Employment and Support Allowance (ESA)
Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) is an integrated contributory and income based allowance that replaced Incapacity Benefit and Income Support paid on grounds of incapacity for new claims from 27 October 2008. 

The new allowance will be the main working age benefit for people with health conditions and disabilities. It will provide a gateway to work and a focus on supporting people back into work and supporting people for whom the prospect of work is unrealistic even in the long term – work for those who can, improved support for those who cannot. 

Since 27 October 2008, when a new customer applies for the ESA they initially enter an assessment phase lasting 13 weeks. During the assessment phase, the customer: 

· has their ability to work assessed to determine their entitlement. This is called the Work Capability Assessment, or WCA, which incorporates a Work Focused Health Related Assessment to help identify the support that the customer may need to help them resume employment 

· receives ESA payments based on the Jobseeker's Allowance personal allowance (subject to customers satisfying the relevant contribution conditions and/or income tests), and 

· is asked, as now, to undertake a work focused interview after eight weeks, unless they have already been identified for the Support Group. This allows us to ensure that customers are aware of and have access to all the help that is available through Jobcentre Plus.

If the WCA confirms that a customer is eligible for ESA, they move automatically to the main phase of the allowance. 

Those customers assessed as being capable of looking for work are placed in the Work Related Activity Group. During the main phase, where a return to work is feasible in the short or medium term (as will be the case for most people), the customer will receive the additional work related activity component of the new allowance. This will be paid in return for undertaking work related interviews, agreeing action plans and potentially participating in some form of work related activity. 

Those people with the most severe conditions are excluded from any form of conditionality, although they are able to engage in work focused activity on a voluntary basis. These customers are identified through the Work Capability Assessment and placed into the Support Group. After the assessment phase, this group will be paid the Support component of the new allowance, which is at a higher rate than the work related activity component. 

· ESA is a key element of the Government's Welfare Reform agenda. 

· It is an integrated contributory and income based allowance that replaced Incapacity Benefit and Income Support paid on grounds of incapacity for new customers from 27th October 2008. 

· There will be two main phases of the allowance, an assessment phase normally lasting 13 weeks and a main phase. 

· People for whom a return to work is feasible will receive an additional Work Related Activity component of the new allowance on condition of attending work focused interviews and agreeing a work focused action plan. 

· Those people with the most severe conditions will be excluded from any form of conditionality, although they will be able to engage in work focused activity on a voluntary basis. This group will be paid the Support component of the new allowance. 

· Ministers have announced plans that between 2009 and 2013 existing Incapacity Benefit claimants will have their condition assessed in line with the principles of the Work Capability Assessment. The results of the assessment will determine whether they are eligible to claim ESA or Jobseekers' Allowance (JSA). 
ESA payments will be processed by the Benefit Delivery Centre (BDC) part of Jobcentre Plus. The BDC for the Black Country is based in Wolverhampton. ESA has essentially led to one benefit to administer for new customers with health issues instead of two (Incapacity Benefit & Income Support).
