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Is this the worst job in Sydney? Will Storr tags along with a ranger to find out what a typical day brings for those who try to bring peace and order to our city streets.

At the southern edge of a quiet Randwick car park, under the shade of an ageing jacaranda, there's a white Volkswagen that reeks of a bad day. Its owner has parked hastily at a severe angle; there's a chaos of bureaucratic-looking papers tossed in the back. The front passenger window has been left slightly open and you can see a half-eaten slice of toast on a plate on the front seat.

The toast is burnt. And what's more, there's a damning mark on its left tyre - a simple chalk cross. Alana Nahlous, the council ranger who made the cross earlier today, is standing beside the car, pen and ticket book in hand, about to make the owner of this VW Polo's day even worse by issuing a $79 ticket.

"That hurts enough that they don't do it again, usually," she says. "In a council car park, you're allowed to stay for two hours [for no charge]. I try to check them daily, so everyone can park and go to the shops and get their free two hours of parking. So what I'm doing now is issuing tickets to all the over-stayers."

Nahlous is being generous, too. It was at least 2 1/2 hours ago that she came to the Silver Street car park to chalk vehicles' tyres. When she returned to issue fines to any cars that still bore the telling white crosses, she purposefully waited another 15 minutes. This is unlikely to impress the balding office worker emerging from a nearby building. He races to his Toyota 4WD, jowls wobbling, and stops when he catches sight of the ticket Nahlous has planted under his wiper. The ranger sees him and pauses, just for a second, tensing. But he just sighs, tuts, and scowls angrily in her direction before walking back to work.

I'm spending a few shifts with 27-year-old Nahlous, a ranger who's delivered bad days to hundreds of locals for more than three years, in an attempt to answer the question: is this the worst job in Sydney? Because nobody likes rangers. They're abused in newspapers for their callous ticketing and supposedly unjust, revenue-swelling quotas. Recently, according to a report in a tabloid newspaper, they have resorted to "guerilla tactics" by ticketing outside schools in plain clothes. They're abused in the streets, with five Sydney councils reporting an increase in verbal and physical assaults against rangers last year.

And all this for a wage of between $47,000 and $52,000 a year.

On top of parking, Nahlous' responsibilities include abandoned vehicles, rubbish, pollution, building sites, misbehaving pets and stray animals.

Her patch takes in Randwick, Coogee, Maroubra, Matraville, Port Botany and Little Bay. And there aren't many rangers on this beat: just 14 staff who walk-and-chalk cars every day (compared with 135 who patrol the more densely populated City of Sydney), harvesting their share of the $126.2 million that Sydney's 152 councils collect annually in parking infringement revenue.

Shifts begin as early as 6am and end as late as 11pm, but today we meet in the early afternoon. Nahlous, with her fluoro vest and chalk pencil, acts like a powerful traction beam, with panicked drivers suddenly appearing to shift their cars. We're about to ticket one offender - a purple ute with fire-stripes parked in a spot reserved for hybrid cars - when its owner jogs towards us.

"It's a nice car isn't it?" he says, unsmiling. He's nearly two metres tall and exceptionally muscular. "Just be careful not to park it here," says Nahlous.

As we drive, she tells me about our next job. "We're going to a regular complaint in Clovelly. People park all day outside a parade of shops - these shops survive on people being able to pull in, grab what they need and go."

"Will this be good for your quota?" I ask.

"We don't have a quota!" she says. "God, you hear that rubbish all the time. Some days I'll issue one ticket. When the beaches are busy, it might be 40. It depends who's parking illegally and how many complaints we receive.

"I don't care what anyone says," Nahlous tells me, "we're here to help. It's not about booking people, it's about helping people. When the residents ring, we're here. We'll have a call from someone saying, 'I can't park in my street, all these people have been here all day'. So we go out, chalk the street up, issue fines and slowly people stop parking there. It fixes the problem. But it all starts when the residents call."

The next morning finds us on the pungent trail of a defecating cat. Nahlous's day begins at her desk in Randwick Council's Frances Street HQ, where she collects a sheaf of job cards known as CRMs. Throughout a normal shift, each ranger is assigned 10 to 30 of these forms, and first on Nahlous's pile today concerns this mysterious feline.

We pull up at a beachfront address and ring the bell at a block of units. The door opens to reveal a man in his 40s with ghost-white hair, a scarlet face and mustard-coloured toenails. Nahlous uses her usual professional tone - learned in her previous job at the Sydney Markets, ensuring traders paid their fees and adhered to legislation - a blend of authority and goodwill.

"We've had a complaint about a cat roaming into other peoples' backyards and going to the toilet," she says.

"I don't have a cat," he says, grinning. "There is a cat called Charlie who comes and goes, but I don't know who Charlie belongs to."

With the case stalled, we climb back into the car. As we reach the knotted no-stop zones of central Randwick, I notice Nahlous's eyes darting from school gates to running dogs to stationary cars. "You get used to looking for stuff," she explains. "I'll be driving to a friend's and see a car illegally parked. I'll pull in and think, 'I'm not at work'. Your eyes just do this weird thing."

We stop at a traffic light. To our left is a parked Holden with a driver still in it. It's in a bus lane. Nahlous opens the window and leans across. "I know..." says the female driver, rolling her eyes.

We spend the afternoon ticketing cars for a range of misdemeanours. Fines are standard across Sydney and include basic overstaying ($79), not parking in the direction of travel ($132), stopping in a no-stopping zone ($185) and parking in a disabled bay ($397). (See What You'll Pay, page 58.) We manage to ticket a couple of pavement blockers before a torrential rainstorm sends Nahlous back to her office to do paperwork. Although, officially, you're equally likely to be ticketed in any weather, today it's so wet Nahlous' chalk marks have no chance of surviving the drenching.

So far, it seems Nahlous uses her discretion generously, not only with parkers but with builders who have blocked driveways and pavements and are let off after promising to rectify the situation tomorrow (and who were all noted in her special black book). Equally reassuring is the fact that, during our ticket-spray this morning, she received not a single syllable of verbal abuse.

"Sometimes they come out screaming and yelling and throwing tantrums," she tells me, "but you try to explain that the rules are there for a reason. Often it's safety; when they park in a no-stopping zone it's close to a corner and when cars come round, they can't see them."

She goes on to describe her most distressing encounter, which wasn't with a driver, but an amateur builder who was cutting tiles on a Sunday.

"I went out and spoke to him about making noise. He didn't like that. I fined him $600. He told me I was a Nazi and that he was going to kill me."

On day three, we're still looking for that defecating cat. The only question is whether Nahlous can cope with the smell. It turns out she particularly hates offensive odours - but the toughest jobs are the ones that get emotional.

"My worst job was probably this pit bull that kept getting out," she says.

"It attacked a dog badly; basically tore it up. The owners gave the pit bull up

to us. When we went to get it, these five young children were standing in front of the car, crying and going, 'my dog!'. It was terrible. I had tears in my eyes."

Two hours later, we're parked by a building site, checking a report that its fence is blocking the pavement, when the phone rings. It's the man who complained about the recidivist cat who may or may not be called Charlie.

Nahlous informs him that under the Companion Animals Act cats are allowed to roam. For a court to declare them a "nuisance" requires proof.

"I'm happy to set traps and catch it in the act," he says.

"No, we don't want you to do that," Nahlous replies.

"Hang on, if you're saying you need proof then I'll set a trap," says the man.

"I don't want you to set a trap. I want you to document it for me."

There's a silence as he considers the new plan. "It's unlikely I'll see the cat," he decides. "I'll set a trap." Nahlous asks him to take a photo and he dials off with a chuckle.

"He's going to set a trap, isn't he?" I ask.

"We get a few like that," she says. "It doesn't go down very well with me."

She rustles through her CRMs and selects a barking dog. Ten minutes' drive away, we reach a white cottage at the end of a cul-de-sac. When the owner opens the door, it smells of baking.

"We've received a complaint about a dog barking," Nahlous says.

"Dogs do bark," says the owner, pulling off a rubber glove. She squints at Nahlous' folded CRM. "Is that from next door?" she asks.

"I can't tell you where the complaint's from," Nahlous says, before explaining to the dog owner that whoever it was will be instructed to make diary notes should they call again.

"What happens after that?" the woman asks.

"There are a lot of cases where we declare dogs a nuisance, which means every time it excessively barks we can issue you with a fine," says Nahlous.

"A fine because he barks?" The woman shakes her head and glances at the CRM again. "I know who's doing this. They've got nothing better to do.

It's just..." she closes her eyes, silenced temporarily by rage. "She's amazing. People can be really, really... Can I get a copy of whatever that is?"

"No," Nahlous replies. "I'll call you if there's a problem."

"There is a problem," says the woman, "and it's right next door."

"It's the first thing everybody wants to know," Nahlous says as we drive off. "Who's complained? I don't think her dog's a problem. They just don't like each other - you could tell right away. Well, it doesn't work like that, love."

If the complainant insists on proceeding, they'll have to sign a statutory declaration. "If they're lying, they'll be taken to court," Nahlous says.

By now it's nearly 3pm, and Nahlous returns to HQ for a break before pick-up time at the neighbouring Randwick Public School. She doesn't do it "guerilla style"; the moment she rounds the corner in her fluoro bib, though, you can understand why she might. A row of double-parked cars takes flight like startled seagulls, desperate to avoid the $132 fine and two demerit points. Nahlous sees children dart through shifting metal mazes of car bumpers almost every day, and often has to physically grab them to prevent injury. Just the day before, three children were knocked over outside Randwick schools within the space of 15 minutes. All were taken to hospital with leg injuries.

As we watch the parents flee, I ponder my original question: is this the worst job in Sydney? Of course not. But if it gets close, it's largely due to the abuse Nahlous and her colleagues report, much of which misunderstands the role of the ranger. Behind every ranger, there's a resident who can't park in their own street or who's been bitten by a dog or whose child had their knees crushed after school. Rangers aren't against us; they're acting on our behalf.

"There are times it's hard," Nahlous admits at the end of my last day with her. "When you're getting abused and you're just doing your job. But you can only try to make them see the reason they're getting booked."

Just as we're planning on heading home, the phone rings again. It's an emergency. "Four truckloads of stable waste have been dumped outside the memorial park at Military Road. Could you check it out?" "Stable waste?" says Nahlous. "As in poo?" "Yes," comes the reply.

The ranger blanches and dials her friend back at HQ. "There's the headline for your article," the friend suggests over the speakerphone.

"The Shit That Rangers Have To Put Up With." (s)
