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Campaign Briefing - Autumn 09
Welfare Reform
1. Background

The Government is committed to "reforming welfare."  They are embarking on what they call a "journey of radical welfare reform", which at its heart includes targets to drive down the numbers of people on out-of-work benefits. The Government has an associated commitment to maximising employment opportunity for all, looking at achieving a long-term employment rate of 80 per cent. Some of the proposed changes will impact directly on blind and partially sighted people.

· Employment and Support Allowance (ESA)

On 27th October 2008 Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) was introduced across the United Kingdom. 

· Who is affected?

For people making new claims, the new allowance replaces Incapacity Benefit (IB) and Income Support (IS) paid on incapacity grounds.  People already receiving these existing benefits will continue to do so, as long as they remain entitled to be claiming the benefits.  

· The new benefit

The new Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) has two parts to it; the 'Work Related Activity Component' and the 'Support Component'. The first is for people who are assessed as being able to take part in work related activity, such as training, education or rehabilitation. The second is for people judged too ill or disabled to do so.

People in the Support Group will not have to do anything in exchange for receiving the benefit. However, people in the Work Related Activity Group will be expected to undertake the work related activities they have agreed with their personal adviser. If they fail to do this then they could face the removal of part of their benefit. 

On a more positive note, work related support will be provided to claimants through the Government's Pathways to Work programme, which provides integrated health, disability specific and employment support for people on incapacity for work benefits.

· Rates for the new benefit

People in the Support Group will receive £102.10 per week, and those in the Work Related Activity Group £89.50 a week. The rate for those in the Work Related Activity Group, which the Government previously claimed would be generous, has been widely criticised by disabled people and their organisations, as a betrayal of Government's apparent commitment that people on ESA would be getting more than the current long term rate for Incapacity Benefit. 

In some cases people who claim ESA, and are in the Work Related Activity Group, may be worse off than if they were on Incapacity Benefit. This is particularly the case where a couple, both of whom are disabled, are in the Work Related Activity Group. RNIB and other organisations are continuing to work with Ministers and parliamentarians on this issue, which is of serious concern.
2. The future for current claimants

Government has already announced (in the recent welfare reform Green Paper) that it will begin a programme of reassessing current Incapacity Benefit claimants from 2009-13, using the new Work Capability Assessment, and moving them onto the appropriate ESA benefit ('Work Related Activity' or 'Support' component). However, leaving aside the anxiety that this will create for current IB claimants, 1.5 million (nearly 60 per cent of all claimants) of whom have been in receipt of incapacity benefits for over five years, there is also a serious issue about the new Work Capability Assessment. This assessment replaces the current Personal Capability Assessment that sets out the criteria for determining whether a person is eligible for Incapacity Benefit. The new WCA is tougher than the PCA and therefore when current claimants are assessed it is very likely that many thousands will fail the assessment (DWP claim they have not made an estimate of numbers likely to be affected). 

Claimants will then be moved on to Jobseekers Allowance, which will lead to a dramatic reduction in household income, no access to Pathways to Work support and onerous requirements to apply for jobs and attend interviews, which are likely to be totally inappropriate for someone who is likely to have been on IB and out of work for many years.

3. What is RNIB doing this year?

Work is ongoing with Ministers and officials on this issue, including work on the issue of the rates at which ESA will be paid.

4. For more information

For more detailed information about our work in this area please contact:

Dan Scorer, UK Parliamentary Manager - 0207 391 2382

[image: image2.jpg]Royal National Institute of Blind People

Chairman Lord Low of Dalston CBE - Chief Executive Lesley-Anne Alexander
Registered address RNIB, 105 Judd Street, London WCTH 9NE - 020 7388 1266 - rnib.org.uk
Incorporated by Royal Charter - Reg charity no. 226227 - VAT reg no. 524 4558 45





