ENGLISH: LANGUAGE ANALYSIS

Flood Levy

In the wake of the recent floods in Australia that wiped through many communities and caused
catastrophic physical and financial damage to households, infrastructure and the government,
debate has been instigated as to whether the Federal Government should implement a flood levy.
Two opinion pieces present contrasting views on the issue. In an article published in The Age on
14/02/2011, “Gripes about a flood levy are ill-infformed”, Kenneth Davidson contends that the flood
levy is necessary for reconstruction on infrastructure in destroyed communities. In contrast, an
editorial published in The Sydney Morning Herald on 27/01/2011, “Fools rush in with flood levy”,
argues that the government’s decision to introduce a flood levy is political suicide. An accompanying
cartoon depicting a man in a boat waving at his wife seems to endorse the Davidson’s polemic. As
the flood levy highlights the government’s and public’s willingness to help others in times of
devastation, this issue will continue to be addressed in order to draw greater public attention.

Throughout the article, The Age’s Kenneth Davidson adopts a factual yet critical tone -
“‘developments in the US”, “NBN Co”, “egregious” — to target his general readership of the
newspaper, particularly those who are opposed to the flood levy. As an entirety, the article
constructs his argument by positioning readers as supposed victims of the floods, positioning them
to elicit a sense of sympathy for those who were actually affected. By the end of the article, readers
are encouraged to consider the circumstance if there wasn'’t a flood levy and the ramifications this
would have on communities with destroyed infrastructure. The initial anecdote of the motorist who
has “shatter[ed] their windscreen” is designed to divert readers’ attention away from the actual issue
and recognise the “physical” and “financial” liability of such a circumstance. The use of financial
jargon littered within this anecdote and throughout the piece, however, may alienate less educated
readers because of its unfamiliar terminology and focus on the monetary concerns of the issue.
Davidson continues by referencing the figure of “$5.6 billion” as an estimated cost “so far” of flood
damage. By revealing such a large sum of money, readers feel shocked and even traumatised of
how much damage the floods have actually done. Subsequently, when readers make the
connection between the fact that there are “no substitutes” for infrastructure and the borrowing rate
is “significantly lower”, a sense of fear and trepidation is elicited, and thus feel curious as to what the
flood levy entails. Such exaggeration and hyperbole is accentuated in the words “seriously
diminished” and “far higher” which are designed to appeal to readers’ sense of community. As it is
instinctive for readers to not want flood damage to occur in their own local area, they feel obliged to
support Davidson’s contention because their money is “of value to the nation”.

In maintaining his stance, Davidson continues with the colloquial language of “hoo-ha” and the
pejorative “egregious” to deprecate the argument that the flood levy isn’t necessary. By describing
the levy as merely “moderate” because of it is only a small addition of “0.5 per cent on taxable
incomes”, readers harbour a sense of comfort and relief that the cost of the flood levy is minimal.
This is consolidated through the acclaim, “Australian tax rates are among the lowest in the world”
which is designed to enlighten readers to the fact that they are fairly ‘well-off’ in comparison to other
countries. Accordingly, Davidson then employs moral imperatives of “should” in the final strands of
his argument to instil a heavy onus and responsibility onto his readers. Continuing with his financial
jargon, the writer admits that floods are “high risk” and thus “high cost”. Readers engender fear and
trepidation towards the possible ramifications of not having a flood levy and are thus more likely to
commit to Davidson’s contention.

In opposition, The Sydney Morning Herald adopts a fervent and critical tone — “political suicide”,
“‘lazy economic manager” — to target the general readership of the newspaper, predominantly those
who despise the actions of the government. Throughout the article, the editorial writer constructs his
argument by positioning readers as victims of the government’s taxing decisions. The use of
collective inclusive language of “we” and “us” is designed to form a greater rapport and affinity with
the editor, thus creating a sense of unity and collegiality within the piece. The title, “Fools rush in
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with flood levy” and the sarcasm employed in the statement “talk about rushing in” are clever puns
because of their association with floods rushing into communities. Accordingly, the editorial
continues by attacking the government through deprecating words such as “political suicide” and the
colloquial “whacking”. Readers who dislike the Gillard government are thus more likely to side with
the editorial’s contention because of their mutual disagreement with the government’s decisions.
This is contradicted in the accompanying image, despite its focus on an incompetent government.
Dominating the frame is an elderly man waving a letter at his wife who is awkwardly on the roof of
the flooded house. The enthusiastic expression upon his face is juxtaposed with the devastation
around him. This juxtaposition is furthered in his ironic quotation, “IT'S THE DROUGHT RELIEF
CHEQUE,” because they are clearly in flood. The ominous sky insinuates that more floods are
imminent which encourages readers to feel sympathetic to the plight of the victims. Readers are
positioned to engender empathy and compassion and thus accept that the flood levy is actually
necessary.

Moreover, the metaphor of the government placing “all its eggs in the basket” and that Gillard has
“pinned” her credentials on this “false idol” furthers the editorial’'s barrage of criticism on the
government. By portraying the government as a unit with a supposed iniquitous reputation, the
editorial seeks to encourage readers to not trust the government and their decisions. The writer then
appeals to readers’ hip-pocket nerve through his reference of “ordinary Australians” battling with
“higher food prices” and “interest rates”. When readers make the connection between the flood levy
and their individual finances, they are positioned to feel apprehensive towards the government for
taking their ‘hard-earned’ monetary income away. This vilification of the government is further
evident in the adjectives “lazy”, “wasteful” and “bloated”. Using these words tinged with negative
connotations, readers are exhorted to conjure images of an incompetent authoritative unit. In a final
bid to convince readers, the editorial writer employs the rhetorical ultimatum, “Where are the hard
decisions?” designed to appeal to readers’ logic and reasoning. Due to the previous depiction of the
government as useless and ineffectual, readers are thus positioned to fervently oppose to the flood
levy because they are “hot heads”, a derogatory term used to further disparage the reputation of the
government.

In essence, the crux of The Age’s article resides within its ability to use financial jargon to appeal to
readers’ community values. In comparison, The Sydney Morning Herald’s editorial employs
derogatory language and attacks to paint the government as an iniquitous and incompetent
authority, thus encouraging readers to oppose the flood levy. The accompanying cartoon offers an
ironic and satirical outlook on the issue and, though ambiguous, seems to contradict the editorial’s
contention. This issue is set to provoke further debate as it highlights the competency of
government and the public’s willingness to help those in times of devastation.
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