
[bookmark: _GoBack]Don’t let Christmas end badly!
Leading into the festive season, it’s time for a pre Christmas party checkup.
We all know how things can get out of hand with alcohol involved and normal workplace restraints not in place. 
Complaints of sexual harassment and bullying are filed every year following work Christmas parties. Litigation against employers is more likely if they’ve failed to take basic precautions. 
While it’s a social event, the Christmas party is legally considered much like any work situation. So employers are responsible for taking steps to ensure staff understand the limits on revelry.
And it’s not just issues at the party – before and after can be problem zones too. You’d think 'Kris Kringle' was pretty innocent but it’s another danger zone if presents are sexual or mocking and offend the receiver. Likewise many employers are unclear about their liability when functions continue on to clubs and parties.
Some examples of celebrations gone wrong:
· An offensive Christmas card left anonymously on an employee’s desk led to compensation.
· A complainant reported offensive comments and unwelcome physical contact at a Christmas function. The Court said ‘guilty’, although she’d encouraged the behaviour. 
· An employee was in hospital for two weeks suffering burns following an office Christmas party. Employees were prosecuted.
· Events of a sexual nature occurred between employees during hotel room drinks after a Christmas function the employer had partly funded but not directly organised. The events were deemed as sexual harassment and the company liable.
Sexual harassment is the source of most complaints, and the key is whether the behaviour is welcome or not. Bullying is another risk, especially if tensions already exist and alcohol is involved. Another danger is physical injuries, involving possible breaches of OH&S legislation or negligence.
Leading up to the work Christmas party, employers should take measures such as:
· Remind staff about Harassment and OH&S policies, standards of behaviour, and the disciplinary consequences of failing to meet them.
· Keep alcohol consumption to responsible levels; supply low or non-alcoholic beverages, and stop service if necessary.
· Ensure underage staff are not served alcohol.
· Serve plenty of food, observing food safety standards.
· Choose a safe venue, monitor hazards, and provide a safe way home, whether bus, taxi or nominated ‘non-drinking’ drivers.
· Indicate to staff that your responsibility ceases at the end of the function and if staff choose to party on, they are responsible for their own safety.
Of course senior staff must set the example by drinking and behaving responsibly.
While we don’t want to stop people having fun, we do want to make sure everybody is back on deck happy and health next year, not fighting it out in court or worse.
