Masters of all they survey

The image of a man
with a tripod lags
behind the reality of
modern surveyors, who
use sophisticated
gadgets to gather front
page information. Tony
Kelly reports

OMETHING interesting has

happened in the world of survey-

ing. The humble field surveyor,

equipped with the kinds of mar-
vellous old tools Leonardo da Vinci would
have been proud of, has given way to
highly educated data gathers with soph-
isticated new gadgets.

The skills of a modern surveyor are
used to predict earthquakes, help police
solve violent crimes, monitor the health
of the environment and map the ocean
floor for the navy.

The industry thinks it is about time the
public, and particularly those consider-
ing their career options, learned how
lively the field has become.

Surveyors are now spatial information
gatherers and along with their brethren,
the wonderfully named photograme-
trists, geodesists, Geographic Infor-
mation System (GIS) specialists and
remote sensing surveyors, are providing
the information that runs our lives.

“Everything that is happening on the
front page of the newspaper today is
about the information that is gathered
through the spatial information net-
work,” says Michelle Miran, chief execu-
tive officer of the Institution of Sur-
veyors Australia.

The different disciplines have largely
grown out of traditional surveying, with
photogrametrists analysing information
from aerial and terrestrial photographs
to create base maps, as well as to analyse
medical images. Geodesists utilise rela-
tively new technology such as Global
Positioning Systems (GPS) to locate
certain positions on the Earth’s surface,
allowing them to predict earthquakes
and monitor changes to the sea level.

Without spatial information, fighting
bushfires would be largely guesswork,
homeland defence would be dangerously
wanting, mining tragedies would be fre-
quent and global positioning systems,
with their nifty offspring like in-car
navigation, would never have been
invented.

Despite the infiltration of surveying
into these new high-tech areas of endeav-
our, Miran knows the spatial sciences
still have an image problem. It is one she
and the rest of the spatial faithful are
trying to turn around in an effort to head
off a serious skills drought.

“With surveying in particular I think it
is an image thing. I think the general
public tends to think surveyors are just
those funny guys on the streets with
tripods and they don’t think about other

Adventures in spatial sciences

THE term spatial sciences covers a broad
range of job descriptions, with
professionals in the field able to utilise their
skills in such areas as:

» Remote sensing: using digital data from
satellites to monitor changes on earth.

» Hydrographic surveying: mapping
marine features like the ocean floor and
shipping channels.

» Engineering and mining surveying.

» Geographic Information Systems:
specialists gather information to be used to
draft electronic maps for positioning
systems, among other uses.

» Photogrametry: extracting information
from aerial and terrestrial images and
satellite sensors to produce topographical
maps.

» Forensics: Surveyors were brought in
after the discovery of bodies in the
Belanglo State Forest and were invaluable
during the investigation of the backpacker
murders.

» Cadastral surveying: mapping land
boundaries.
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aspects of surveying,” she says.

As a $2 billion growth industry, spatial
information offers considerable career
opportunities and the word in the indus-
try, although largely anecdotal, is there
are certainly positions vacant.

“There are great career opportunities
for anyone with any particular degree or
any particular qualifications,” she says.

“Some people come from a geography
background, some come from an IT
background and some people go straight
into some form of geomatics and go
straight into surveying or mapping.”

The work of spatial information pro-
fessionals like Matthew Smith, a Dapto-
based mine surveyor and consultant, is
driving the industry’s high-tech agenda
and helping professions like surveyors
regain their professionalism.

Smith conducted breakthrough post-
graduate research into converting mine
plans from their traditional “linen” form
into a more permanent and easily dis-

seminated electronic format on CD-Rom.
He says this type of development encour-
ages mine surveyors to adopt more skills
and increase their professional standing.
“Unfortunately surveyors have a bad
habit of really under-quoting themselves
with what they do, especially on price but
also in professionalism,” says Smith, who
believes the mine surveyor has as much
responsibility as the mine manager.
Considering the surveyor who maps
the mine is accountable for the mine
plans until the surveyor dies, it is not a
flippant remark. In fact, Smith quips, if
something goes wrong with one of your
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mines “you want to hope you are dead”.

While Smith’s thesis subject might
sound parochial, the research, which he
conducted in the shadow of one of the
Australian mining industry’s darkest
recent hours, the Gretley mine disaster,
is a significant breakthrough.

“You may well never hear about how
good these changes will be — hopefully
you won’t, because it will be a non-event,
because nothing will happen,” Smith
says.

“If something happens then you hear
about it — like the Gretley disaster,
people died and all of a sudden you hear
how poor the system was many years
ago.”

In November 1996 four nightshift work-
ers at the Gretley Colliery, at Wallsend,
Newcastle, north of Sydney, were
drowned when they breached a wall and
unleashed a deluge of water from an
adjacent long abandoned mine.

The formal investigation into the trag-
edy found the Department of Mineral
Resources-approved plans indicated the
abandoned mine was 100m away from
where the wall was breached.

After Gretley and more specifically
after the damning report by investigat-
ing judge J.H. Staunton, the mining
industry knew it had to dramatically
upgrade its record keeping.

“There was a lack of understanding of
the plans due to the plans not being
standardised over the whole state. ”
Smith says.

While at the University of NSW, Smith
created the first electronic records of
mine plans. These new electronic plans
standardise mine mapping and make
them accessible to anyone who is
required to interpret them.

Now the mining industry has a mid-
2003 deadline for having all mine plans
converted into the electronic format.

Smith, who runs two companies, one of
which employs eight surveyors, agrees
with (the Institution of Surveyors) Miran
that there is a real shortage, not only
graduate level surveyors, but also of
registered surveyors.

Becoming an accredited surveyor is
after all a considerable undertaking. It
requires a three- or four-year degree
course, depending on the institution and
course, followed by at least two years in
the field and then finally assessment and
examinations overseen by the Institution
of Surveyors Australia.

To retain registered status surveyors
are expected to undertake a certain level
of professional development to maintain
currency in what is a fast evolving
industry.

“There aren’t enough registered sur-
veyors coming in to cater for the people
leaving the industry,” Smith says.




