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Gas detection, 
telemetric monitoring 
for early warnings 
SCHALK BURGER I FEATURES REPORTER 

Gas detection and tdemetric monitoring 
systems in firefighters* equipment en­
able commanders to track the move­

ment of firelighters inside a building to give 
an early warning of gas levels and to deter­
mine how much air is left inside an oxygen 
lank. 

Al l data is transmitted lo a mobile com­
mand station from where commanders can 
monitor firelighting and search and rescue 
operations, says safety equipment manufac­
turer MSA product line manager Dharnu-sh 
Lakmidas. 

The heads-up display (HUD), to be released 
this year, will enable the information from 
monitoring systems to be displayed on the 
visor of an emergency worker's helmet. The 
HUD uses radio to transmit the information 
and MSA will need to get a licence from the 
Independent Communications Authority of 
South Africa before it can launch the prod­
uct, he says. 

The company recently sold I 200 gas 
detectors, which measure hydrogen sulphide 
(H,S) gas levels, to crude oil refiner South 
African Petroleum Refineries' refinery in 
Durban. These detectors are provided to 
contractors who help clean the refinery. It 
has a preset alarm that will alert individu­
als before dangerous exposure levels of H,S 
gas are reached. Information from the detec­
tors can be downloaded and the data can be 
analysed lo determine the trends of gas 
exposure. Lakmidas explains. 

MSA's Altair 5 multigas detector system 
measures levels of live dangerous gases. MSA 
gas detector systems also have motion detec­
tion sensors that automatically trigger after 
M) seconds if the device detects no movement 
from an individual, l-or example, it can alert 
supervisors lo when a person has collapsed 
and is commonly used by people working 
in isolation. 

MSA product manager for fixed systems 
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Kmmanuel Manaka says the company has 
developed its I'lameguard system that uses 
ultraviolet light, infrared light or a combi­
nation of the two to delect sources of heat, 
such as smouldering coal or flammable 
petroleum vapours or gases in storage tanks, 
before a fire starts. This system can be 
coupled to a fire suppression system and is 
fully automated. 

The company is currently installing its 
Klamcguard system for mining companies 
Xslrala's and lixxaro's coal-mining opera­
tions. Coal, which can ignite under certain 
conditions, often travels long distances in 
conveyor belts without supervision and the 
l:lameguard system is used lo delect poten­
tial fires and douse the heat source with water 
and a fire retardant chemical, he says. 

Kurthcr, MSA has developed the Galaxy 
system, which uses a module containing a 
cylinder filled with gas that is used to test 
the sensors remotely on a gas detection sys­
tem every day. The system does not need 
maintenance bul the calibration gas needs 
to be replaced every four months lo a year. 
Lakmidas says. 

The system is designed to calibrate gas 
detection equipment that might have been 
dropped or exposed lo humidity or heal. 
which can cause the device to display incor­
rect values, he states. 

Thermal Imaging Camera 
A hand-held thermal imaging camera can 
be used to find people hidden by smoke or 
dust-filled rooms where the rescue worker 
cannot see clearly. The camera is sensitive 
enough to show the heal signature of a per­
son and shows rescuers the outline of the per­
son. Lakmidas says. 

The thermal imaging camera has a temper­
ature range of 0 °C to 500 °C and uses dif­
ferent colours for temperature ranges, which 
means that firefighters can see different heat 
sources and their relative temperatures. This 
enables firefighters to fight structural fires by 
determining the source of heat with the high­
est temperature and lighting that source. The 
.camera also checks i f ihere are any heal 
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DHARMESH LAKMIDAS 
Funding is a significant challenge 
for Ihe fire industry 

sources in clectricitv distribu­
tion boxes caused by short cir­
cuits or damage. 

The camera is also used to find 
leaks in pipes in the oil. gas and 
petrochemicals industries. Police 
also use the thermal camera to 
f ind suspects hiding in dense 
vegetation. 

The camera has been tested 
and approved by the US National 
Fire Protection Association. 
Lakmidas explains. 

The newest version of the cam­
era, the 5800. released by MSA 
last year, has a more refined col­
our coding of temperature ranges 
that enables more accurate meas­
urements. 

When a thermal imaging 
camera moves from a high-heal 
source to a lower-heat source, 
the camera often takes a few 
moments to adjust from over­
exposure before showing the 
lower-heal source. 

The latest version of the 
camera automatically changes 
between its low-heat and high-
heal functions, enabling it lo 
change from high- to low-heat 
sources quickly, he explains. 

MSA recently sold one 5800 
camera to a major plat inum-
mining company that uses it to 
check through dust in a mine or 
to see i f there are any people in 
the mine, he says. 

Meanwhile, funding is a sig­
nificant challenge for the fire 
industry, given (hat budgets can 
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MSA's Flameguard system detects 
sources of heat before a fire starts 

often be strained bv the need to 
replace equipment and protective 
gear damaged during use. 

Therefore. Lakmidas points to 
the benefits of environment moni­
toring equipment, such as ihe gas 
detection devices, lhal will pro­
tect firefighters from prolonged 
exposure lo dangerous gases. 

Awareness of safety issues is 
important and he believes lhal 
government and private compa­
nies have a role to play in provid­
ing safety training. 

Manaka agrees, adding that 
private companies must also 
make end-users aware of prod­
ucts that can help lo reduce the 
risks to their employees. 

Lakmidas says thai insurance 
companies must also be made 
aware of the different types of 
products that arc available so 
that they can advise their clients 
on possible fire prevention and 
protection solutions. 

Meanwhile, queries and orders 
have started to increase during 
this year. Lakmidas slates. 

The company's sales increased 
in February, particularly with the 
increased demand for products 
from the coal-mining sector. 

The company uses subsidiary 
safely equipment distribution 
company Select PPE (personal 
protective equipment) to dis­
tribute its products at over 200 
on-sile stores at South African 
mines. 
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