Flood tax a slap in the face tor those who dug deep

.

ustralians alwaysrise to

the occasion in a crisis.

During the Queensland

floods bystandersrisked

their lives to save people
swept away by raging waters Neigh-
bour helped neighbour to move pre-
cious belongings to higher ground. In
theaftermath, Thousands gathered
on Brisbane streetsto sweep away
mud and rubbish. And people
opened their hearts and wallets for
those who were affected.

As usual, the federal government
was unable to riseto the inspiring
level of its citizens. It used the occa-
sion to announce a new tax and dump
several promises it should never have
madesuchas “cash for clunkers” -a
bizarre scheme to buy old cars and
destroy them in the name of reducing
greenhouse emissions.

The tax will raise a little under

$2 billion. The government boasts
that only the rich will pay, since itcuts
inat $50,000, with a higher rate for
thoseearning more than $100,000.

The Queensland Premier’s Public
Appeal (open torichand poor) raised
about $200 million. The federal gov-
ernment has now demonstrated how
that moneywasnotneeded. It can
raise billions with the stroke ofalegis-
lative pen. Itis pro?osing a$2 billion
taxincrease. It could easilyhave made
it$2.2 billionand covered all the
donations.

This demonstrates how the govern-
ment can, and will, swamp private
philanthropy. If taxis the answer to all
our disasters, then there is no need for
fund-raising. Charities such the Red
Cross can all be funded by taxrevenue.

This is exactly the premise of the wel-
fare state—the state manages welfare.
Asit grows bigger and bigger on its tax-
and-spend powers, the room for phil -
anthropy- for generosity and for vol-
untary activity-shrinks. Soon
professionals manage all these things
and replace motivated individuals who
care and want to contribute but who
lack the professional qualifications.
Thestate supersedes the volunteer.

Somesay the government needs the

tax to pay for reconstruction. So letus
put this in perspective. Next financial
vear the budget is forecast to be

$12 billionin deficit. Would it make a
difference if there was no taxand it was
$13 billion or $14 billion in deficit? Not
foramoment. Afterall, the govern-
ment is currently running a $40 billion
deficit. It doesn't need the tax to
rebuild. It could finance rebuilding
justasit is financing the national

ack Obama, said: "Never let aserious
crisis go to waste.” And flood s a seri-
ous crisis when you want to raise taxes.

The governmentwill pull forward as
much spending as possible into next
financial year, which is when it will
receive the proceeds of the flood tax.
Moving expenditure forward will, it
hopes, help to get the budget back into
balance forthe following year—2012-13
—when the nextelectionis due.

If tax is the answer to all our disasters then there
is no need for fund-raising. Charities such the
Red Cross can all be funded by tax revenue.

broadband network or the wasteful
school hall construction program -
outofits borrowing.

It’s just that a flood is a better justific-
ation for a newtax. The "national
broadband network levy” orthe "Julia
Gillard memorial school halltax”
wouldn't have the same appeal. Yetalot
more has been spent on those projects
thanwill ever be spent on flood recon-
struction. As Rahm Emanuel, former
chief-of-staff to the US President, Bar-

At the height of the February 2009
bushfires in Victoria, which killed 173
people, the state’s chief commission-
er of police went out to dinner When it
wanted toappointanew commis-
sioner, the state government moved
herto head the bushfire reconstruc-
tion. It was so cynical that eventually
public opinion forced her out. But the
public showed great sufferance
throughthetragedyof those firesand
the mistakes that contributed to it -

like the failure to backburn forest fuel
and planning regulations that inhib-
ited firebreaks.

InQueensland, a judicial inquiry
will examine how a flood mitigation
damwas allowed to get so full thatit
had to release unusual amounts of
water at the height of the flood. Itis
hoped it willlook at whetherplanning
regulations were right to allow build-
ingonflood-prone areas.

What always amazes meis how sto-
ic people are in theface of tragedy -
evenwhen the tragedy could have
been avoided or mitigated.

Some political leaders showalot
less class, like the Greens leader, Bob
Brown, when theyappear at the scene
ofloss toadvance their pet theories
and wagewaron theirenemiesashe
did on the mining industry.

There are others who are prepared
tospend billions on pet projects that
drive the budget into deep deficit, and
then pretenditis atlood t?lal makes a
newtaxnecessary.

Itis truly amazing that victims can
show such grace while government
canshow such cynicism.

Peter Costelloisthe former Liberal
federal treasurer.



