’ shows that ‘the Disabled Children’s Team got in on the action by coming
up with “a plan” after searching out my post on Twitter’ (allegation 7). She states that
this ‘created an email chain which even included the Interim Director of Children,
Families and Safer Communities. Parent A complains that this incident had a massive
impact on her life and those of her son and daughter, that a small group within BCC
connected with the Disabled Children Team were surveilling her, and were the same
people who would be involved in any assessment of her children. She also claims that
setvices to her son were withdrawn after complaints she made in 2022/2023 about BCC’s

evidence about outreach services given at an FT'T;

Parent A complains of the email sent on 8 October 2021 in which one member of BCC
staff asked another whether she would be ‘happy to email BPCF directly with the evidence
and copy me in?’ and forwarded a link to a magazine article featuring Parent A (allegation

8). This email was part of the first evidence gathering exercise;

Parent A complains of an email between BCC staff on 20 May 2022 forwarding links to
12 Tweets from Parent A’s Twitter account of which 10 ‘do not tag or hash tag Bristol
City Council’ (allegation 9). Parent A claims that this shows she was the subject of

targeted surveillance by BCC;



9.10. Parent A complains of an email of 7 April 2022 which includes a screenshot of a Tweet
which she says shows ‘real time surveillance’ (allegation 10). She further states that the
Tweet had not tagged BCC. The Tweet, sent 23 minutes before it was screenshot, stated

that ‘I won’t be bullied by organisations or the People Directorate at [BCC]’;

9.11. Parent A complains that the email of 29 July 2022 in which a member of BCC staff stated
that team members ‘regularly flag comments/social posts of concern on SEND that may
at some point been accounts linked to both of these people’ and that Parent A’s ‘posts
are regularly flagged for me...also that ‘the only accounts I regularly monitored were
[Parent A’s], because BCC is regularly tagged in her posts and the Bristol Parent Carer
Forum FB page, to ensure our content on the LO FB page was also being shared

positively on this account’ ‘shows regular monitoring’ (allegation 11);

9.12. Parent A states that the document containing screenshots of Tweets from her shows ‘real-
time spying’, relying on the fact that p 4 of the document contains a screenshot of a Tweet
referring to the People Directorate which ‘was deliberately searched for and copied’ (this
is the same Tweet referred to in allegation 10), that one Tweet ‘has been entirely redacted’
and that ‘Of those 11 that can be seen, 7 do not mention Bristol City Council, none tag

Bristol City Council and none have hashtags’ (allegation 12).

10. Parent A also complains about that a member of BCC staff was spying on her, having joined

11.

Twitter in September 2021, when BCC was ‘starting to monitor SEND parents connected to
Bristol Parent Carers. [The staff member’s| shows she is only following my account ... and no
one follows her. It’s a throwaway account. She has followed no one else since that point in
time’.
Parent A complains that BCC reacted to her social media activity, which was the subject of
what she characterised as ‘spying’ by removing SEND-related services from her son. She
complains of Tweets of hers allegedly sent in error to a school she had no connection with by
a member of BCC staff who told the school that “This was brought to my attention by the
BCC communications team. They monitor social media for us.” She complains that BCC
officers ‘used Personal Accounts to Surveil [sic], data collect on personal devices then share
on’ and alleges that:

‘Going through all of the data that I was allowed to have, or that of mine given to me

by others, I have concluded that at the very minimum there were seven SEND parent

carers spied on. Of these, only two were officers of Bristol Parent Carer Forum. The
original leaked document [unredacted legal report] revealed that me and another officer



of Bristol Parent Carer Forum had been spied on. It then went on to name a further

three parents who were listed as ‘top critical commenters’ and three ‘affiliated groups’
Bristol SEND Community Alliance, Bristol SEND Justice and Bristol SEND Cirisis’.

Parent B

12. T interviewed Parent B who provided me with a 17 page Witness Statement and extensive
evidence gathered from BCC responses to various SARs. Some of the matters raised were not
directly relevant to my ToRs. Confining my attention to the matters within the scope of the

ToRs, Parent B complained about:

12.1.a photo from her anonymous twitter account sent between BCC staff on 21 September
2021 (complaint 1). Parent B complained that the account did not mention her name or
her role at BPCF and that BCC had attributed it to her ‘by looking through approximately
60 profile photos on my Facebook account’ to find one of her wedding bouquet which
also featured on her Twitter account. She told me that the photo of her wedding flowers
was only on her Twitter account between 9 and 13 September 2021 and that either BCC

was ‘checking [the account] regulatly or it was a hell of a coincidence’;

12.2.a request made on 29 September 2021 by a member of staff at Contact for ‘evidence of
lobbying activities’ by Parent B and an expression of concern in the same email that
‘another parent’ was also sharing confidential information on campaign and lobbying

social media platforms’ (complaint 2);

12.3. A request by a member of BCC staff for ‘guidance on what I can release to the forum,
other than a copy of the tweet’. Parent B suggests that ‘the evidence was known to the
council on 30th September which was at least a tweet and other evidence’ and that this

‘contradicts para 24 of the [2022] report (complaint 3);

12.4.evidence sent by BCC to Contact on 8 October 2021 (complaint 4). She suggests that
‘BCC went to Contact with their concerns’ because of the many complaints she had made

in connection with SEND provision for her son;

12.5.a reference said to have been made by a member of BCC staff at a meeting on 10 June
2022 to Parent B being an admin for a Facebook group as a conflict of interest
(complaint 5). Parent B accepted that this information was available to anyone with a
Facebook account but suggests that ‘It should not be possible to view it from a BCC
laptop, as presumably their I'T policies restrict the use of personal sites’, though she goes

on to refer to BCC’s own SEND-related Local Offer (‘LO’) Facebook page;



13

14.

12.6.BCC having accessed her and another parent’s social media accounts despite having
““regularly” received complaints from BCC staff who were also parent carers about things

they had read online and which they found upsetting’ (complaint 6);

12.7.BCC having ‘incorrectly linked me to a different Social Media poster called Bristol Citizen

(complaint 7);

12.8.the fact that ‘[a]t no point did anyone from BCC raise any concerns that myself or |the
other parent whose social media activity was investigated| were campaigners or that we

shared confidential information’ (complaint 8);

12.9. the fact that BCC lawyers to whom she wrote on 14 November 2022 ‘to inform them that
as it appeared that services for my disabled son had been removed by BCC linked to the
monitoring which I experienced, perhaps as “consequence” for my behaviour’ had not

addressed this concern in their reply (complaint 9).

. Parent B told me in interview that the impact of BCC’s decision not to support funding for

BPCF was that two staff had to be made redundant. She also told me that BPCF had had to
continue to work with BCC ‘to get the funding back’ but that BCC staff had said
unprofessional things to her in meetings about being hysterical and blowing things out of

proportion and being untrustworthy which she had felt unable to respond adequately to.

Parent B also complained about what she suggested was the removal of 1-1 educational
support services for her son in 2022 (complaint 11). Finally, she complained that a member
of BCC staff was discovered to be a member of the EHCP Facebook Group on 28 August
2025 (complaint 12).

Parent C

15

. Parent C expressed concern in our meeting that she had been subject to surveillance by BCC.

Some of her concerns were with Labour Party members acting in that capacity, and pre-dated
the period under investigation by some years. Others related to difficulties she had had with
her son’s headteacher and a complaint to OFSTED, and/or did not relate to social media
monitoring. Parent C did claim, however, that she and others were surveilled by BCC which
was ‘trying to find out to find out who made that complaint because they assumed, well, we
were all accused of being Bristol Citizen’. The example she provided of surveillance was a
document which was produced in response to a request for comments made by her and two

other people on the BCC Local Offer Facebook page.



16.

Parent C also suggested that a member of BCC staff had looked at her social media because

he had advised her that he was meeting someone from her son’s school’s educational trust

(113 bl

who wanted ““to speak to me about your social media™. She referred to an apparent change in
attitude towards her from the member of staff and to his having been suggested to her by

Facebook as a possible friend.

Parent D

17.

Parent D also raised concerns about having been placed under surveillance because a
document containing comments made by Parents A and B on the BCC Local Offer Facebook
page also referred to their ‘affiliated groups’ as ‘Bristol SEND Community Alliance’ and
‘Bristol SEND Justice’ with which Parent A was associated. She also raised concerns that her

name was included in the document referred to at {15 above.

Findings of Fact

18.

The full report contains an extensive chronological account which enabled me to assess the
allegations made by each of the parents and to paint a full picture of BCC’s social media

surveillance. My findings on the allegations are as follows:

Parent A

19.

20.

21.

I was satisfied that the Tweet which is the subject of allegation 1 was gathered not as a result
of monitoring of Parent A but because of the subject matter of the Tweet, which included

access to Covid testing facilities.

I concluded that the Tweet which is the subject matter of allegation 2 was likely to have been
picked up by Comms because of its subject matter rather than the identity of the Tweeter: the
Tweet referred to ‘SEND’, which was a hot topic issue in an intended ‘question to People
Scrutiny Commiission’. I do not accept that the email of 1 March 2021 indicates that Parent
A’s name had been searched, much less that a indicates that a profile had been ‘built’. I reached
the same conclusion as regards the email of 8 December 2021 by this stage BCC had
undertaken an evidence-gathering exercise relating to Parent A in October 2021 and the
member of staff involved could not have failed to understand that Parent A and the Tweeter

in question were one and the same.

The Tweet which formed the subject matter of Parent A’s allegation 3 was forwarded by a
member of BCC Comms who had forwarded at least five Tweets from Parent A’s account

over the previous five weeks which (or replies to which) had tagged BCC. It would not be



22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

surprising if the member of staff, who I was told took an enthusiastic approach to her job, had
been keeping an eye Parent A’s Tweets. I did not accept that so doing amounted to ‘spying’ as
alleged. Nor, for reasons explained in the report, did I find that it amounted to covert
surveillance for the purposes of the Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act 2000 (‘RIPA’) or

otherwise involved any interference in Parent A’s legal rights.

Parent A’s allegation 4 related to an email which came about as a result of what I found to be
a reasonable inquiry into the identity of the BPCF reps. It did not in my view indicate any

‘surveillance’ of Parent A or anyone else.

Parent A’s allegation 5 relates to an evidence-gathering exercise carried out by BCC staff on
8 October 2021 in response to a request from Contact for evidence underpinning concerns
BCC staff had voiced to Contact about the social media and other activities of Parents A and
B. I concluded for reasons set out in the report that BCC was entitled to have these concerns
in view of the partnership relationship which is supposed to exist between local authorities and
Parent Carer Forums, which are funded by the state. I further concluded that the evidence
gathering exercise did not amount to covert surveillance for the purposes of the RIPA or

otherwise involved any interference in Parent A’s legal rights for reasons I set out in the report.

Parent A’s allegation 6 relates to concerns raised by SENDIAS / SEND and You about her
perceived non-compliance with that organisation’s ground rules for meetings. It did not

indicate surveillance by BCC of Parent A.

I was satisfied that the ‘plan’ referred to in the email to which Parent A’s allegation 7
concerned her activities as a member of the BPCF and not as a parent of her child. An email
sent by the member of staff concerned a week later stated that ‘we need to review our working
with her in the formal role as the parent carer rep as from how she presented, she is not able
to hear what we have been doing, even though she has been part of it. Please let me know next

steps and how I can support any working with [Parent A]’.

I considered very carefully whether there was evidence upon which I could find that BCC staff
had retaliated against Parent A and/or her son by removing services from him. I was satisfied
for reasons set out in my report that there was not. I also concluded that the sending of a
screenshot by a member of BCC staff which triggered the response referring to a ‘plan’ did
not amount to surveillance for the purposes of the RIPA or otherwise involve any interference

in Parent A’s legal rights.



27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

Parent A’s allegation 8 concerned the evidence gathering exercise in October 2021. I was
satisfied on the evidence that that the steps taken by BCC could not properly be characterized
as ‘spying’, further (for reasons I explain) that they did not amount to covert surveillance for

the purposes of the RIPA or otherwise involve any interference in Parent A’s legal rights.

Parent A’s allegation 9 related to the forwarding of 12 Tweets from one member of BCC
staff to another. I am satisfied that these Tweets were collected by a member of Comms staff
in response to a request for evidence of Parent A’s social media activity. The request was made
because of concerns that Parent A’s activities were inconsistent with BCC’s support of funding
of BPCF by Contact and by BCC. I am satisfied that it was incumbent on BCC to make any
decision of this nature on adequate evidence and that the exercise did not amount to spying,
as Parent A alleges, or otherwise to covert surveillance for the purposes of the RIPA or

otherwise involved any interference in Parent A’s legal rights is considered in section 5 below.

I am satisfied that the Tweet which forms the subject matter of Parent A’s allegation 10 was
collected by a BCC member of staff who told me that she had ‘got into a kind of habit, a
routine because I’d been asked to collect this stuff of just dipping into Twitter when I thought
about it and taking a random screenshot of whatever it was... I dipped in and out ... It was
like, open it up, see if there’s something going on and take a screenshot.” This did indicate
ongoing monitoring of Parent A’s Twitter account, albeit of a sporadic and perhaps ineffective
nature. Given the public nature of Twitter I was not satisfied that it amounted to or involved
‘spying’ as Parent A alleges, that it amounted to covert surveillance or otherwise infringed

Parent A’s legal rights.

I was satisfied that the flagging of Parent A’s Twitter account referred to in allegation 11 was
not the result of targeted monitoring of the account, rather because of the subject matter of
the Tweets. The reasoning is set out in my report. I did not find that it amounted to surveillance

for the purposes of the RIPA or otherwise involved any interference in Parent A’s legal rights.

The Tweet relied on by Parent A in allegation 12 is the same as that in allegation 10 and the

same analysis applies.

As to parent A’s other complaints, I was not satisfied that she had been subject to surveillance
by the member of BCC staff who she said joined Twitter in September 2021. Assuming that
the individual whose Twitter account Parent A had evidence of was the same as the person of

that name employed by BCC, I do not accept that her joining Twitter would have amounted



33.

to ‘spying’ or surveillance by BCC. Many witnesses told me that many people working in
SEND have direct personal experience of the same. Twitter is a public forum. Parent A was a
prolific and vocal critic of BCC SEND services. There is nothing inherently problematic in my
view of a member of BCC staff being interested in what Parent A had to say on matters that
might have concerned them. Finally, had it been the intention of the member of BCC staff to

‘spy’ on Parent A it is unlikely that she would have used her own name to do so.

I am satisfied that Parent A was mistaken in her claim that at least ‘seven SEND parent carers

[were] spied on’ for reasons I set out in my report.

Parent B

34.

35.

36.

37.

I found that BCC staff took reasonable steps to determine whether Parent B was responsible
for an anonymous Twitter account because of concerns about the compatibility of that account
and other of Parent B’s activities with her role within BPCF. I was satisfied for reasons I
explain in the report that the steps taken did not amount to covert surveillance for the purposes
of the RIPA or otherwise involve any interference in Parent B’s legal rights, and therefore did

not uphold her complaint 1.

I did not uphold Parent B’s complaint 2 because the request for evidence was made by
someone who was not employed by BCC and for whose actions BCC was not responsible. 1
did accept, as did BCC staff I spoke to, that the request followed concerns raised by BCC staff
about Parent A and Parent B, which concerns I found to be entirely reasonable in the

circumstances.

Complaint 3 really concerned alleged inaccuracies in the 2022 report and so is not squarely
within my TORs. I was, however, satisfied that as of 30 September 2021 BCC had evidence of
activities by Parent A and Parent B that it (reasonably in my view) regarded as inconsistent
with their roles within the BPCF, further that the position which existed was not inconsistent
with the 2022 report. The fact that BCC had to ‘gather’ evidence to provide to BPCF
demonstrates in my view that it had not systematically collected any such evidence. I did not

uphold complaint 3.

As to complaint 4, I was satisfied that BCC raised their concerns with Contact not because
of any complaints Parent B had made in connection with SEND provision for her son, rather
because of concerns about perceived conflicts between her activist role and her position in

BPCF whose role was supposed to be one of partnership with BCC. I did not find that BCC’s



38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

collation and sharing of evidence with Contact/ BPCF of amounted to covert sutrveillance for

the purposes of the RIPA or otherwise involved any interference in Parent B’s legal rights.

Parent B’s complaint 5 concerns a statement said to have been made at a meeting on 10 June
2022 about Parent B being an admin for a Facebook group. I am not satisfied that such
comments were made. Even if they were, I am not satisfied that they would indicate any breach
of BCC’s Acceptable Use Policy which permits access to journals, blogs and social networking
sites during work time [if] ... authorised and ... relevant for your work’ (§7.2). BCC itself had
a Facebook page (the LO page). Nor was I satisfied that this would have established
surveillance of Parent B for the purposes of the RIPA or otherwise involved any interference

in her legal rights.

I do not accept Parent B’s complaint 6 that BCC should simply have relied on reports from
staff to determine whether material on her and Parent A’s social media accounts was consistent
with their roles on the BPCF. Contact and the BPCF requested evidence of such material in
autumn 2021 as did Parent B herself in spring 2022. It was also incumbent on BCC adequately

to inform itself before making the decision it did in June 2022.

For reasons I set out in my report I was satisfied that the BCC member of staff who concluded
that Parent B was responsible for the Bristol Citizen account did so on reasonable grounds,
whether or not she was correct. In any event, Parent B has pointed to no particular damage
said to have been done to her by the conclusion that she was Bristol Citizen. I did not find
that the actions complained of amounted to surveillance for the purposes of the RIPA or
otherwise involved any interference in Parent B’s legal rights. I do not uphold Parent B’s

complaint 7.

I dd not accept that there was any lack of clarity about the nature of BCC’s concerns with the

activities of Parent A or Parent B and I did not uphold complaint 8.

Parent B did not provide me with the response to the emails she refers to in allegation 9.
Assuming that what she says is correct, I do not read her email to the BCC lawyers as requiring
a response about services to her son. The main purpose of that email appeared to be to inform
them of complaints made by Parent B about them to their regulator and complaints made or
to be made to the ICO, the LGO and the monitoring officer. Parent B complained in the email
about apparent damage to her professional reputation and claimed that ‘services for my

disabled son has been, seemingly, withheld’, but her focus was on having the 2022 report



43.

44,

45.

changed.

I investigated complaint 10 which concerned Parent B’s treatment in meetings, including by
seeking the minutes/ notes of such meetings, carefully considering email correspondence she
provided me with and asking others involved. I do not doubt that she was reminded of the
need to declare conflicts and it is perfectly possible that references were made to
confidentiality. Nor do I doubt that attendance at such meetings would have been difficult in
light of the June 2022 decision not to support continued funding for BPCF. For reasons I set
out in my report I do not accept that the matters complained of amounted to or involved

inappropriate behaviour by BCC staff or elected representatives.

I carefully investigated Parent B’s complaint 11 which involved the suggestion that BCC staff
had impropetly reduced services to her son. I was satistied on the basis of the evidence set out

in my report that the complaint was not well founded.

As to Parent B’s complaint 12, there was no evidence on which I could conclude that the
person named was a member of BCC staff, much less that he joined the EHCP Facebook

Group for improper reasons.

Parent C

46.

I did not uphold any of Parent C’s concerns. One related to a Tweet sent by BCC to a school
to alert it, quite properly in my view, to claims that a pupil at the school was very unhappy.
The Tweet to which the child’s mother had pinned his account had tagged Parent A, as a result
of which the correspondence (redacted) was provided to her in response to a SAR request.
Her inclusion in a document of critical comments made on BCC’s LO Facebook page was the
result of a request by a member of BCC staff who I am satisfied wanted, for professional
reasons, to know what criticisms had been made on that platform. I am not satisfied that this
amounted to surveillance for the purposes of RIPA or otherwise interfered with her legal
rights. Nor am I satisfied that any member of BCC staff looked at her personal Facebook page.
I further note that any complaint about this matter would fall outside the timeframe of my

ToRs.

Parent D

47.

I reach the same conclusion about Parent D. I found no evidence of any surveillance by BCC
staff of people in the ‘affiliated groups’ referred to. Parent D was referred to in the document
also relied upon by Parent C. I reached the same conclusions in respect of Parent D as I had

in respect of Parent C.



Conclusions

48.

49.

50.

51.

It is clear from the foregoing that I have found no evidence of what could reasonably in my
view be characterised as widespread or systematic surveillance by BCC of parents/ carers of

children with SEND.

It is clear that BCC Comms staff monitored and reported on commentary on the LO site and
elsewhere of relevance to BCC, and reported on relevant posts within BCC, and that BCC
staff occasionally reported the results of such monitoring outside BCC. I also found that BCC
staff engaged in two evidence gathering exercises relating to Parent A and Parent B, and that
these exercises were provoked by concerns about these individuals’ involvement in the BPCF
whose role was to engage in partnership working with BCC. The evidence gathering was done
in response to the requests from Contact and then from BPCF for evidence of concerns
raised about Parent A and Parent B in September/ October 2021. It was also done between
April and May 2022 as part of a response to continuing concerns about the activities of Parent
A and Parent B. I note that Parent B herself asked for that evidence in spring 2022, though
in the end it was used to brief senior staff in advance of the meeting with BPCF on 10 June
2022 and as the evidential basis for the decision not to support BPCE’s application for

funding from Contact.

There is no proper basis in my view for a finding that any SEND support or provision was
altered, withdrawn, or influenced by the evidence gathering exercised. The evidence gathering
exercises may well have impacted on BCC’s decision not to support BPCE’s application for
funding, though it is arguable that the decision would likely have been made in any event on
the basis of what was known, even if those exercises had not been undertaken, by BCC staff.
To the extent that the exercises had any impact, this flowed inevitably from the activities of
Parent A and Parent B which were, in my view, irredeemably inconsistent with their roles in

the BPCF.

I was satisfied that the amount of time BCC staff spent on anything that might be regarded
as social media monitoring other than in the form of subject-based monitoring by Comms
and/or routine engagement with the BCC LO Facebook page and/or routine engagement
with Tweets tagging BCC was minimal, probably no more than day or two of staff time with
minimal use of BCC equipment and resources. In view of the concerns about the activities
of prominent people within BPFC this was in my view entirely reasonable. The same is true

of the list drawn up of comments by Parents 3 and 4 on the BCC LO Facebook page..



Recommendations

52.

53.

54.

I did not find that any of the evidence gathering which I found to have taken place amounted
to or included directed surveillance for the purposes of RIPA, such that an authorisation
would have been required. I recommended, however, that express consideration be given in
future to whether any evidence-gathering exercise on social media may amount to or include

directed surveillance for the purposes of RIPA.

My investigation was made more difficult by BCC’s practice of deleting the email accounts
of staff when they leave. In my view this approach risks significant information gaps which
are particularly problematic given BCC’s nature as a public authority. I recommended that
consideration be given to encouraging staff to retain any personal correspondence in an
identifiable folder which can be deleted on their departure while retaining all work-related

matters for a suitable period after their departure.

I was struck over the course of my investigation by the heavy toll imposed on former and
current BCC staff by the toxic nature of social media commentary on education in Bristol. I
came across some vitriolic material targeted at named individuals in the course of this
investigation. I do not know that there is anything that BCC can do about this, but it will be
important that it takes all reasonable steps to protect current and former staff from the vitriol

which I anticipate will accompany the publication of this report.







































there... ... I hope that helps but if you want any more information or support before

the meeting please let me know.’

23. | replied:

‘T understand and really do appreciate the sentiment, but I think this is where having
open conversations months ago could have helped things. I don’t want to go into it
too much over email, but for example, I’ve not met many parent carers that didn’t
think BCC was trying their best. It is just that our versions of what is a priority/how
to tackle something don’t always align. That’s really quite different to suggesting
someone is a malicious unprofessional individual who would seek to harm others. I
wouldn’t say I'm nervous, it’s something much bigger than that, unfortunately. I like
to think I am genuinely one of the nicest, kindest people on the planet. I like to conduct
my life in an open, honest and really quite simple way. I would never break anyone’s
trust or be self-serving in any way, it’s simply not part of who I am. I'm not used to
working in this professionally hostile way and I suspect this is the cause of my anxiety
as I feel very cornered at the moment. I will come to SIB today and CoG on the 26th
(thanks for the list, I don’t want to name names but thanks for the offer) and then the
forum volunteers and steering group will come together to work out who will do what
role in terms of the three meetings you’d like us to attend...”

24. - also provided me with an email she sent on 27 January 2023 to_,

bcc’ing.. In it she stated that:

‘Hello all, I hope you’re having a fabulous Friday and looking forward to the weekend,
it’s been great to see so many of you this week. I just wanted to flag something for
your reference. On the 19th Jan I attended SPG. At the start of the meeting the chair
reiterated the need for confidentiality. Part way through the meeting, when discussing
a new funding stream to support Autistic children and young people, I was specifically
asked not to share this confidential information with any parent carers. Yesterday at

CoG shared with the community the news about this funding stream. As

specifically raised this with me at SPG as being confidential, but neither
were at CoG, I thought it was worth highlighting this. It was not flagged as confidential
at CoG and so parents and carers will likely be informed about it. I am unsure if you’d
like BPC to mention this to the wider community just yet or if you’d rather we wait as

advised at SPG?’

25. - also provided me with her response to draft minutes of the meeting sent on 28 February

2023. -’s email of the same day stated, so far as relevant, that:

‘At the start of the meeting, I declared several potential conflicts of interest. SPG
members were very keen for these to be noted “officially” and went to great lengths
to ensure the specifics of the potential conflicts were “officially recorded”. I am not
sure who created the notes, but please can they be amended to include the following:



_ stated that as no definition of what is considered a conflict is in
the TOR she believed it would be more transparent to declare anything that BCC may
perceive to be a conflict. These were:

*Peer-to-peer support to other parent carers on all aspects of SEND, across
England, sometimes for friends but at other times for any parent carer who sought
support.

*Some direct support for parents and carers in terms of letter writing, mainly for
children who were at risk of permanent exclusion or suicide or where parent carers

had needs themselves, such as recovering from cancer / EAL.

*Several complaints to the ICO, LGO and BCC directly connected to her own
disabled children

*Historical judicial review action against BCC and the ICB, directly connected to
her own disabled children.
_ expressed concerns that the potential conflicts disclosed could lead to
BCC commissioning- to deliver a service. - assured the SPG that this could not
be the case as - does not advertise, deliver, or charge for any support and helps
other families voluntarily and is insured to do so...’

26. Among the documentation- provided was a pdf of an email saved as - cancels a meeting
as she feels unsafe after the Sep 2022 COG meeting’. That email, which was sent to . and

T ——

‘After the community meeting this morning and speaking with our steering group and
Contact this afternoon about the stance BCC is taking on this, we’ve decided that it’s
probably better that I cancel the meeting we had planned for Monday. I have the
utmost respect for the roles that both of you have at BCC and do not wish to jeopardise
any potential working relationship with either of you by putting any of us in a tricky
situation. I can send you an email with some additional info which might be easier
given everything else and you can see if it could work with the other digital work going
on. If that would be helpful, please let me know. I hope that’s ok and that you
understand, and I am sorry for the short notice...’

27. - told me that - had ‘made statements and questioned my integrity publicly ...
[people] may not have fully understood what was going on as - spoke about me like I
was not in the room and she didn’t mention me by name’. There was also documentation
i [ -
in my view is outside my ToRs and will not be considered here. Finally, - provided me with
a list of ‘other micro-aggressions’, acknowledging that ‘It’s hard to know sometimes if I was

just being sensitive given what has happened’. These were as follows:

27.1. ““We don’t feel comfortable sharing this with you as we can’t be sure where it will end



28.

up” — [CoG] - 27th Jan 2022 |1

27.2.“Ultimately, this is our decision” & “That’s not really how the system works” & “You
need to understand the bigger picture” & “This is just how these processes are” - Various
BCC staff at [CoG], 31st March 2022 - talking about co-production in a way that was
contrary to what dfE had told us (and BCC!)’;

27.3.““We’ve seen things shared before from you before online, you’re vexatious and a

nuisance deliberately wasting council resources taking BCC away from working with
children” CoG - 231d September 2022 - |||

27.4.““We (BCC) did absolutely nothing wrong, when there is an independent investigation it
will make it really clear that everything we did was totally right and fair and we have no
apology to make. As if we have got time to monitor her (meaning me) social media. She

(meaning me) is hysterical.” And then she laughed in a way that encouraged other staff

to laugh. CoG - 23rd September 2022 - _’;

27.5.“Let’s make sure we’re being transparent here, -” — SIB 25th Jan 2023 —.]’;
27.6.““We don’t know what might end up online” SPG - 2nd March 2023 — |-]’;

27.7.<“We’ll take this offline” & “That doesn’t need your input” & “This is more of an internal

matter” - all from .], 2nd March 2023, SPG meeting’.

I tried to understand from - in our meeting who might be able to speak to what had
happened in the meetings of which she complained. She said that she did not feel that she
should name people ‘who were there because they know that you’re doing this and I feel like
if they wanted to come and speak to you then that’s for them to do. But if I saw anybody in
person, they would just be like, “I'm really sorry about that meeting. I’'m really sorry that 1

didn’t say anything” like that’. She told me that unnamed people at BCC:

‘would be saying to me, “I'm really sorry about my colleague’s behaviour” and then I
would be like, “great, like can you do anything to stop it?”” and they would be like, “not
really. No, there’s no mechanism” and sometimes the people were quite senior like ...
-] ... people gave me the impression that you can’t really question her because it
will just cause too many problems for you so there was definitely a culture of “we know
this is wrong, we know this shouldn’t be happening, but we don’t really have a
mechanism to stop this and to kind of safeguard you” and it was only really when
_ came into post that that all stopped... not immediately, like she’d
probably been there about five months really before it kind of petered down and then
it stopped totally. I wish I could give you an example. It would just be things like at the
beginning of a meeting, they would say, “you need to declare any conflicts of interest”.



29.

I put that in the thing, but they would never tell me like what is a conflict of interest?
Like it could be anything. It could literally be anything, like I could have a review for
my son, is that a ... I've got to do that every year. Is that conflict of interest? I don’t
know, but nobody else had to do that, only me and then when I declared them...’

I asked Whether- was telling me that no-one else had to declare conflicts and she said:

‘No one else, even parents from other groups so there was a point where they thought
that they could work with, like other agencies in Bristol, so there would be other
parents there from other groups and they would never have to declare anything. It
would just be me and then it wouldn’t necessarily be so bad if you just were like, “this
is my list of conflicts” but then it would be, particularly-, she would say, “well who
is that with? Who are you doing that with? Are they paying you for that? Where does
that ... why are you doing that?”. Like it was like being cross-examined and it was
relentless and after every meeting I would email the chair and say, “look, I can’t keep
doing this because it’s horrendous. It creates a really bad tense atmosphere at the

22>

beginning of every meeting”.

30. - indicated that this happened in the SPG chaired by.. She did not provide me with any

31.

emails sent by her to . She indicated that she had drawn up the list of complaints about
particular meetings in response to a request from . for examples of behaviour and that.
was ‘the go between ... because it was felt that if we spoke to Bristol directly, then it would ...
mean we would never get the funding back. It could make things much worse’. She suggested

that || had told BCC that it had to work with the BPCF:

‘they were adamant that they’d kind of set up this [CoGJ. They were adamant that they
could just use this mechanism and [-s] job was to keep coming back and say like,
“no, because only one organisation can hold the DfE grant and only one organisation
can do the reporting and there’s no world where you can kind of like split the DfE
grant between organisations”, so she had to keep coming back and saying this is not
how you work with the parent carer forum, this relationship, the way you’re kind of
speaking to them, the things that are happening in meetings, this narrative that you’re
building about being able to work with other people, it’s just not true and you really
need to stop perpetuating it and it did take, like I say, changing leadership before that
happened. But we kind of had to just endure it really until that happened’.

- told me that she was no longer in contact With. and that she did not think it appropriate
to ask. to speak to me, because she did not ‘want my opinion or view on things to sway or

impact on other people’, though I could contact Contact if I wished. She also suggested I speak

to -and to _ who ‘was in a lot of the meetings [and] would kind of
understand a lot’. She said she would try to make contact with —
_] and - and later advised that she had done so but received no



32.

33.

34.

35.

reply.

I asked - about what she had suggested was the removal of services for her son in 2022
. complaint 11). She told me that it was ‘really hard to know, like was this just a bad
decision because the system is a bit rubbish or was this a bad decision because it’s me?” She
said that her son was at the school at which she was a governor where the head teacher, a
Senco and a phase lead ‘all went on maternity leave within about three months of each other
so that all new staff came and ... they didn’t know me and ... the first thing [the new Senco]
said to me was ... “oh, well, the Council have been in touch and they’ve said that they’re not
giving us the funding for ... to have any one to one support any more’. I asked whether this
was one-to-one support provided for in an EHCP. - said that it was in Section F but that
BCC had made it clear that this would not be funded for him in year 5, and had not provided
a reason. She told me that she had written to BCC asking for the rationale and that they had
not replied. - did not, despite my request, provide me with her correspondence with BCC
(other than the email to . and - referred to at §19.9 above) or with the details of a
complaint that she told me that the LGO had upheld in relation to a subsequent change of

school.

- also complained that a member of BCC staff called _ was discovered to
be a member of the EHCP Facebook Group on 28 August 2025 (complaint 12).

— expressed concern in our meeting that she had been subject to

surveillance by BCC. Some of her concerns were with Labour Party members acting in that
capacity, and pre-dated the period under investigation by some years. Others related to
difficulties she had had with her son’s headteacher and a complaint to OFSTED, and/or did
not related to social media monitoring. . did claim, however, that she and others were
surveilled by BCC which was ‘trying to find out to find out who made that complaint because
they assumed, well, we were all accused of being Bristol Citizen’. The example she provided
of surveillance was the document discussed at {92 below, redacted so as to include only her
information. She also referred to a Tweet of hers that ‘came up in [.s SAR]’. The redacted
document, which she showed me during out online meeting, showed the text of a Tweet which
. identified as hers and a response to it by. to whom the document had been released. It

was not capable of evidencing alleged surveillance of .
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meeting had been online. Insofar as - notes are relevant here they include the following:

‘It is also important to say that no one is against any parent having freedom of speech
ot being able to actively campaign, so this isn’t about trying to stop that.

However, we do believe there is a significant conflict of interest with the roles of] -
_ and your activity outside of this that directly detracts from the
value of what we should be striving to achieve together. Even though different names
are used, SEND is a small community and it does gives the appearance of directly
working against us and not as partners.

If I could just give some specific examples:

In terms of your role - and your leadership of other parent groups as an active
parent advocate is, we believe a conflict of interest with your role as forum chair.

No one is in any doubt that you are an incredibly ambitious and energising chair of the
forum, and we fully appreciate your participation in the meetings.

But it then feels inappropriate to receive litigious emails and pre-judicial letters, which
you are sending on behalf of families. I know when we spoke you felt you are clear
about the different roles you have and we should also know you are wearing different
hats, but the reality of this is it does undermine an effective working partnership.

And it also doesn’t feel in keeping with BPC’s statement in your annual report to BCC
where you cite concerns about parents turning to legal solutions rather than the
participation route.

In relation to you . _, we cannot see how we can continue to work

effectively as strategic partners, when there is the regular Tweets and statements that
not only completely dismiss any notion of progress made in the last 2 to 3 years, but
can be derogatory about officers, occasionally aggressive in tone and seem to have the
aim to completely undermine the progress of the wider SEND partnership.

Content has called officers liars and accused people of putting a spin on things.

In fact, just having a quick look for examples and a recent one is “I’'m telling you, one
whiff of Early Intervention success with SEND at the Ofsted inspection and I’'m going
up like Mount Vesuvius because it will be a lie. Anything positive is spin. Bristol CYP
are suffering for Years” — or the video you posted, following a Scrutiny session, clearly
conveys your anger with the council and officers and included you mimicking-

Again, when I spoke to you- about my concerns that- social media activity
was having an extremely detrimental impact on our ability to build trust and respect
between our two organisations, you didn’t feel that this needed to be an issue, as . is
clear about her different roles and said we just need to be clear at the start of a meeting
that it requires confidentiality.

But it feels like an impossible situation to have a member of the steering group
attending co-production / strategic meetings as a partner and following said meetings
reading tweets that give other parents the impression that the council doesn’t engage
with parents or listen to their concerns.

One thing I think it’s important to say is that many of the officers, who work in the
education team, are also parents, in Bristol, of children with SEND and part of the



























4. Assessing the allegations made against BCC

»

Allegation 1

155.

156.

157.

The Tweet which is the subject of . first allegation was made available to me only in
redacted form. It seemed probable to me, from the other materials provided in unredacted
form, that the Tweet had been sent to or by- - had been the sender of a number of
Tweets and also the recipient of Tweets from - within Comms. - _
_ for BCC at the material time and was primarily concerned with reputation
management. - ‘primary role was to be politically aware, understand what the risks were to
the council, understand the media landscape and public opinion and advise senior leaders
accordingly about the best approach for their communications’. . told me that. did not
generally engage with social media in. professional capacity but that BCC’s campaigns and
marketing team had a social media monitoring rota team and a customer relations team to

deal with complaints and things:

‘it they get something that they feel is potentially political or is a little bit beyond their
understanding of the organisation, they’ll then flag it up to the communications team
who will then flag it for the relevant person in PR or a manager if it’s serious... The
social media team have a protocol at that time that they followed, it was a little bit
loose... but it was about when to forward something on, when to be worried, when
something requires a response, when it doesn’t require a response and they would often
come to senior people like myself to say, ““I’ve had this thing come in. I’'m a bit worried
about what it says. Can you tell me what you think we should do with this and this?”

. was, - told me, ‘very keen [and] ... was constantly flagging stuff for me in a very
concentrated period of time. That also did happen to coincide with a period of time where
there was a lot of stuff on social media because the administration was deeply unpopular with
certain aspects of community about lots of different subjects, SEND being just one of

them...

I asked- about the 8 February 2021 email. . responded that-

‘might vaguely recall this. One of my remits was to look after Public Health issues and
this will have been flagged for me because it says that this person was unable to get a
Covid test or vaccination because of a lack of Disabled access which is obviously quite
concerning, and is therefore something that would need to be flagged for the service













































186. The Stage 2 investigator found failures of communication withl but was unable to conclude,

on interviewing _ that l and . had:

‘received a lower standard of service due to - being disliked. The accounts of
those I interviewed were that this was not the case. Whilst the investigation has seen
that oversights were made, particularly in terms of communication between-
and Social Care, and- social media content having been referenced in liaison
with a voluntary organisation, there is no clear evidence to conclude that the reason

for this was - being disliked’.

187. The Independent Person’s report of 27 April 2023 agreed with the investigator’s conclusions.
The Adjudicating Officer’s (‘AO?’s’) decision was reached on 22 May 2023. It was in identical
terms. The . advised JS that, within a week of the letter:

187.1.

188. It is the case, as l suggests, that the end of - involvement with . was announced the

following day.

—_
o
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209.

surveillance.

Finally, l suggests (without naming her) that _ has been subject to

surveillance by BCC. In my view this assertion is similarly misguided. I have seen a statement
by. complaining that she was ‘not an officer or volunteer of Bristol Parent Carer forum but
I have experienced tweets of mine being copied and shared with other agencies.”' -
- is - For reasons set out at {58-60 above I am not persuaded that BCC was

monitoring_ Tweets. The Tweet which_ complains of being ‘copied

and shared with other agencies’ appears to be that discussed at §58-60 above which tagged

BCC and was in my view properly shared with the school because it concerned her son’s
feelings about it. - email to . made it clear that her suggestion that the Tweet might be

forwarded to the school was ‘to see if any additional support can be put in place?’

-

Complaint 1

210. T accept on the basis of the evidence set out at {§62-69 above that the steps which were taken

to determine Whether- was responsible for the _ Twitter account were taken
because - had taken a- role within BPCF while _’ was making FOI
requests, the _ account was seen to interact with. account and was regarded as
Tweeting material confidentially shared in meetings, and _ was an anagram of
_ In citcumstances in which the relationship between BCC and parents/ carers
of children with SEND was so fractured, the BPCF had been ineffective and its role in
advocating for children and young people with SEND was so important, it was entirely
reasonable in my view for BCC to exhibit curiosity as to the ownership of the _
account. The evidence provided by- and. is consistent With- statement to me that
she only had the wedding bouquet on the_ page for a few days in early September
2021. In section 5 below I consider whether the actions complained of amounted to
‘surveillance’ for the purposes of the RIPA or otherwise involved any interference in -

legal rights. I do not otherwise uphold- complaint 1.

Complaint 2

211. The request for ‘evidence of lobbying activities’ by- was made by. in the circumstances

set out at {§69-70 above. . is not employed by BCC and BCC is not responsible for her

actions. I accept, as did BCC staff I spoke to, that the request followed concerns raised by

116 250/310 on. bundle












recipients (under threat of a regulatory complaint) being a change to the 2022 investigation
report. I do not uphold- complaint 9.

Complaint 10
221. - complains about her treatment by BCC staff at meetings in the period from January 2022

to March 2023. Insofar as her complaints were particularized, they concern:

221.1. An alleged comment by. in a COG meeting on 27 January 2022 that ‘We don’t feel

comfortable sharing this with you as we can’t be sure where it will end up’;

221.2. Comments by unnamed BCC staff at a COG meeting on 31 March 2022 that ‘Ultimately,
this is our decision, “That’s not really how the system works, “You need to understand the

bigger picture’ and “This is just how these processes are’, which - states were contrary

to what DfE and BCC had said about co-production;

221.3.What - perceived as an attack by - on her when she declared her conflicts at an
SIB meeting on 19 January 2023. No details were provided. - also complained that
later in the meeting - ‘specifically stated ... ‘- this is a reminder, yeh, this

information is confidential’”, implying that - would not maintain confidentiality;

221.4. An alleged comment by. in a SIB meeting on 25 January 2023: ‘Let’s make sure we’re
being transparent here, - and comments by . in an SPG meeting on 2 March
2023 that “We'll take this offline’, “That doesn’t need your input’ and “This is more of an

internal mattet’;

221.5. An alleged comment by- in an SPG meeting on 2 March 2023 ‘We don’t know what

might end up online’.

222. 1 interviewed. who told me that she had ‘been to lots of meetings where things have been

il She rold e o

- there’s a lot in that about recognising a power imbalance and mitigating for that.
I don’t think anybody deliberately set out to undermine parents’ views but I think as
an organisation we could have been more considerate and more aware of the power
differentiation that happens when there is a big organisation and a process that is
controlled by that organisation that parents and carers and families don’t necessarily
have as much information about or know how it works and that is a real responsibility
for us and in terms of meetings, there are a lot of things that we did that were
inconsiderate about that. So for example, where they were held, you know, the timings
of them and maybe some of the ways that we didn’t consider what it might feel like
from a parent’s point of view. So particularly there being a lot of local authority people
and a small number of parents. So I think it was people just like organising things in






227.

228.

229.

230.

play hard ball and anyone who breaks meeting protocols in this way should be restricted from
attending our strategic meetings’. had been advised (§100) that SAY had ‘reported through
our contract management processes that they are feeling uncomfortable working with BPC as
feel their “name could be dragged through the mud”/ their “reputation tarnished” by BPC’
and that ‘it hampers their ability to engage with patrents/ deliver the service.” That. was very
frustrated with l was clear from the email at {102 above, and it is entirely possible that this
resulted in her taking a robust approach to - in the meeting on 27 January 2022. In the
circumstances, I would not regard the comments attributed to . as unreasonable in the

circumstances if they were made.

I sought to obtain a recording or minutes of the COG meeting on 31 March 2022 (§221.2
above). Neither are available. In circumstances in Which- does not particularise who is said
to have made the comments complained of it is not possible to find that the complaint at

§212.2 is founded.

The SPG (not SIB) meeting on 19 January 2022 was not recorded. There is nothing in the
notes of the meeting with which I was supplied by BCC which supports the complaint at

§221.3, though this is perhaps unsurprising as they were not verbatim.

- raised her anxiety about meetings to . on 24 January 2023 and . responded in a
supportive way. - did not suggest to . that she was being treated badly by BCC staff. In a
second email to. - implied that she had been accused of being ‘a malicious unprofessional
individual who would seek to harm others’ and stated that she was ‘not used to working in this
professionally hostile way” and that ‘I suspect this is the cause of my anxiety as I feel very
cornered at the moment’. There is no suggestion that this accusation had been made in the
meeting on 19 January, or any other recent meeting, and it is probable in my view that this is

a reference to the meeting on 10 January and the letters of 6 April and 22 June frorn. which

- writing in her capacity as _, had characterised in a letter of 19 August
2022 to _ as implying ‘dishonesty, improper conduct, or aggressive

behaviout’ by - and/or l.117

I note - account of the meeting on 19 January in her email of 27 January to -,
_, in which she referred to the chair’s emphasis at the start of the meeting

on the need for confidentiality and a request to her part-way through the meeting ‘when

“7- statement §4.52



231.

232.

discussing a new funding stream to support Autistic children and young people... not to share
this confidential information with any parent carers’ She did not raise concerns about this
reminder, but advised the recipients that- had raised the matter at the CoG meeting

the previous day and that it had not been flagged as confidential.

The document - provided me with what she said was her feedback to BPCF after the 19
January 2023 meeting contained ‘action points’ including ‘Go back to BCC and say we cannot
go to these meetings until conduct etc is sorted as this is the second time now- has felt
verbally attacked by BCC staff / Cllrs’. But- did not suggest that she had been badly treated
when she responded to the draft minutes of the meeting sent on 28 February 2023 or in any
other communication with which I have been provided. - did state in her response to the
draft minutes that ‘SPG members were very keen for [the specifics of her declared conflicts]
to be noted ‘officially’ and referred to - expression of concern that - might be in the
position of a service provider to BCC (which - denied). She also asked that her comment

that the group’s TORs contained no definition of a conflict was minuted.

I asked- about her working relationship with - from 2022-2023. She told me that-
‘was a participant and would sit next to . . ... would offer challenge and questions, but
- was never rude or aggressive and didn’t, to my knowledge, write anything derogatory
about the local authority and public arenas.” I told- that- had complained that she was

targeted with demands that she declare her conflicts of interest and warnings about things

being confidential and asked- whether this rang a bell with her. She told me that it was:

‘common practice in every meeting to declare conflicts of interest ... When we do
child protection strategy discussions, the police officer linked to us has a disabled child
open in my service. So whenever there’s a strategy she has to declare. And this is what
I mean about the complexities of people having children with additional needs and
disabilities that are in our employment systems. It is absolutely imperative that
everyone declares any conflict of interest that’s standard.’

233. I asked whether people were reminded of that at every meeting. - told me that at ‘[m]ost

meetings I would say it’s a standard agenda item unless you’ve met the same people time after

time after time. But if you’re starting a new meeting, there would definitely be that’.

234. As noted above, - does not particularise the alleged ‘attack’ by - when she declared

her conflicts at the 19 January 2023 meeting and there is nothing in the contemporaneous
documentation to support a conclusion that - actions at this meeting were

inappropriate. In my view, against the background of difficulties between BCC and BPCF



























media, or tags us in social media, receives the information or help they need from us in a
timely way’. I am also satisfied that, as - told me, to allow BCC staff such as her to
understand ‘what the risks were to the council, understand the media landscape and public

opinion and advise senior leaders accordingly about the best approach for their

communications’. As _ told- ‘[a]s a local authority, [BCC has] a public service

duty to communicate important information to Bristol citizens’.

268. I am also satistied that the exercise gathering exercises in October 2021 and in spring 2022

were related to BCC’s exercise of its statutory responsibilities relating to education.

269. The 0-25 SEND Code of Practice provides, so far as relevant, that:

2.6 Local authorities should involve children, young people and parents (including local
Parent Carer Forums and Youth Forums) in the design or commissioning of services
providing information, advice and support in order to ensure that those services meet
local needs. Local authorities should do this in a way which ensures that children,
young people and parents feel they have participated fully in the process and have a
sense of co-ownership. Chapters 3 and 4 give further detail on how local authorities
should engage these groups in planning, commissioning and reviewing services, and in
developing the Local Offer.

3.16 The local authority must review its educational, training and social care provision,
consulting a range of partners including children and young people with SEN or

disabilities, and their parents and carers. This consultation will inform the development
and review of the Local Offer (Section 27 of the Children and Families Act 2014)...

3.18 At a strategic level, partners must engage children and young people with SEN
and disabilities and children’s parents in commissioning decisions, to give useful
insights into how to improve services and outcomes. Local authorities, CCGs and
NHS England must develop effective ways of harnessing the views of their local
communities so that commissioning decisions on services for those with SEN and
disabilities are shaped by users’ experiences, ambitions and expectations. To do this,
local authorities and CCGs should engage with local Healthwatch organisations,
patient representative groups, Parent Carer Forums, groups representing young people
with SEN and disabilities and other local voluntary organisations and community
groups...

3.29 Local authorities must review their provision, taking into consideration the
experiences of children, young people and families (including through representative
groups such as Parent Carer Forums), voluntary and community sector providers and
local Healthwatch. Information from such reviews will contribute to future
arrangements and the effectiveness of local joint working. ..

3.35 Joint commissioning arrangements should help partners identify scope for
working more efficiently together. Partners should assess the extent to which activities
contribute to their local priorities and outcomes and decide which services should be



commissioned or decommissioned, in consultation with children and young people
with SEN or disabilities, their parents, or representative groups such as Parent Carer
Forums...

3.44 Local authorities must review the special educational provision and social care
provision in their areas for children and young people who have SEN or disabilities
and the provision made for local children and young people who are educated out of
the area, working with the partners to their joint commissioning arrangements. The
local authority must consult with children and young people with SEN or disabilities
and their parents and as part of this should consult with family representatives such as
Parent Carer Forums. Joint commissioning arrangements must consider the needs of
children and young people with SEN and disabilities..

4.8 Local authorities must involve children with SEN or disabilities and their parents
and young people with SEN or disabilities in:

* planning the content of the Local Offer
* deciding how to publish the Local Offer

* reviewing the Local Offer, including by enabling them to make comments about
it.

4.9 Local authorities should do this in a way which ensures that children, young people
and parents feel they have participated fully in the process and have a sense of co-
ownership. This is often referred to as ‘co-production’. Local authorities should take
steps to ensure that their arrangements for involving children, young people and
parents include a broadly representative group of the children with SEN or disabilities
and their parents and young people with SEN or disabilities in their area. Parent Carer
Forums, young people’s forums and other local groups are useful ways to engage
families.

4.10 Local authorities should publicise in their Local Offer the ways in which they will
involve children, young people and parents in developing and reviewing it. Local
authorities should ensure that they provide support that enables children, young people
and parents to contribute to decision-making at this strategic level and the Local Offer
should include details of this support, which should include Parent Carer Forums and
local voluntary organisations...

4.23 It is up to local authorities to decide on the format for publishing comments
[about the Local Offer] but they should consult children and young people with SEN
or disabilities and parents and representative organisations such as Parent Carer
Forums and local organisations providing information, advice and support to parents,
children and young people about this, including the local authority’s Information,
Adpvice and Support Service. They should make clear how they have sought comments
about the Local Offer.

270. It is clear from the foregoing that BCC has obligations to consult and work with parents and
carers of children with SEN in the delivery of its statutory responsibilities relating to

education. It is also clear that the Code of Practice favours PCFs as a main focus of that















so far as relevant that:

3.10 ... Much of [the information available on the internet| can be accessed without
the need for RIPA authorisation; use of the internet prior to an investigation
should not normally engage privacy considerations. But if the study of an
individual’s online presence becomes persistent, or where material obtained
from any check is to be extracted and recorded and may engage privacy
considerations, RIPA authorisations may need to be considered...

3.12 In deciding whether online surveillance should be regarded as covert,
consideration should be given to the likelihood of the subject(s) knowing that the
surveillance is or may be taking place. Use of the internet itself may be considered
as adopting a surveillance technique calculated to ensure that the subject is
unaware of it, even if no further steps are taken to conceal the activity.
Conversely, where a public authority has taken reasonable steps to inform the public
or particular individuals that the surveillance is or may be taking place, the activity may
be regarded as overt and a directed surveillance authorisation will not normally be
available.

3.13 As set out in paragraph 3.14 below, depending on the nature of the online
platform, there may be a reduced expectation of privacy where information
relating to a person or group of people is made openly available within the
public domain, however in some circumstances privacy implications still apply.
This is because the intention when making such information available was not
for it to be used for a covert purpose such as investigative activity. This is
regardless of whether a user of a website or social media platform has sought to
protect such information by restricting its access by activating privacy settings.

3.14 Where information about an individual is placed on a publicly accessible database,
for example the telephone directory or Companies House, which is commonly used
and known to be accessible to all, they are unlikely to have any reasonable expectation
of privacy over the monitoring by public authorities of that information. Individuals
who post information on social media networks and other websites whose
purpose is to communicate messages to a wide audience are also less likely to
hold a reasonable expectation of privacy in relation to that information.

3.15 Whether a public authority interferes with a person’s private life includes a
consideration of the nature of the public authority’s activity in relation to that
information. Simple reconnaissance of such sites (i.e. preliminary examination with a
view to establishing whether the site or its contents are of interest) is unlikely to
interfere with a person’s reasonably held expectation of privacy and therefore is not
likely to require a directed surveillance authorisation. But where a public authority is
systematically collecting and recording information about a particular person or group,
a directed surveillance authorisation should be considered. These considerations apply
regardless of when the information was shared online. ...

Example 1: A police officer undertakes a simple internet search on a name, address or
telephone number to find out whether a subject of interest has an online presence.
This is unlikely to need an authorisation. However, if having found an individual’s












that her ‘dipping’ into . Tweets was sporadic. On balance, I do not consider that the

collection involved covert surveillance for the purposes of RIPA;

287.10.1 accept that the collation and forwarding by- o. Tweets on 20 May 2022 (I

allegation 9) may have involved ‘surveillance’ for the purposes of RIPA, though I find
this to be unlikely in view of - evidence at §§122-123 above. I do not accept that
any such ‘surveillance’ was ‘covert’ in view, again, the public facing nature of those
Tweets, which were posted by.in her public campaigning role. I also take into account
that, whether or not they tagged BCC (and most did not) they were about BCC. Again,
there is no suggestion that BCC collected these Tweets by reason of interest in .
private life (her domestic activities, her children). I do not consider that the collection

of these Tweets involve covert surveillance for the purposes of RIPA. I take the same

view of - collection of - Tweets;

287.11.1 do not accept that - statement that - posts were regularly flagged for her

established surveillance o', as distinct from content-related monitoring (l allegation

11);

287.12.1 do not accept that a possible reference by. to -s being an admin of a Facebook

288.

group (- complaint 5) evidences ‘surveillance’ by BCC.

For the reasons set out above, I do not accept that any of the monitoring discussed amounted

to or involved directed surveillance for the purposes of RIPA.

The HRA

2809.

290.

The GDPR, DPA 2018 and RIPA are the mechanisms by which effect is given to Article 8
ECHR but, for the avoidance of doubt, I do not accept that any of the evidence gathering
discussed breached the Article 8 rights of _ or., in particular because in my view
they did not have any reasonable expectation of privacy in relation to their comments on

BCC’s LO page in particular and to their education-related social media output in particular.

Specifically as regards. allegation 7, I accept that the T'weets thatl states were forwarded
by - to . were protected by Article 10. I do not accept that the act of sharing them
within BCC amounted to an interference with . right to freedom of expression. It is not
clear to me that the Tweets were protected by Article 8 in view of the fact that (1) were
published on Twitter and (2) respectively criticised BCC’s Disabled Children’s Team and
pinned a document published by and referring to BCC. Even if they were so covered, and

even if their haring by BCC staff constituted an ‘interference’, this interference was in my






6. Recommendations

293.

294.

295.

I have not found that any of the evidence gathering which I found to have taken place
amounted to or included directed surveillance for the purposes of RIPA, such that an
authorisation would have been required. I would recommend, however, that express
consideration be given in future to whether any evidence-gathering exercise on social media

may amount to or include directed surveillance for the purposes of RIPA.

My Investigation was made more difficult by BCC’s practice of deleting the email accounts
of staff when they leave. In my view this approach risks significant information gaps which
are particularly problematic given BCC’s nature as a public authority. I recommend that
consideration be given to encouraging staff to retain any personal correspondence in an
identifiable folder which can be deleted on their departure while retaining all work-related

matters for a suitable period after their departure.

I was struck over the course of my investigation by the heavy toll imposed on former and
current BCC staff by the toxic nature of social media commentary on education in Bristol. I
came across some vitriolic material targeted at named individuals in the course of this
investigation. I do not know that there is anything that BCC can do about this, but it will be
important that it takes all reasonable steps to protect current and former staff from the vitriol

which I anticipate will accompany the publication of this report.

AILEEN McCOLGAN KC
11 KBW
12 June 2026











