


…the industry is global in nature, 
the technology is at the cutting 

edge of innovation…

HR – that keep a large concern running smoothly. Another degree that will serve 

you well, particularly if you’re seeking to enter a company dealing with agricultural 

produce, is a diploma in farming, or an agri-engineering degree. 

As can be imagined, working in such an environment presents some unique 

conditions. Nigel explains that the company prefers staffers to gain experience on 

site and at sugar mills before taking a position at head of�ce. Usually, the mills are 

located in small communities, and often in peri-urban or rural areas. The sugar cane 

farming itself is, of course, an entirely rural-based activity. ‘People who �ourish in 

this environment are, unsurprisingly, those who don’t feel attached to city life,’ he 

says. He adds that it is a people-oriented business, and that from a management 

perspective, teamwork is a must – which means that respect for others is essential. 

Common sense is also highly valued. ‘People who are sensible and adapt easily to 

change will also fare well. For instance, we have operations in six different countries, 

and travel is part of the job for many of our employees. They have to be able to 

work well with people from different cultures, under circumstances that may have 

little in common with their home countries.’

If you have these traits, you can expect your career to progress fairly quickly. 

For instance, at Illovo, graduates embark on a three-year training programme which 

equips them with the skills to become mid-managers – so it’s not unusual to have 

secured a permanent post at mid-management level by the time you’re 26. 

Excitement and innovation
And it’s not just upwards advancement that’s in store. Companies that are 

represented in other countries often require travel, granting you exposure to 

international markets. 

That’s a major plus for anyone considering the industry, Nigel believes, adding 

that this opportunity for movement typically demonstrates the dynamism of an 

industry that continues 24-hours, every day. ‘Working on the technical side brings 

challenges and excitement, because the plant never shuts. There is always 

something happening,’ he explains. What’s more, as an engineer, you’ll be working 

with ‘serious plant’. ‘Because the industry is global in nature, the technology is at 

the cutting edge of innovation. People are always looking for new ways of doing 

things, and many of our engineers get to attend – or even deliver papers – at 

international symposia.’ 

Away from the workings of the mills, their rural locations are a pleasant place 

to bring up a family, Nigel maintains, while if you’re an agriculturalist with a love of 
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farming, this is a job that would speak directly to your passion.

The �ipside, though, is that the shiftwork that’s part of a 24-hour industry  

may not appeal to everyone – especially for technical staffers who have to work the 

night shift. And, just as it can be thrilling to keep pace with the changes and 

challenges that crop up during a 24-hour day at the plant, it can also be stressful 

and pressured. 

Ultimately, Nigel says, whatever your niche, there’s no limit to what you can 

achieve in manufacturing. There was a time when the plum jobs appeared to be 

reserved for those with engineering expertise, he admits, but that’s changed and 

now, no matter where your skills lie, it’s possible to attain a senior position – all of 

which makes for a stimulating career path. �h
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As an engineer, you’ll work with  

cutting-edge technology

The industry is dynamic and exciting
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If you enjoy the city vibe, you may  
�nd the rural location of agricultural  

plants a little lacklustre

Some may �nd the 24-hour operations a 
stressful work environment

‘People who �ourish  
in this environment are, 
unsurprisingly, those who 
don’t feel attached to 
city life,’
Nigel Hawley, HR executive, Illovo

60 61

This sector is sponsored by

www.illovo.com 


