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Employment and Support Allowance

On the 27th October 2008, the Government introduced a new benefit called the Employment and Support Allowance (ESA).  ESA will replace Incapacity Benefit (IB) and Income Support (IS) paid on the grounds of disability.

Initially this change will only affect new claimants.  However, if you are currently receiving IB or IS due to disability then you are likely to be migrated on to the new benefit by 2010.

ESA will be different to IB in that it will concentrate on what someone can do rather than what they can’t.  It is anticipated that it will be much more difficult to get than IB and even if you do get it there may be many more conditions placed on you in return for receiving the allowance.

You can be entitled to ESA in two ways, either by having paid sufficient National Insurance contributions or by having income and savings below a certain level.

When you claim ESA there will be a 13-week assessment phase where all new single claimants are paid a basic allowance of £60.50 or £47.95 if you’re under 25.  If you qualify for any premiums because you are a carer or you are severely disabled then these will be paid on top of your basic allowance along with any eligible housing costs.  There is no disability premium as part of ESA, so if you receive DLA you will not receive a disability premium as you would with IS.

During the 13-week assessment phase, claimants will be subject to a three-part Work Capability Assessment undertaken by a health care professional working on behalf of the Department of Work and Pensions.  

The first part of the assessment will determine whether the claimant has “limited capability for work”.  “Limited capability for work” means in effect that a claimant cannot do much work at all and will therefore qualify for ESA.

The Second part of the assessment will determine which one of two groups the claimant will be placed in. If it is decided that the claimant is able to undertake work-related activity then they will be placed in the “work-related activity group” and be expected to attend a number of work-focused interviews.

They will also have to participate in the third part of the process, which is a “work-focused health related assessment”.  Claimants in this group will receive an extra £24.00 on top of their basic ESA allowance from the 14th week of their claim called the work-related activity component.

Attendance at work-focused interviews and the work-focused health-related assessment is mandatory for claimants in the work-related activity group.  Although a claimant can get the interviews deferred, they cannot be waived.  If you don’t attend a work-focused interview without showing good cause then you can be sanctioned.  However, If you are sanctioned you will never receive less than your basic ESA allowance.

If it is determined that it is unreasonable for a claimant to undertake work-related activity then they will be placed in the “support group” of claimants and will not be expected to engage in any further work-focused interviews or assessments.

They will also receive an additional payment of £29.00 per week called the “support component” on top of their basic allowance from the 14th week of their claim and an enhanced disability premium if they are not receiving it already, which is currently £12.60 for a single person.

If you are terminally ill then you will be fast-tracked into the support group immediately without the need to wait until the end of the assessment phase.

If your claim for ESA is refused, you will have the right to appeal the decision.  You will also have the right to appeal decisions relating to which of the two groups you are placed in or whether you should be sanctioned for not attending a work-focused interview.

At the time of writing, the Government has said that nobody will be forced to undertake any work-related activity apart from attending work-focused interviews and health-related assessments. However, this is likely to change in the future.
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