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The big issues
taxing Cowen

ACCORDING to the Ri{
Wgmirxmwx magazine last
week: “When man
searches for something,
lost keys for example, he
does not methodically sur-
vey adjacent locations. In-
stead, he exhibits a phe-
nomenon known as ‘Levy
flight’. He excavates a
small area in detail, before
roaming elsewhere, more
or less at random, and ex-
ploring there.”

Whoah, do I know that.
Just a bit earlier today, I
lost my keys. I am always
doing that in fact. Searched
high and low for them. And
where were they? Right
here on the keyboard in
front of me where they usu-
ally are.

There’s an old axiom
that when you lose
something “it will always be
in the last place you
looked.”

As some genius pointed
out some years back, of
course it is in the last place
you looked. If, after you
found it in this last place
you looked, why would you
keep looking afterwards
somewhere else?

Something I am often ac-
cused of losing is my
thread when writing this
column. I’ll start writing
about one subject, go on
about that for a while, then
head off in a totally differ-
ent tangent.

And a couple of years
later he left the monastery.

I am one of life’s perenni-
al losers; if I own it, I have
at one stage of my life lost
it. I’ve spent hours in front
of empty revolving bag-
gage carousels at airports.
Days with my arm disap-
peared down the intimate
parts of sofas.

They know me on
first-name terms in the lost
and found room in Cork
bus station. (Does anyone
else think it is unfair that
they charge you to recover
lost items at the bus sta-
tion? Under the auspices
that it costs them money to
hold the item, like you
chose to leave it there for
safe-keeping.)

I’ve gone through vari-
ous stages of reactions to
losing things down through
the years. When I was very
small, I would simply cry
until an adult bought me a
new one.

Then, a few years later, I
would cry, an adult wouldn’t
buy me a new one, but in-
stead explain that if I
prayed to St Anthony, I
would get it back.

Then there was a stage
as a teen when I never told
anyone I had lost
something in case they
embarrassed me with the
crack: “Well it’s not your
virginity anyway.”

Later, I became an athe-
ist and St Anthony and cel-
ibacy took a back seat and
losing things became
something I just accepted.

Now I have reached the
stage that involves a lot of
cursing and a depression
that makes everything I
lose almost symbolic for
the way my life is going.

But now the way we look
for things has been de-
scribed as rational by sci-
entists.

Take this example.
You are sitting in front of

the telly, fist tightened
around the remote, pre-
pared to flick at the first
sign of the ads. The phone
rings. You walk over to the
phone, the remote still in
your right hand. You pick
up the receiver with the left
hand. You talk. You put
down the receiver. Now
where is the remote?

Your first response is
swift and logical: you start
shouting at your children (if
you don’t have children,
your dog). When this has
no effect, you launch a
standard search overreac-
tion, swearing loudly while
sprinting around the room,
flinging cushions about.
Soon, you find yourself
even searching the bath-
room (you will find, eventu-
ally, that the remote is still
in your right hand).

According to latest think-
ing, the chaotic search re-
flects an inherited strategy
that evolved to help us
seek out food and water.

Researchers say that our
ancestors, when seeking
out hunting grounds rich
with game, or searching for
trees laden with fruit, prob-
ably did not cover the
ground in a systematic
manner, but instead went
straight to the lost and
found at the bus station.

No, they used a thing
known as the Levy flight.

Described by the French
mathematician, Paul Levy,
this manoeuvre involves a
series of short movements
interspersed with long
leaps into new areas. Levy
flight is typical of
hunter-gatherers.

Of course, the search for
water, food, and compan-
ionship is much more im-
portant than the hunting of
inanimate objects, such as
car keys. It’s just that in the
Western world these days
it is so easy to find a tap,
fridge, brothel, that we
seem to forget this.

Shoot. You won’t believe
it: I’ve lost the conclusion to
today’s column. Have a
look on pages 10, 12, 13
and 14. Or it might be in
the sports section. Wait,
here it is.

Damn it, though, I’ve run
out of space.

I NCOME tax reform, pen-
sion increases and incent-
ives aimed at improving the
environment are all expec-

ted to form part of Wednesday’s
Budget package.

The Progressive Democrats
have been pressing to get
income tax rates cut. They
want the 42% top tax rate
lowered to 40% — a move that
would cost the Exchequer
around €400 million.

But the Minister for Fin-
ance, Brian Cowen, has indic-
ated that he’s more likely to in-
crease tax bands and tax
credits — to give money back
to taxpayers at all levels —
than cut the existing rates.

The minister is faced with
the challenge of managing tax
reform without being charged
with trying to ‘buy’ the elec-
tion.

Cork North Central TD Noel
O’Flynn, however, said no-one
has lobbied him on the income
tax issue. He doesn’t expect
any major tax changes on
Budget day, he said.

“I think the income tax
policies that have been de-
livered over the last nine years
have satisfied people,” he said.
“We all accept that we have to
pay income tax, otherwise
there will be no money for run-
ning the country. No one has
lobbied me on the income tax
issue and I don’t expect any

major movement there from
the Minister.”

It is likely, however, that
some broadening of tax bands
and increases in tax credits
will be made to compensate for
inflation. There is also grow-
ing confidence within the PDs
that a 1% cut in the top tax
rate will be delivered.

PENSIONS
Pensioners’ weekly payments
are expected to go up to €208
and Noel O’Flynn backed up
this prediction.

“I would forecast that pen-
sioners will get a €10 to €15 in-
crease in their pensions, along
with a considerable care pack-
age, after the Budget,” he said.

The Minister for Social Wel-
fare, Seamus Brennan, is un-
derstood to have secured a
commitment from Mr Cowen
for an increase in the contrib-
utory old-age pension from
€193 to €208 per week.

A significant increase in the
non-contributory pension from
€182 per week to around €195
per week has also been fore-
cast.

In addition, the carers’ al-
lowance is expected to receive
a €30 million boost, while Min-
ister for Health, Mary Harney,
is said to be finalising an eld-
erly care initiative to provide
nursing, therapeutic, meals
and day-care services to help
keep elderly people at home

and out of expensive-to-run
nursing homes.

Regional director of the Cork
branch of St Vincent de Paul,
Máiréad Bushnell, has wel-
comed the proposed pension
inc rea s e s.

“Up until now, elderly people
have been managing on their
pensions but they haven’t been
able to deal with any special
occasions or unforeseen cir-
cumstances,” she said.

“A significant increase in the
fuel allowance would also be
helpful. Heat is as necessary
for older people as food. We
asked for an increase in the
fuel allowance for everyone on
social welfare in our
pre-Budget submission to help
cover the rising cost of fuel but
there was very little mention
of increases in social welfare
payments for the unemployed
in the Budget Estimates,” she
said.

ENVIRONMENT
Speculation is rife that the
Budget will contain a number
of ‘green’ tax incentives aimed
at improving the environment.

Energy conservation, waste
reduction and increasing the
production of renewable
energy will play key roles in
achieving the Government’s
2010 Kyoto agreement targets
of reducing carbon Dioxide
emissions by 23%.

Cork South Central Green

Party TD, Dan Boyle, however,
says he wouldn’t be “overly
confident” that any green tax
incentives will be delivered on
Wedne s da y .

“Measures to discourage
people from doing environ-
mentally unfriendly things
like wasting energy and water
unnecessarily could be levied,”
he said. “And rewards for
doing things that improve the
environment should be con-
s ide red.

“Energy is the big issue. In-
centives to encourage the use
of public transport along with
motor taxation initiatives to
encourage the use small cars
rather than large, energy con-
suming, polluting vehicles
should be introduced.

“But I wouldn’t be overly
confident that any of these in-
centives will be introduced.
The Government only brought
in two green initiatives last
year, one of which was the
excise duty to help drivers con-
vert cars to run on bio-fuels.
But to date, only 73 people
have taken up the incentive be-
cause promotion of the initiat-
ive hasn’t been actively en-
couraged by the Government.

“If any of these green tax in-
centives are brought in, we
may not see their fruits next
year and certainly not until
after the election,” Deputy
Boyle said.
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her series
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Finance Brian
Cowen, pictured,
will deliver on
Wednesday, may
have on your life.


