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February 2017
Removal of the Work Related Activity Component in Employment and Support Allowance and the Universal Credit Limited Capability for Work Element limited 
The Welfare Reform and Work Act removed the Work Related Activity Component in Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) and the limited capability for work element of Universal Credit. Claimants in the Work Related Activity Group (WRAG) will continue to be expected to take part in work related activity and be subject to conditionality but will lose around £30 per week as the benefit is brought into alignment with Job Seekers' Allowance rates from 1st April this year. 

The government claims that this will remove the "incentives" that "discourage claimants with potential to work from making the most of opportunities to help them move closer to the labour market" (1). This assertion is supported by a startling lack of evidence base. On the contrary, available evidence points to the negative impact that this measure will have on people who are sick and Disabled.

The February 2016 report 'Working Welfare: a radically new approach to sickness and disability benefits' by REFORM finds there is a "scarcity of robust UK studies on the role of economic incentives for people with a health condition" while admitting that "For some people with severely limiting health conditions the financial rate is unlikely to have any impact on their chances of moving into work". International studies showing a correlation between the removal of financial incentives and increased return to employment show a greater response rate in cases associated with unemployment insurance and workers' compensation benefits than disability insurance and social security (2). The ten year old OECD report cited by the government does not mention disability (3).

There is by contrast a weight of evidence that a reduction in income for people in the WRAG will have negative impacts, potentially moving them further away from the labour market while lowering the standard of living for a group who already face multiple barriers. Mortality statistics published by the DWP in August 2015 showed that people in the WRAG are more than twice as likely to die as the general population (4). Disabled people are also statistically much more likely to live in poverty than non-Disabled people: 31% of Disabled working age adults live in poverty compared to 20% of non-Disabled working age adults while 33% of households with a member who is Disabled live in poverty (5). 

Before the proposed reduction has taken place, research has shown that 28% of claimants in the WRAG cannot afford to eat on the current rate of benefit they receive (6). Being able to maintain a standard of living is essential to taking part in work related activity regardless of the level of job search support available. 

Brian is a 50 year old man with bipolar. He has no decent clothes and on his current level of benefits in the WRAG is unable to replace them or even to afford to wash the ones he does have. He is not confident to go to interviews because he knows his appearance puts off potential employers.
Simon is a 42 year old who suffers from depression. He has no access to a computer at home and often cannot afford phone credit. The nearest place where he can access the internet is an eight mile round trip from his house. This severely limits his ability to search for work. 
The Equality and Human Rights Commission has stated its concerns that the proposed reduction will "cause unnecessary hardship and anxiety to people who have been independently assessed and found unfit for work" (7).

Last year we called on the Government to halt the cut and at least carry out a review first. We said they needed to look at the following issues first:

· The particular barriers faced by the impairment groups represented within the WRAG. Nearly half are people with mental health support needs, learning disabilities and autism. Disabled people with these impairments are the least likely to be in employment. Just 7% of people with learning disabilities and 10% of people with mental health support needs known to social services are in employment (8). Of those Disabled people accessing the government disability employment support programme Access to Work for 2014 - 2015 5% were recorded as having a primary condition of learning disabilities and 4% for mental health (9). It is much more difficult for employers to understand what reasonable adjustments can be made in order to employ people with these impairments and some workplaces may never put in the flexibility required to accommodate unpredictable conditions and behavioural diversity.

· The impact of removing income from people with deteriorating conditions. 48,000 of WRAG claimants have progressive illnesses. The National Audit Office has found that numbers of completed Work Capability Assessments are still below target with an average time of 23 weeks (10). The wait for someone to be re-assessed for the support group following a deterioration is unacceptably long.

· The gap between capacity for work-related activity and capacity to secure and sustain employment in a competitive labour market (11).

· The wider environment of disability discrimination and workplace barriers which research shows is increasing (12). A survey by the Cabinet Office found that numbers of staff working in the DWP reporting disability discrimination has rocketed over the past year with an increase of 23.5% since 2014 (13).

· The additional costs to the NHS and social care which will result from reducing the incomes of sick and Disabled people and the impact on other public services and benefits (14).

· Detrimental impacts on the physical and mental well-being of claimants through negative employment and work-related activity experiences and the knock on impact on children of claimants. Employment can have many positive benefits for health and well-being, however unsuitable employment or taking up employment before you are ready can also have lasting negative consequences.

Lucas has complex mental health support needs. He found paid employment in a cafe. Not long after starting work his employer moved him onto the morning shift. Lucas found it difficult to get into work on time due to the side effects of his medication and after being late every day was threatened with the sack. As a result he stopped taking his medication so he could get to work on time. The outcome was that Lucas ended up sectioned for a period of three months.

Ross has dyspraxia and Asperger's syndrome. He wants to work but the barriers to finding and sustaining employment have seriously damaged his confidence. He finds the continual knock backs of being turned down for jobs very difficult to manage. On the couple of occasions he has been given work he has lost the employment after only a few months and this has led to depression.
No such review was carried out and despite opposition from both the House of Lords and some backbench Conservative MPs the Government is still pressing on with their plans.
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