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5:50pm (UK)
Gay Worker Wins £35,000 over Harassment 

By John-Paul Ford Rojas and Helen William, PA 
A gay office manager who was nicknamed “Sebastian” by senior colleagues after a camp comedy series character today won £35,000 at an employment tribunal.

Robert Whitfield, 28, said he had been subjected to a campaign of homophobic abuse during his time working for waste management firm Cleanaway in Brentwood, Essex.

His solicitor said he was the first worker in Britain to win a case under new legislation aimed at preventing gay workers from suffering discrimination.

Following the ruling Mr Whitfield, from Colchester, said he was “delighted” at the decision and hoped it would send a “clear signal” to other employers.

The tribunal in Stratford, east London, heard how Mr Whitfield was continually referred to as “Sebastian”, in reference to the character in TV’s Little Britain, an aide of the Prime Minister who is always trying to seduce his boss.

On another occasion he said was taunted during a meal at a national sales conference at Coombe Abbey in Coventry.

He was labelled a “queen” as he sat in an ornate throne-style chair in the medieval-style hall drinking a champagne-based cocktail.

At a presentation in front of more than 60 people he was forced to wear a T-shirt with pink lettering.

Sales and marketing director Paul Jackson was said to have told him: “Hello dear, it’s just your colour.”

Mr Whitfield also claimed he was labelled a “woman” and once told a hotel he would be staying in for a conference in Blackpool would suit him – as it was on Queen’s Promenade.

Eventually the strain proved too much and he left the company.

Today a spokesman for the tribunal said it had found Mr Whitfield was the subject of victimisation because of his sexual orientation, unfair dismissal, and breach of contract and awarded him £35,000.

Mr Whitfield said: “I am delighted. I think it is a very clear signal to everybody in England that harassment and discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation in the workplace is unacceptable.”

His solicitor Neil Ashley said it was the first victory for a worker under the new Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) regulations which came into force in December 2003.

Cleanaway was not immediately available for comment.
Landmark ruling on homophobic taunts 
Martin Wainwright
Saturday January 29, 2005
Guardian
A manager who was persistently taunted about being gay by senior colleagues won a landmark case yesterday under new laws against sexual discrimination at work. 

Rob Whitfield, 28, had been earning £54,000 at a waste management company until constant belittling and goading by other executives forced him to leave last year. 

His victory at an employment tribunal is the first successful case brought under the Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Act, and is expected to set a benchmark for employers who fail to stamp out anti-gay or lesbian harassment. He was awarded £35,345 in compensation for constructive unfair dismissal, harassment and discrimination. 

The tribunal in Stratford, east London, found that the company, Cleanaway of Brentwood in Essex, had been woefully lax about coming to his aid, despite previous complaints by another gay member of staff. A three-strong panel was told that Mr Whitfield, who never made an issue of his sexuality on the grounds that it was personal and not work-related, was mercilessly got-at by members of the senior management team. 

He was nicknamed "Sebastian" by fellow managers after the political aide played by David Walliams in the TV series Little Britain, who constantly tries to seduce a Blair-like prime minister. The company's marketing director Paul Jackson also repeatedly called him "dear" after he ordered a kir royale - perceived as a "feminine" drink - at a business conference. 

Other staff, including junior ones, portrayed Mr Whitfield as "abnormal" and called him "queer", a "queen" and someone who liked "poofy drinks and handbags", the tribunal was told. The chair of the tribunal, Vivienne Gay, described the taunts as going far beyond occasional sallies. 

Giving the panel's verdict, she said: "The damage done here was more than a bruise. Although the acts were not of the grossest kind - for example there was no physical abuse - the number of incidents, the repetition and the persistence constitute enough verbal blows to cause a substantial haemorrhage." 

Mr Whitfield, who was described by the panel as "an honourable and reliable witness", told the hearing that he had been forced out of Cleanaway by the sustained homophobic campaign. 

The tribunal accepted his claim of constructive unfair dismissal and added sharp criticism of the company's failure to accept or deal with the problem. 

Ruling that Mr Whitfield had been a victim of both harassment and direct discrimination, Ms Gay said Cleanaway's human resources department had failed to ensure that senior managers understood that references to sexual orientation were not acceptable. 

In a statement to the tribunal, Mr Whitfield said: "I had never made any references to my sexuality at work at any time because I considered this to be a private matter. 

"I also did not want to be judged primarily as a gay man and secondly as a conscientious, highly skilled and hardworking manager. 

"I was extremely shocked, surprised and disappointed when people made wholly inappropriate comments to me about my sexual orientation, especially when these comments came from senior staff and, frankly, from people who should have known better than to make offensive, insulting and upsetting comments." 

Alan Wardle of the gay and lesbian rights group Stonewall said the verdict sent a clear message to employers that bullying of lesbians and gay men at work was no longer going to be tolerated. 

"The idea that this is just joking and banter isn't acceptable any more," he said. 

"Twenty or 30 years ago that's what people said about jokes about 'Pakis'. It's offensive and employers have no excuse for inaction. 

"There's plenty of guidance and help available about the new law and this case shows what will happen if it isn't followed." 
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'Anti-gay taunts made my life hell' 
Discrimination case victory for British worker could open the floodgates for cases against homophobic employers, reports Amelia Hill

Amelia Hill
Sunday January 30, 2005
Observer
Before his sexual history was unpicked in court and his photograph was plastered over the newspapers, privacy was one of the most important things in Rob Whitfield's life. 

The 28-year-old business manager drew a strict line between his work and personal life: 'There were only a very few people who knew I was gay even in my private life,' said Whitfield. 'All I wanted was to do my job as well as I could, and as professionally as I could.' 

Despite that, Whitfield last week became the first worker in Britain to win a case under new the Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Act that came into force in December 2003, aimed at preventing gay workers suffering discrimination: a triumph that campaigners are warning will open the floodgates to future cases. 

'The abuse I suffered was, in the grand scale of things, fairly subtle,' said Whitfield, 'There were no bricks sent crashing through my window or insults spray-painted on my walls, but I was subjected to five months of sustained abuse and homophobic taunts, and it is amazing how a small number of words repeated often enough can leave the victim absolutely desperate. 

'I was unable to sleep or eat and began spending all my non-work hours dreading the time I would have to go back to the office,' he added. 'Each individual example perhaps does not sound like anything much, but together the sustained flow was devastating.' 

Whitfield joined Cleanaway UK, based at Brentwood, Essex, in March 2003 as a £54,000-a-year manager. It was a boisterous office but not an unpleasant one. 'There was nothing you would not expect from an office situation,' he said. 'It was just banter.' 

But in December 2003, the atmosphere began to shift. Whitfield had offered to organise an Christmas event and had offered to dress up as Santa to hand round presents and get the party started. 'I emailed a colleague to ask him what gifts I should buy for the regional managers and he replied with the questions: "So do you like black and dirty tunnels?" 

'In any given situation, you have to balance being sensitive with being oversensitive,' said Whitfield. 'I was shocked to the core but all I could think was, "should I be shocked?" I had no way of knowing if it was just an innocent comment ormuch more than that. I also thought that if I said anything, it would make things worse.' 

So Whitfield put the comment down to festive exuberance and forgot about it, until a month later during a meeting with regional sales managers. 'Someone thought the middle initial of my name was 'S' and said that the name Sebastian would suit me.' 

This time Whitfield found the comment harder to ignore. 'I was very conscious of the fact that Sebastian is the name of the camp character in Little Britain, who constantly tries to seduce his boss,' he said. 

He was pointing out to colleagues that he did not appreciate the nickname when a manager entered the room. 'He made it very clear that the name suited me,' Whitfield said. 'He tilted his head and put on an effeminate voice, saying "I think you like it, Rob".' 

Over the next few months, the comments increased. Rob was repeatedly called Sebastian, both in emails and in public. 'The important thing was that it was two senior people who were saying this,' he said. 'Because of that, everyone else thought it was okay to copy them.' 

On the first night of a conference in March, Whitfield was having dinner with colleagues. 'All throughout the meal, there were comments and gestures made about me being effeminate,' he said. 

After the meal, the group went to the bar and the insults went up a gear. 'Because the theme of the bar was medieval and the chairs were like thrones, comments started to be made about me looking like a queen. Everyone else at the table was laughing but I felt terrible.I was having trouble believing this was really happening,' he added. 'This is a very professional organisation that employs over 8,000 people. How could they behave like this?' 

The next day, Whitfield was giving a 20-minute presentation to the conference. He was bought up onto the stage and given a team T-shirt with pink writing on. 'The man who gave it to me said "Hello, dear, it's just your colour" in an effeminate voice. I was humiliated, but had to put in on, then he made me twirl around so that everyone could see it. 

'It felt like they were trying to out me to the whole audience, and that they were also trying to undermine my professional credibility by encouraging people to judge on a different basis to everyone else,' he added. 

When a senior manager then secretly sabotaged Whitfield's slide presentation by overriding the electronic device that operated his display, sending his presentation into chaos, a few of his colleagues told him they too felt the teasing had gone too far. 'By that point, I could not bear to talk about it. I felt disgusted. I fled home, but I was in shock.' 

Whitfield determined to tell his manager what had been happening. 'I spent the whole meeting looking at the floor because I was not used to speaking about my sexuality with anyone at work,' he said. 'I told him I just wanted to turn the clocks back: I wanted this all to have not happened.' 

The manager gave Whitfield three options: to do nothing, to make an informal complaint or to lodge a formal grievance. 'I realised that if I did anything, formally or not, I would have to make my private life, public. It would have been very difficult to continue working after that but I could not quite make up my mind to resign.' 

But the humiliations went on: Whitfield was referred to as a woman, a queen and telephone conversations were started with the words: 'Hello, Rob, I just want a queer word with you, I mean, a quick word.' 

'I spent my time controlling my behaviour so they couldn't see I was upset,' said Whitfield. 'But it felt like waves of water, washing over me and each time the water was getting deeper. I was sleeping very little and spent my evenings and weekends dreading work and reliving the humiliations I had suffered.' 

With the example of their managers to follow, the homophobic atmosphere in the office worsened, he said. Insults revolving around rent boys and anal sex were regularly shouted across the open-plan floor and it became clear that he was not welcome in the company. 

'Eventually, I just felt my position was untenable and on 6 May, I handed in my resignation with a second letter, explaining exactly why,' said Whitfield. 

The second letter finally spurred the company's human resources department into action. 'They said that even though I had resigned, the letter I had written meant I had to follow a formal complaints procedure. I did not want to do that - I just wanted to get away from it all - but eventually I decided that if I was going to complain, I was going to do it properly.' 

And he did: Whitfield will receive over £35,000 in compensation and has struck a blow for those suffering sexual discrimination across the country. 'I have made it clear to everyone that there is now a battlefield on which to fight these injustices that have had to be suffered in silence until now,' he said. 'The legislation is a new weapon for us to use and I am proud that, despite the nightmare I've been through, I have publicised and clarified that for everyone else.' 
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Lesbian wins unfair dismissal case over e-mails to her lover
By A Correspondent


	A DESIGNER who was dismissed for using a company computer to send explicit e-mails to her lesbian lover won her claim for unfair dismissal yesterday. 

Helen Brearley, 41, was dismissed after dispatching hundreds of messages to Theresa Millward, 27, including one reading: "Lick me nice and slow." Her bosses insisted they were right to get rid of her after claiming her standard of work slipped once she started sending the "offensive" messages. 

But an industrial tribunal panel ruled she should not have been sacked and ordered her former employer to pay her £26,245 in compensation. 

The hearing in Nottingham was told that the shopfitting company Timber Tailors, of Bulwell, Nottinghamshire, monitored her e-mails and found that she sent and received more than 300 personal messages - 36 of them sexually explicit or containing bad language - in 15 weeks. One read: "How sweet you taste." 

When her lover expressed surprise that the messages had passed a mail sweep, Ms Brearley replied: "I can make them more dirty if you wish." 

Ms Brearley was married for nine years before separating from her husband in 2002 and now lives with Ms Millward in Holmsfirth, West Yorkshire. 

She was suspended on full pay in November 2003 before her dismissal for gross misconduct. At the tribunal, Ms Brearley argued that she was dismissed because the firm, which was about to lay off 38 of its 110 staff, could not afford her redundancy. She also said the e-mails were a private matter between her and her partner and "did no harm to the company" and were none of its business. 

Chris Samples, the firm's commercial manager, told the hearing: "Helen's commitment to her work had taken a noticeable decline. The IT manager drew some e-mails to my attention. The volume was excessive, the content was sexually explicit, and some of it was offensive." 

Stephen Keevash, the tribunal chairman, delivered the hearing's ruling: "The employee had been given no prior warning that her behaviour warranted criticism, and undoubtedly if she had been she would have stopped." 

The company is to appeal.


Bank faces gay discrimination claim

Fri Feb 18, 2005 7:19 PM GMT

	


By Alistair MacDonald and Jane Merriman

LONDON (Reuters) - Deutsche Bank will face accusations of discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation in one of the first cases of its kind to come to court under new legislation.

Sid Saeed, a business manager at Germany's largest bank, is claiming race victimisation, and sexual orientation discrimination and harassment, according to a source familiar with the case.

Deutsche Bank said it would strongly contest the proceedings brought against it by Saeed, who works in its technology and operations division in London.

"Deutsche Bank is fully committed to diversity," it said in a statement. "We provide a supportive, open work environment," it added.

The bank declined to offer any further details.

Stonewall's Corporate Equality Index ranks the German firm among the 25 best employers for gay people in Britain.

A preliminary hearing for Saeed's case will take place in a central London employment tribunal next Friday, a government official speaking on behalf of the tribunal told Reuters.

Saeed, 36, who joined Deutsche Bank in 1998, could not immediately be reached for comment.

SEXUAL ORIENTATION

New legislation, introduced in late 2003, allows for claims for discrimination because of sexual orientation, designed to safeguard the rights of gay staff, but few cases have come to trial so far.

Lawyers expect Saeed's case to be the first of many claims that have been working their way through the system.

Investment banks in Britain and the United States have faced a run of lawsuits from employees in the past year over allegations of sex or race discrimination, bullying, victimisation or unfair dismissal.

Morgan Stanley paid out $54 million (28.5 million pounds) recently to settle sex bias charges on behalf of hundreds of women.

Merrill Lynch in December won a sex discrimination case brought by a former senior executive, Stephanie Villalba, who had claimed a record 7.5 million pounds in damages from the investment bank.

At the same time, the court ruled in Villalba's favour on a claim of unfair dismissal, in a high-profile case that turned the media spotlight on the male-dominated investment banking industry's track-record on discrimination.

Villalba is to appeal the tribunal's sex discrimination ruling.

There are a number of other discrimination cases waiting in the wings.

In one, the world's largest bank, Citigroup, stands accused of ignoring claims of bullying, harassment and victimisation by a member of its information technology team. The U.S. firm has said it would fight the allegations.

Fallen City star claims gay bigotry 
Deutsche Bank faces allegations of sexual discrimination against vice-president

Jamie Doward, social affairs editor
Sunday February 20, 2005
Observer
Sid Saeed has tried to kill himself four times. He has lost almost three stone in weight and gained a stammer. 

The former City high-flier, once dubbed 'the Oracle' because of his acumen, is now scared to go out alone and is on heavy medication to control his self-destructive urges. Saeed's ugly downward spiral is laid out in a 16-page legal claim filed against Deutsche Bank, in which he alleges his mental problems stem from being subjected to sustained homophobia that made his position with the financial giant untenable. 

The claim, which the bank strenuously denies, is the first of its kind in the City and will be made at an industrial tribunal hearing on Friday. It raises further uncomfortable questions about the machismo culture within the Square Mile, which has seen a recent series of high-profile sexual discrimination cases. 

Only a couple of years ago, Saeed, who started with Deutsche in 1997 on a temporary contract and rose to become a vice-president in the bank's global exchanges services division, earning £110,000 a year, looked set to take his salary into the stratosphere. 

But by April 2004, he was in the Priory psychiatric hospital suffering from severe depression, triggered, he says, by the sometimes daily verbal attacks on his sexuality made by his senior managers. 

Saeed, who never disclosed his sexuality to his managers, is set to produce a number of witnesses who, he claims, will corroborate his allegations. 

Saeed claims he can produce witnesses who will testify that his managers called him, among other things, a 'fucking fag' and 'gay boy'. 

He alleges that he attended a pre-Christmas party in December 2003 where a senior manager, who was aware of his sexuality, openly talked about 'shit stabbers'. According to his legal claim, Saeed became so depressed by the comments that he went home, where he had a panic attack and passed out. 

Today it is evident Saeed has suffered a breakdown. He is a bag of bones with a faltering voice and vacant eyes. When he does speak it is simply to confirm how far he has fallen. 'I can barely hold a conversation now. I have major suicidal thoughts and they don't go away.' 

His breakdown has had a profound impact on his family. His brother, Nimo, said: 'Somebody always needs to be there to make sure he's OK. Our biggest worry is that he is going to succeed in committing suicide. He used to be the centre of attention but now he's a recluse.' 

According to Saeed's legal claim, the attacks on his sexuality were triggered after a colleague, Gurinder Grewal, raised concerns that a senior manager had said 'not only is Sid a Paki but he's a queer' at a company dinner. Further allegedly racist and homophobic comments prompted one member of staff to try to leave the dinner, only for colleagues to persuade him to stay. 

Gurinder, a Sikh, called on the bank's human resources department to take action and urged Saeed, a Muslim, to fight his case. Gurinder subsequently left Deutsche Bank and sued it for racial discrimination. The case was settled out of court in 2002. 

Following the Gurinder case, Saeed alleges his promotion prospects were blocked as news about his sexuality filtered out across the bank. 

According to Saeed's legal challenge: 'The applicant was subject to a slow but progressive withdrawal of his duties; there was a continued and repeated failure to promote him to a role in the front office, despite promises that this would be done; he was subject to further victimisation during his sick leave.' 

Saeed's is the first high profile case in which a City star has alleged he has been discriminated against because of his homosexuality. It follows a series of cases brought by senior women bankers who allege they have been overlooked for promotion because of their gender. 

Last year, one of the City's most senior women bankers, saw her record £7.5 million sex discrimination claim thrown out by an employment tribunal. Stephanie Villalba had accused investment banking giant Merrill Lynch of 'institutional sexism'. 

Mark Emery, Saeed's solicitor, an employment law specialist at Bindman & Partners, said: 'Our client's medical records show that he has suffered terribly over the past year. He attributes his ill-health to serious racial victimisation and homophobic discrimination and harassment at work. There is a Case Management Conference on 25 February, following which we shall be preparing for trial.' 

A spokeswoman for Deutsche Bank said: 'Deutsche Bank is fully committed to diversity. We provide a supportive, open work environment. We strongly contest the proceedings being brought by Mr Saeed.' 

The impending industrial tribunal will be watched closely by equal rights groups. Peter Tatchell, spokesman for the gay rights group OutRage!, which is backing Saeed's case, said his organisation had investigated dozens of complaints about homophobia at City firms. 

'A lot of employees are still in the closet because they're afraid that coming out will result in ridicule and harassment,' Tatchell said. 

In recent years many of the City's biggest banks have taken steps to promote gay rights. Earlier this year Stonewall, the organisation that campaigns for gay rights, published a list of the best employers for gay staff which included two banks, Citigroup and CSFB, in its top ten. 

Saeed is unclear where his future lies. 'My first priority is to get better. After that I'll decide whether I'm going to return to work in the City.' 

Winners and losers in the Square Mile 

2000 Investment banker Isabelle Terrillon accepts £70,000 from Nomura. She said that the Japanese bank had made her redundant while on maternity leave. 

2001 Broker Tullett & Tokyo Liberty pays out more than £100,000 to Laurent Weinberger, a Jewish employee, who claimed he was subjected to months of anti-semitism culminating in being told to dress up as a Nazi officer. 

2001 Phillip Karam, a Pakistani-born junior trader at Credit Suisse First Boston, takes his employer to an industrial tribunal claiming racial discrimination from senior executives. The case is settled out of court for £200,000. 

2002 City analyst Louise Barton loses her claim for sex discrimination against Investec Henderson Crosthwaite. 

2002 Schroder Salomon Smith Barney (now part of Citigroup) pays £1.4m to analyst Julie Bower whose track record was described in a management meeting as 'had cancer, been a pain, now pregnant'. 

2003 City law firm Allen & Overy found guilty of victimising Shazia Wahab, an Asian IT expert who sued her former employer for punitive damages totalling £1m. 

2003 West LB pays settlements officer Angie Roberts an undisclosed sum following allegations that she had refused the advances of a director. She claimed to have been overlooked for promotion because of her Chinese accent. 

2004 Stephanie Villalba, left, loses her record £7.5m claim for sex discrimination against Merrill Lynch. 
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Damages for gay manager who quit over homophobic remark

By Robert Verkaik, Legal Affairs Correspondent

16 May 2005

A gay manager who found out that his boss had been demeaning him has won substantial damages for harassment in a landmark ruling that in effect prohibits the use of homophobic language in the workplace. The case, one of the first successful claims under the new sexual orientation regulations, has important implications for all employers because the offending comment was not made directly to the victim.

Alan Whitehead, 52, resigned from his job at the Brighton Palace Pier after he found out that he had been the subject of a homophobic remark.

In his claim for unfair dismissal and harassment, Mr Whitehead told an employment tribunal sitting in Brighton that his dignity had been violated after a colleague informed him that she had overheard the general manager call him a "fucking chutney ferret".

In a written judgment sent to Mr Whitehead and his former employer, Brighton Marine Palace & Pier, the tribunal held that such a term was "exceptionally offensive" to gay men and has awarded the claimant nearly £10,000 in compensation.

The decision has delighted anti-discrimination campaigners who hope it will end the use of such language in the workplace.

Alan Wardle, director of public affairs at the gay rights organisation Stone-wall, described the case as "very distressing" which he said showed that employers can no longer allow staff to engage in "casual abuse" behind someone's back.

Warmly welcoming the ruling he said he hoped it would reverse the trend of increasing numbers of gay workers being forced out of their jobs because of similar verbal harassment. Research by Stonewall shows that up to 50 per cent of gay and lesbian workers suffer harassment.

Finding against Brighton Marine Palace, the tribunal found that Mr Whitehead's boss, Charles Quelch, had used the words "chutney ferret" and had also told a colleague that Mr Whitehead lived in an area of Brighton known as "chutney towers", a reference to its association with the city's gay community.

In coming to this conclusion, the tribunal rejected Mr Quelch's assertion that he never used such an expression although he said he had heard of the term from footballing colleagues shortly before taking up his post in Brighton.

In a 13-page judgment the tribunal chairman, Ian Soulsby, said he was satisfied that the reference to Mr Whitehead as a "chutney ferret" was in itself sufficient to justify Mr Whitehead resigning on the basis that there had been a breach of the implied term of trust and confidence by the Pier.

Mr Whitehead's solicitor, Mark James, an employment law specialist at Griffith Smith solicitors, said: "Most employers are aware that the law prohibits discrimination and harassment on grounds of sex or race. This decision emphasises the obligations on employers to ensure they do not discriminate against and harass homosexual employees. It sends out the right message that it is unacceptable to allow this sort of treatment to take place". 

Equities trader claims he was sacked for being gay 
Simon Bowers
Wednesday April 27, 2005
Guardian
A former senior equities trader at HSBC is suing the bank for £5m, claiming he was discriminated against, and ultimately sacked, because he was gay. 

It is thought to be one of the largest claims of its kind in the UK relating to an allegation of discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation. 

Peter Lewis had been a global head of equity trading, thought to be earning more than £1m, before he was sacked in February. His dismissal followed a sexual harassment complaint and internal investigation relating to an incident with a second bank employee which allegedly took place during office hours. 

"Peter Lewis was dismissed for gross personal misconduct ... after a lengthy disciplinary proceeding," an HSBC spokesman said. "We are satisfied we made the right decision in dismissing him and we will defend the claim vigorously." 

Bindman and Partners solicitor Alison Downie, acting for Mr Lewis, insisted HSBC had sacked him "because it discriminated against him because of his sexual orientation as a gay man". Mr Lewis's lawyers are expected to claim HSBC's investigation into the alleged misconduct was unfair, failing to give him sufficient opportunity to defend himself. The claim is expected to be hotly contested at an employment tribunal hearing later this year. Legislation introduced two years ago makes specific provision for claims relating to discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation. 

Mr Lewis's case comes three months after it emerged that Deutsche Bank was also facing a dispute with a former employee who is claiming to have been the victim of racial and homophobic discrimination. Sid Saeed, a vice-president in the bank's global exchanges services division, left the bank last year. He claims his managers called him a "fucking fag" and "gay boy". In another case, Cleanaway, a waste management firm, paid £35,000 to a former manager after he was labelled "Sebastian", a reference to a gay character in the Little Britain TV show. 
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HSBC sued over 'anti-gay' dismissal
Helen Dunne
Sunday April 17, 2005
The Observer 

In the City's first case of homosexual harassment, the former global head of equity trading at HSBC is suing the investment bank for 'unfair dismissal on grounds of sexual orientation' after it fired him for 'gross personal misconduct'. 

It is believed that Peter Lewis, 43, was dismissed in February after two male colleagues made serious complaints of sexual harassment against him. Lewis had joined the bank just six months earlier from French competitor Société Générale. 

One insider said: 'I cannot believe this will go to court. Neither of the male bankers involved in the accusations want to go public over their claims. They are quite embarrassed.' 

Another said: 'Peter is openly gay. There is no secret about that.' 

A spokesman for HSBC said: 'Peter Lewis was dismissed for gross personal misconduct after a lengthy disciplinary proceeding. 

'He has now elected to take the case to an employment tribunal. But we are very confident about our case in this matter.' 

The spokesman said he was unsure when the case would actually go to court. 'The timing is for the tribunal to set,' he added. 

A solicitor acting for Lewis said: 'His claim will be vigorously pursued and he is confident of success. There is no question of any allegation of financial impropriety or failure at work.' 

Lewis's role has now been taken over by Joe Belfatto, who was parachuted in from HSBC's New York offices to assume the position of global head of equities. 

Insider Mark Ramsay had resigned the position just weeks after accepting it. He has now assumed the role of 'head of staff' within the investment bank.

HSBC 'sacked £1m banker for being gay'

By Jonathan Brown

27 April 2005

London's Square Mile has always thrived on its reputation for adrenaline-fuelled macho banter as traders sweated over the next deal. If you didn't like it, too bad.

But news that a City banker is suing one of the largest and most respected banks in the world for £5m, claiming that he was sacked because he was gay, could signal the beginning of the end of such behaviour.

Peter Lewis, 43, who earned £1m a year as head of equities at HSBC, was fired after seven months in the job for alleged gross personal misconduct. An employment tribunal will hear claims about an encounter with a male worker at the firm's headquarters in London's Canary Wharf.

Mr Lewis's lawyer, Alison Downie of Bindman and Partners, insists her client lost his job "because HSBC discriminated against him because of his sexual orientation".

She added: "My client's claim will be vigorously pursued and he is confident of success."

HSBC said Mr Lewis had only been dismissed after a lengthy disciplinary hearing and the bank was confident it could fight and win the case.

One source said: "If he was straight he would have been dismissed for sexual harassment."

HSBC, which employs 250,000 people world-wide is expected to defend its position by claiming that several senior staff known to Mr Lewis are openly gay and happily employed. It says Mr Lewis's actions put valued members of staff in "uncomfortable" positions.

Sexual discrimination rules, which came into force in December, extended the scope of the law to cover gays and lesbians. Tribunals can now order companies that discriminate to pay unlimited compensation.

Sid Saeed became the first City worker to test the law in February when he filed a legal claim against Deutsche Bank alleging the extreme homophobia he endured led to a breakdown. The analyst claims to have endured taunts such as "pillow-biter" and "shit-stabber". The bank is contesting the claims.

The only completed case came in January when the waste management firm Cleanaway paid out £35,000 to a manager who was ridiculed as "Sebastian" after a gay character in Little Britain.

The City's trading rooms of late have seen many changes. The all-male, white machismo is being challenged by legislation, a gradual influx of women and the corporate culture of overseas owners, particularly those from the US.

Some of the biggest financial houses have set up staff associations for gay and lesbian employees. Citigroup was recently identified by the pressure group Stonewall as one of the top 10 places for gay people to work. In 2002 the company was among the first to offer full benefit rights to same-sex partners.

The Swiss bank UBS sponsored last year's Mayor of London's pride reception. It offers a network for gay staff called Gay@UBS.

JP Morgan also runs JP Morgan Pride, while the management consultant McKinsey has Glam, "gays and lesbians at McKinsey".

But there is still some way to go, said Alan Wardle of Stonewall. While the boardroom might promote policies that fostered inclusion and promoted the company as a good corporate citizen, it was often a different story for employees. "The problem comes in middle-management positions, where a void opens up between policy and the practice and reality of the organisation."

Stonewall has worked with a number of the big financial institutions, including HSBC and Deutsche Bank, but there are concerns that the smaller firms remain indifferent.

"It is not about stifling money-making," Mr Wardle said. "It is about having a work environment where people are not forced to endure offensive comments dressed up as jokes. That culture is no longer tenable." 
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Gay jibe theatre worker wins case 

A gay box office worker who suffered months of harassment by his manager has won a discrimination case. 
Fausto Gismondi, 28, who worked at Durham's Gala Theatre, told an industrial tribunal that he endured taunts of "gay boy" from boss Ed Tutty. 

The Newcastle panel found that he had been constructively dismissed from his job as well as discriminated against. 

It also said Durham City Council failed to take steps to prevent the bullying and should feel "considerable shame". 

After the ruling, Mr Gismondi, said: "The tribunal's decision is a huge relief. No one should have to endure that sort of treatment at work. The council failed to do anything to stop the harassment. 

"I want to make all employers understand that it is against the law to turn a blind eye to this sort of discrimination." 

'Treated equally' 
During the four-week hearing Mr Tutty admitted saying "gay boy" as part of office banter, but denied he had said it frequently. 

But the tribunal found the council had failed in its duty to stop an employee being bullied and harassed. 

Another hearing will now be held to set the level of compensation to be paid by Durham City Council. 

A spokesman for the council said there would be no comment until the case had been finalised. 

Mr Gismondi's lawyer, Jo White of Thompsons, said: "This is an important decision because it highlights the responsibilities employers have under the sexual orientation regulations. 

"Gay men and women have the same rights to be treated equally and with respect as anyone else at work." 
 
Story from BBC NEWS:
http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/1/hi/england/wear/4514485.stm
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