A Basic Guide to Incapacity Benefit Reassessment as part of Welfare Reform
1. Purpose of this briefing

The aim of this briefing is to give you a basic guide to the Coalition Government’s Welfare Reform agenda, so that you can signpost customers to the right support. 
The purpose of the Welfare Reform agenda is to move more people into work. This includes phasing out many of the current benefits and replacing them with a single benefit, known as the Universal Credit by 2013. The aim is that nobody will be financially worse off in work than on benefits. 
One of the biggest changes, already started by the previous Labour Government, is the medical reassessment of Incapacity Benefit claimants to establish whether they are capable of work and should therefore be on active benefits, e.g. Jobseekers Allowance.
In February 2011, the number of Incapacity Benefit claimants in Manchester was 33,560, over half of all people on out-of work benefits. This means that the impact of the changes on Manchester residents will be considerable. Residents going through reassessment may therefore contact you for advice.
2. What is happening and why?

All existing Incapacity Benefit claimants of working age will be reassessed over the next three years to establish whether or not they are able to work.  
Claimants who are deemed fit for work will be moved onto Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) and expected to actively seek employment. 
Those claimants found to have a health condition that limits their ability to work will have their Incapacity Benefit replaced by Employment and Support Allowance (ESA). They will move onto the ESA Work Related Activity Group (WRAG) to prepare for re-entering the labour market. The WRAG is part of a range of measures which form the Work Programme, a wider programme to tackle worklessness. They will be asked to attend a Work-Focused Interview (WFI), a face-to-face interview with a job advisor to help identify work they could do and the steps they could take to find work.
Claimants who are deemed not fit for work will also have their Incapacity Benefit replaced by ESA. They will move into the ESA Support Group but will not be expected to do work-related activity unless they volunteer to take part in the Work Programme. 
3. What are the timescales?

The full national reassessment started in April 2011 and is due to be completed by April 2014. The timing of assessments is based on when claimants had their last assessment, not by postcode, local authority, neighbourhood etc. This means that we have no way of knowing who will be contacted when.
4. What is the process?
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Stage One
The claimant receives a letter from the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) informing them of the changes and advising them on the next steps

Stage Two

The letter is followed up by a phone call from DWP to give further information and advice and to establish whether the claimant needs extra help with the process. The claimant needs to fill in an ESA50 form within 4 weeks and submit it with any other medical evidence from their GP or specialist.
Stage Three

The claimant is contacted by telephone and asked to attend a Work Capability Assessment (WCA), unless they have submitted clear evidence which exempts them, e.g. they have a terminal illness.  Assessments are carried out by Atos, a Health Care company contracted by DWP and take about 10 minutes to complete. All assessment are held at Albert Bridge House, 1 Bridge Street, Manchester, M60 9BN.The claimant will also receive a letter with the appointment details and directions. Claimants who don’t comply with any part of the process may have their benefits stopped. 

Stage Four

After Atos have advised Job Centre Plus about the assessment outcome and a decision has been made by JCP (the decision-maker), the claimant is informed by phone and letter. They are informed of their right to appeal the decision.

Decision

If allowed ESA and not deemed fit for work:

The claimant moves onto the ESA Support Group and does not need to undertake any work-related activity unless they volunteer for the Work Programme or their circumstances change.

If allowed ESA and found to have a health condition that limits their ability to work:

The claimant moves onto the WRAG and is required to attend a Work-Focused Interview. Failure to attend may result in the benefits being affected. 

If disallowed ESA: 

During the phone call, the claimant is offered the option to be transferred to someone who can take their JSA claim. Failure to either claim or appeal the decision will result in loss of benefit.

5. What help and advice is available?
If you are dealing with customers who have been notified of their upcoming IB Reassessment or are simply enquiring into the process, it is important to advise them not to ignore any letter or phone. The following agencies can help: 

· Department of Work and Pensions: ask people to ring number on the back of their letter; if they have lost their letter or have just heard about reassessment and want to know more, they can ring 0845 6088529 to enquire about their Work Capability Assessment. It should be possible to find out when they are due to go through the process but we have advised that people may need to ask for the date of their ‘Personal Capability Assessment’ rather than ‘Work Capability Assessment’. It can be difficult to get through to an advisor because of the volume of calls. The website is http://www.dwp.gov.uk/. 
· Manchester Community Legal Advice Service: 084444 111 222 or http://www.manchestercab.org/advice.htm for help with completing the ESA50 form and the reassessment process, advice on welfare and other rights and responsibilities.
· Peer Mentoring: Peer mentors can provide one to one support and have often been through reassessment themselves. The organisations offering this service are Back on Track, who hold a weekly drop-in every Tuesday 1-3pm, for Manchester residents with mental health problems (0161 832 4488 or www.backontrackmanchester.org.uk), Making Space (0161 273 8558 or www.makingspace.co.uk), African and Caribbean Health Mental Health Services (0161 226 9562 or www.acmhs.co.uk), Music Stuff (0161 223 8700) and Body Positive North West (0161 882 2200  or www.bpnw.org.uk/)
· A Helping Hand: www.manchester.gov.uk/helpinghands for information and help with employment, training and debt.
· GP or specialist health team: claimants should submit as much medical information as possible to support their ESA50.
· Intensive Support Project: Incapacity Benefit claimants living in Benchill, AbbeyHey/Gorton, Collyhurst/Harpurhey, Cheetham Hill, Ardwick and suffering from anxiety, depression or any other mental health issues can contact the Intensive Support Project team on Tel: 0161 202 8305 for help with getting back into work.
· Job Centre Plus: For additional support with finding work, the local JCP can provide claimants with a list of Work Clubs and volunteering opportunities in their area. These are organised and run by volunteers.  
For any more information on the process or support available, contact Thorsten Mayer in the Economic Development Unit on 0161 234 1515 or at t.mayer@manchester.gov.uk
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