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27. What legal exposure could the employer face for
errors during the investigation?

() Belgium

Author: Nicolas Simon
at Van Olmen & Wynant

In general, abusive investigations could lead to a legal claim regarding the abuse of rights. During an
investigation, an employer should be guided by principles of due diligence and not take disproportionate
action. If the investigation causes unnecessary damage, involved employees could file for compensation
(eg, before the labour court). Next, the employer is also responsible for following the mandatory procedure
for official complaints regarding sexual harassment, bullying and violence at work and investigations of
whistleblower reports. In the first case, an employer who does not follow the procedure or obstructs the
procedure can be liable for penal or administrative fines (maximum 8,000 euro) or, if the employer has not
taken necessary measures to mitigate the risks for the employee and the employee suffers damage to their
health, they may be liable for a fine of a maximum of 48,000 euro and imprisonment for between six
months and three years. In the second case (whistleblower procedure), if an employer did not follow or has
obstructed the procedure, they can be fined up to 5% of the annual revenue of the preceding year.

If the complaints involve allegations of sexual harassment, violence or bullying at work, the employer might
risk an investigation of the inspection on supervision and well-being at work. If the prevention advisor finds
out, before giving his advice, that the employer did not take any suitable protective measures after they
were recommended, the prevention advisor is obliged to call an inspection on supervision and well-being at
work.
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There are no regulations regarding the actual investigation process. Therefore, the employer cannot be
accused of procedural errors as such. However, once the matter has been adequately investigated, the
employer must decide whether or not misconduct has taken place. If the employer considers that
misconduct has taken place, the employer must take adequate measures for remedying the
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situation. Failure to adequately conduct the investigation could result in criminal sanctions being imposed
on the employer as an organisation or the employer’s representative, or damages.
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As there are no specific regulations for internal investigations, the usual legal framework within which the
employer must act towards the employee derives from general rules such as the employer's duty of care,
the employee's duty of loyalty and the employee's data protection rights.

But, for example, unwarranted surveillance could conceivably result in criminal liability (article 179 et seq,
Swiss Criminal Code) for violations of the employee's privacy. Furthermore, errors made by the employer
could have an impact on any later criminal proceedings (eg, in the form of prohibitions on the use of
evidence).[1]

Evidence obtained unlawfully may only be used in civil proceedings if there is an overriding interest in
establishing the truth (article 152 paragraph 2, Swiss Civil Procedure Code). Consequently, in each case, a
balance must be struck between the individual’s interest in not using the evidence and in establishing the
truth.[2] The question of the admissibility of evidence based on an unlawful invasion of privacy is a
sensitive one - admissibility in this case is likely to be accepted only with restraint.[3] Since the parties in
civil proceedings do not have any means of coercion at their disposal, it is not necessary, in contrast to
criminal proceedings, to examine whether the evidence could also have been obtained by legal means.[4]

Unlawful action by the employer may also have conseguences on future criminal proceedings: The
prohibitions on exploitation (article 140 et seq, Swiss Criminal Procedure Code) apply a priori only to
evidence obtained directly from public authorities. Evidence obtained unlawfully by private persons (ie, the
employer) may also be used if it could have been lawfully obtained by the authority and if the interest in
establishing the truth outweighs the interest of the individual in not using the evidence.[5] Art. 140
paragraph 1 Swiss Criminal Procure Code remains reserved: Evidence obtained in violation of Art. 140
paragraph 1 Swiss Criminal Procure Code is subject to an absolute ban on the use of evidence (e.g.
evidence obtained under the use of torture[6]).[7]

[1] Cf. ATF 13911 7.
[2] ATF 1401l 6 E. 3

[3] Pascal Grolimund in: Adrian Staehelin/Daniel Staehelin/Pascal Grolimund (editors), Zivilprozessrecht,
Zurich/Basel/Geneva 2019, 3rd Edition, §18 N 24a.

[4] Pascal Grolimund in: Adrian Staehelin/Daniel Staehelin/Pascal Grolimund (editors), Zivilprozessrecht,
Zurich/Basel/Geneva 2019, 3rd Edition, §18 N 24a.

[5] Decision of the Swiss Federal Court 6B_1241/2016 dated 17. July 2017 consid. 1.2.2; Decision of the
Swiss Federal Court 1B 22/2012 dated 11 May 2012 consid. 2.4.4.

[6] Jérdme Benedict/Jean Treccani, CR-CPP Art. 140 N. 5 and Art. 141 N. 3.
[7]1 Yvan Jeanneret/André Kuhn, Précis de procédure pénale, 2nd Edition, Berne 2018, N 9011.
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