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VERY day at 10 am for the past

four summers, Dean Wheeler has

emerged from a humble two-
room hit and climbed a 30 metre steel
tower atop Mount Liseful in the south-
ern Victorian alps.

fram his perch high above the
treeline of the 1434-metre mountzin
his job is to carefully scan the Rill 360
degree view at least once every 13 min-
utes over the next eight hoyrs, With-
out th:nlcmg he will look many mere
times. He i5, of course, watching for
smoke.

Meunt Useful is one of 87 fire spot-
ting towera contrelled by the Victorian
Department of Conservation and Natu-
ral Resources (DCNRY, In an age when
fire fsghhng hardware is becoming in-
creasingly sophisticated, when compu-
ter and satellite technolagies are play-

r =

ing a greater role in urkan and rural fire
suppression, the idea of someone sit.
ting up a pole looking for smoke seenu
almost anachronistic.

But according to the DCNR's chief
fire officer, Rod incoll, Victoria's net-
work of fire spotting towers is integral
to the department’s ability to combat
fire. In-Victoria, a combination of tow-
ers and aircraft is currently used, The
use of satellite fire spotting is alse be-
ing examined.

Mr Incoll says that Western Austral-
fan authorities had abandoned towers
in favaur of aircraft spotting alone in
recent years. “They are now saying that
they cannot rely on aircraft alone,” he
says. “We are convinced at this stage
that the air-plus-tower mix is appropri-
ate.”

Not all of the DCNR's towers are
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staffed for the entire summer and pnly
a couple of ubservers actually live on
site. Most are within easy driving|dis-
tance of & town and are often only oc-
cupied on high fire danger days.

Dean Wheeler goes up his tgwer
seven days a week until the fire season
has passed. It is lonely and, at times,
duli work. While conceding that “noth-
ing very spectacular happens up here”,
Mr Wheeler, 26, says the job.is what
you make of it. “Iif you want it to be
boring, it wilt be boring,” he says.

The one thing you could never tire
of is the spectacular view from his|“of-
fice”. From the tower, you can ses sprme
of the most spectacular country in Vic-
toria. To the west s Lake Mountain,
near Marysville, north is Mount Buller,
to the east are the gas rigs out in Bass
Strair and south is Wilsons Promontory.
Dean concedes that after Ionking' tit
closely day in, day out for several
months, “you sort of take it for granted
for a while”

Mount Useful, an hoyrs drive jnta
the mountains north of Heyfield, pear
Traralgon in Gippsland, is one of|the
more remote fire towers operated by
OCNR. Above the snow line, it id on
the track miners took last century flom
Port Albert across the mountaing tojthe
Wathalla-Aberfeldy goldfields,

Dean Wheeler's nearest accessjble
neighbour is 50 kilomatres away dgwn
a dusty dirt road. Aside from the “waker
run” once a week, he will be lucky to
see anyone for several days, Occaslon-

- -ally-he makes the long drive dows to

Heyfield for an overnight stay before
heading back out firstthing in the mgm-
ing to go up the tower for another sfift.
Last year only about 20 people visited
the site over the three months it as
oecupied,

But Dean says he is far from longly.
The Mount Useful tower is the central
radio clearing station of the area, The
radio chatters away most of the day,
cartying messages from other towers
and department basas and vehicled.

In the course of a few minutes| he
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walks to 2 fire tower at Mount Matlock,
near Woods Point, another at the Pin-
nacles, near Dargo, and a DCNR base
at Briagolong near Sale. “There is ak
ways something to do here because this
is the main fire tower for the area,” Mr
wheeler says.

When he is riot on duty, he spends
some of his time bushwalking or fly fish-
ing in the nearby streams. Aside from
the hut, a nearby dugout is provided
for his pwn protection should afire burn
up towards the peak.

Dean Wheeler lives locally and his
knowledge of the surrounding area is
intimate. He has walked through much
of it. He can readily identify locations
and the difference batween smoke and
dust cloud thrown up by a distant ve-
hicle,

During the 1933-94 season, he spot-
ted a mere nine fires in three months.
In his first two days up the tower for
the 1994-35 spason, he spotted three.
One was in a remote part of the
Wonnangatta valley, west of Dargo.
Helicopters ferried department fire-

fighters In and the blaze, beiieved to
have been started by deer shooters, was

guickly extinguished.

FREM

M ¥ K Risk
B B bvaluation
EModael
FREM is = systam
designed [<ag User
measure the ;

SEEe Friendly
severity of fire risk c +
in buildings by ompurer
comparing the Software

{ safeguards with the for

identified hazards. Fire RlSk
A balanced or Evatiiation
acceptable level of
tisk }5 achieved FREM is ﬁ valuable
when the fire risk evaluation
camponants of the tool for fire
existing safaguards engineers, architects,
and’ protection building surveyors,
measures, or those sisk managers and
proposed by a “Ies5 1. o rance surveyors.
preventinn
package”, ar Demanatration disks
matched with or can be ordered  fri:
cutweigh the R Kreith &
identified hazurds. Agsodates.

FREM is supplied
with a User's
Manual asd Typical
Oecupansy Valuey
Table and is

available from:

R 5 Keith &
Associates

ACMDED 928 B0

76 Bavfieid Rood
Bayswdier
Vigtorky 31582
Austrziio

Tel 03 720 6656
Fepe OB 720 7702

The fire spot-
ter's tools of
wade are simple
gnough: maps, a
compass and 2
simple plumb
ling hanging
from the ceiling
of the tower hut
to help take the
bearing. A sec-
ond tower, noti-
fied by radio,
takes another
bearing of any
sighting,. “Where
cur Dearings
cross, theareti-
cally that is
where the fire
i5,” Dean ex-
plains.,

Conditions up
the tower are ru-
dirmnentary. There
is an enclosed
hut, radio, map
table and chair.
There is 2i50 a
transistor and
pile of maga-
zines. Mr
Wheeier takes
hig luneh up with
tim and this year
has addad a mo-

bile telephone (recharged from g solar
panel) to his weaponry against te fium.
On the walls are recorded the games
and work dates of previous obsTrvers.

Visitors brave ennugh to scale theftower
are also encouraged to pencil an entry
on the wall in “Visitors’ Corner”

while the temperature up thetower
remains mild on even the hottest of
days, wind Is a problem, Windrgteeds
of up te 120 kilometres an houf have
been recorded.

But lightning is the tower obsgrver's
greatest fear - a prosaic notice pn the
insicle of the tower hut door adviges that
“without fail this tower is to be vacated
by the observer when lightning pecurs
within one mile of the tower”. Lgst sea-
son Dear was up the tower when an
unheralded lightning bolt stuck 2
clurnp of trees within a few metres of
the tower base. “It was the scariegt thing
that has happened to me up hefe,” he
says.

it is after a lightning storm that fire
spotting from a tower comes jnto its
own. Often several hours after the storm
has passed, the tell-tale puffs offmoke
will rise from a shattered tree gn a re-
mote mountain. And on anotherimoun-
tain, someone up a tower will pe tak-
ing 2 bearing ..

B/ohn Schauble

John Schauble is 2 journalist with The
Sunday Age newspaper in Melfourne.

Photographs courtesy of Craig [Silitoe,
The Sunday Age.
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