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communication, conservative decision making 
skills, to be good at building relationships 
expressing leadership values, and the ability to 
develop yourself and others.”So what is it that makes Victoria fit in to her 
daily role and what, pardon the pun, fuels her 
enthusiasm? “The thing that drives me to come 
to work every day is the sense of belonging that 
you feel when you come to work, every role I 
have undertaken has had so many links to the 
bigger part of the business it makes you feel 
incredibly valued as an employee.“I enjoy taking on new projects and learning 
something new every day, which is something 
that naturally comes with this line of business. 
I enjoy working with my team and with other 
departments and I enjoy seeing the results that 
we share.”The benefits can also be challenges which 
is what Victoria finds so exciting. “Every day is 
different and so prioritising work involves a lot of 
thinking on your feet to please all areas of the 
business and it requires a lot of flexibility.

“The nuclear industry is at a point of revolution, 
with new build projects planned for the near 
future, and there are plenty of varied job 
opportunities for people to take hold of in all 
aspects of our business.“Within my role I work with a lot of diverse 
people, there are plenty of opportunities and 
there is something new to learn every day. 

“On top of all this I work for a low 
carbon industry which is safe and reliable and is 
contributing to reducing Britain’s carbon footprint 
whilst sustaining the nation’s energy needs.” 
Clearly this enthusiastic young woman sees her 
industry sector as an exciting and developing 
industry for others to think about and she is full 
of advice for would-be apprentices in all areas of 
engineering.“Look in to the long term benefits of an 
apprenticeship and the career you can set 
yourself in to. An apprenticeship will give 
you skills for life which can give you the best 
opportunities. Commitment is important and you 
need to commit while you’re in school making 
sure you get the best grades you can so that 
when you come out of school you can choose 
which way you want to enter into the industry.”

A life-long fascination with a power station 
off the Kent coastline turned into the catalyst 
for a career in the nuclear industry for one 
woman who recognised that an engineering 
apprenticeship would ensure a varied and 
challenging work-life.Working for EDF Energy as a Maintenance 
Assistant Team Leader in the electrical team 
at Dungeness B Power Station, 24-year-
old Victoria Brown is responsible for those 
maintaining the electrical apparatus on the 
power station. “I take responsibility for the safety, 
effectiveness, productivity and quality of work of 
the maintenance team being supervised and I 
often go out on plant to see my team at work. I 
feel it is important for leaders to be in the field to 
encourage best behaviours and to reduce errors.

“I also take an active role in scheduling my 
team’s work to ensure it is completed on time.”

Having left school armed with her GCSEs, 
Victoria enrolled at college to work part-time 
towards a National Certificate in Electrical and 
Electronic Engineering (whilst waitressing at 
a local hotel and looking for an engineering 
apprenticeship). It was while she was studying 
that she spotted the advert for apprentices in 
a newspaper. “I chose a career in engineering 
particularly in the nuclear industry because I 
have always had an interest in the power station 
which sits on our coast line.“EDF Energy are looking for people with at 
least five GCSEs (or equivalent) at grade C or 
above in Maths, English and at least two science 
subjects. You’ll also need a talent for practical 
subjects and have a real desire to learn and 
develop your skills. During my apprenticeship 
I worked towards a National Certificate and a 
Higher National Certificate in Electrical/Electronic 
Engineering.”Further development is something Victoria is 
keen to promote throughout her own team and 
she has first-hand experience of how this can 
shape a career and job satisfaction. “I help to 
arrange my team’s training. Continuing training is 
important to keep our maintenance technicians’ 
skills at a high level.“To work in the maintenance department 
through an apprenticeship you require focus, 
self-motivation, a questioning attitude, good 
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my team, brainstorming ideas to target 
opportunities, analysing trends, or looking 
at how to best explain to new audiences the 
vital role engineering plays in solving today’s 
challenges. “A major part of my role is increasing 
public awareness of future challenges and 
collaborating with partners to develop solutions. 
I frequently attend and speak at external 
events, building partnerships and exchanging 
ideas with people across a wide range of 
organisations from think tanks and universities 
as well as the public and private sector.”

Elspeth finds the skill set she acquired as an 
entrepreneur equally useful in her current role 
with Atkins. “The skills I am using are the same 
as when I was an entrepreneur - I have to be 
part author, designer, accountant. I work on 
strategy and new service development but all 
achieved through working closely with a great 
team and colleagues.“The best thing about my chosen career is 
the opportunity to work in a thriving industry, 
on interesting challenges alongside great 
colleagues.  It is such a broad field with 
great opportunities to take your career in lots 
of different directions. We work on finding 
solutions around critical infrastructure - from 
transport and energy networks to how to future-
proof a city.”Elspeth is full of advice for those looking to 
make the move into her industry. “I would say 
don’t put it off. We need all kinds of skills and 
there are lots of opportunities. We are quite 
modest as an industry, but once you get under 
the surface you quickly see the scale of the 
innovation and the excitement that people have 
working in engineering in all its forms. Come 
and join us.”“I was thrilled to receive the award - it meant 
a huge amount to me, Elspeth told the Woman 
Engineer. “By receiving this prestigious medal, 
I hope to show both the breadth and value 
of engineering and help to inspire the next 
generation to pursue a career in this industry.”
For information on the awards visit www.raeng.
org.uk/prizes/silver/ 

The Royal Academy of Engineering recently 
honoured four entrepreneurs with Silver Medals 
for outstanding commercial success – one 
of those medallists is Elspeth Finch who is a 
Futures Director with Atkins.Upon graduation as a chemist, Elspeth 
completed a Masters at the University of 
Newcastle. Following an early career as a 
researcher and lecturer at UCL, she co-founded 
the Intelligent Space Partnership, a transport 
consultancy focused on incorporating the needs 
of cyclists and pedestrians into city design and 
planning. 

Atkins acquired the practice in 2007 and 
Elspeth led its integration into its transport 
planning business. She is now the Futures 
Director in Atkins’ Water & Environment 
business. In this role she helps develop ideas 
that generate new revenue and create new 
markets for services. She is now working on a 
series of reports into aspects of infrastructure 
resilience, the first of which looks at the 
challenges for water in the UK to 2050. 

Her integration into one of the world’s largest 
engineering companies, employing 18,000 
people worldwide, shows great determination. 
“At 24 I set up Intelligent Space Partnership, 
as we saw there was a gap in the market and 
a better way to include the needs of pedestrians 
and cyclists in designing cities. I sold the 
company to Atkins in 2007 and in the six years 
since I have been part of Atkins, I have taken 
on a number of roles to stretch myself and to 
better understand how a big company operates, 
as it was quite a change to go from 1 in 20 to 1 
in 18,000,” she told The Woman Engineer.

“In 2011, I took on the role to set up and lead 
the Futures team to develop new services to 
address big trends such as population growth 
and the rise of urbanisation - as 75% of people 
will be living in cities by 2050.” The value and 
impact of her work on smart cities has the 
potential to add significant value in the decades 
to come.

“The joy of my job is no two days are 
the same. But the one constant is that I 
spend a lot of time working closely with 
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companies initially sprang to mind and she 
added National Grid in to make up the numbers. 
An interview followed along with the offer of her 
first job and she hasn’t looked back since. 

She started working for the company in the 
Midlands in various engineering roles such 
as analysis of transmission systems, before 
moving to Reading to join the planning team to 
get a feel for how the system works. She then 
progressed into her first managerial position 
on policy. “I gave advice to the control room on 
how they should operate and legislation and 
things like that. It was a real challenge,” she 
recalls. “I then became a manager of data for 
modelling of systems for other industrial parties, 
which is a huge thing.”She then took a seven-month secondment to 
write the company’s annual report. “I jumped at 
the chance to see the company from a different 
perspective. Also translating the engineering 
jargon into easy to understand language was 
an eye-opener.”She went on to head up the Inclusion and 
Diversity team for the whole of the UK for a 
period of 18 months at which time National Grid 
won many awards including being named in 
the top 50 companies where women wanted to 
work – something she is particularly proud of, 
especially with the barriers women face.

“You’ve got to be realistic that there are still 
barriers for female engineers but the rewards in 
engineering are fantastic and I find it very self-
fulfilling. When I tell people I am an electrical 
engineer, they say ‘wow’ and want to know 
more about it. I went to an all-girls school and 
there was no information about engineering but 
my dad and uncle were engineers so it was part 
of my home life. I didn’t realise it at the time but 
I was fairly pig-headed and just got on and did 
it. I had drive.”Rachel is hoping to get more involved with 
WES. “I suffered from the lack of a female 
engineer role model so if I can encourage and 
inspire other women to come into engineering 
I’ll be really pleased.”National Grid is a company member of WES.

The joy of maths and physics proved the 
catalyst for a successful engineering career and 
a happy work / life balance for the first woman 
in charge of the Electricity Transmission System 
Control Room at National Grid.In conjunction with her other important role 
as a wife and mother, Power System Manager, 
Rachel Morfill has made the most of her training 
as an electrical engineer including adopting 
varied roles within National Grid, reaching 
Chartered status with the Engineering Council 
at just 30 years of age, becoming a Fellow of 
the IET and being the first woman to present at 
one of its Fellow events. Now she is relishing 
the chance for her new daily role to give her 
even more job satisfaction.“I can honestly say I have loved all the 
things I have done with National Grid but my 
current role is particularly challenging,” she 
told The Woman Engineer. “I have been in the 
operational sphere with them for many years 
and have been progressing up the management 
chain. I always wanted the opportunity to do 
something like I am now but working shifts 
wasn’t an option whilst my children were young. 
Now the boys are 13 and 15, the time is right 
and I can learn to live in this slightly different 
world.”

Rachel works a five-week rota with a mix of 
three shifts in the week consisting of mornings, 
evenings and nights, and a combination of two 
12-hour shifts of a weekend – either day or 
night.

“It is a strange world during the night and 
you can find yourself wanting interaction with 
others, but if something is happening on the 
system you are quite busy,” she said. “You 
have to be able to get on with people as you 
find yourself spending a lot of time with a small 
group of people but you just learn how to keep 
the balance right.”Rachel’s loyalty to National Grid may 
not have happened if it weren’t for the 
encouragement of a careers advisor at 
university who told her to apply to at least 15 
companies after completing her course. Ten 
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to get that message across.” Despite her 
busy working life, Dawn is doing all she can 
to convey the appropriate message about 
engineering and is an ambassador for Alton 
College which is particularly successful in 
attracting girls into considering engineering. 
“They have quite a few girls going through 
and it is a massive opportunity for them as 
many girls don’t have access to the correct 
information. I love going to schools and colleges 
to talk to the students but sadly the number of 
girls choosing STEM subjects is still way too 
low. Perception is the problem; they just think 
you have to be hands on unless someone has 
explained that there is something mid-way 
between being shop-floor or geek!”

For Dawn, the route into a successful 
engineering career was originally born out of 
necessity. “Science and maths came easy to 
me at school but my parents couldn’t afford for 
me to go to university. I looked at sponsorship 
catalogues and engineering attracted much 
higher grants so it made sense.” Couple this 
with an inspirational physics teacher and a 
meeting with a woman engineer responsible 
for promoting military careers and the seed 
was sown. Dawn went on to read mechanical 
engineering and entered a full cadetship with 
the RAF.

She is particularly keen that other girls 
understand the rewards available in 
engineering and gives guest lectures in schools 
for Teach First. “By taking STEM subjects you 
can’t go wrong. Science-based subjects allow 
you to switch later if you want to go into the 
arts or something else but it is much harder 
to do it the other way. Also by selecting a 
general engineering degree, like mechanical 
engineering, you learn general engineering 
principles which can be transferred into other 
engineering disciplines.

“I think it’s also important to speak to as many 
people as possible as the number of opinions 
you have can change attitudes.”

The next time you board a plane at Gatwick 
Airport, the smooth operation of the entire 
process from the moment you leave your car, 
navigating the concourse, through check-in, 
security, baggage handling etc. is in the safe 
hands of one very determined female engineer 
who has risen to the ranks of the first female 
Head of Engineering at Gatwick Airport.

Although Dawn Elson has a 23-year career 
with the RAF behind her, it is not the passenger 
aircrafts at Britain’s second largest airport that 
she is responsible for but the airport itself, 
which transports around 40 million passengers 
a year. 

Dawn stepped into the role in November 
2012 and is relishing the challenge despite 
how different it is to her RAF days, where she 
rose to the position of Head of Engineering at 
RAF Waddington. “When I was in the RAF I 
was responsible for several aircraft variants but 
they were at least all aircraft. Here at Gatwick 
I am responsible for the whole of the facilities 
and infrastructure so it is quite wide-ranging,” 
she told The Woman Engineer. “But I am really 
enjoying it.” Dawn heads up a team of over 
200 engineers and over 200 contractors and 
her responsibilities include: the high and low 
voltage systems, lighting, shuttle train, the 
check in desks, shops and toilets.

“It is pretty diverse but you don’t have to 
know everything. I always say to my junior 
managers that it doesn’t matter that you can’t fix 
something personally, what matters is that you 
understand when someone else is explaining 
the problem. I think that is the biggest 
misconception about engineering – people think 
it’s about getting your hands dirty and getting 
involved yourself at shop-floor level when it’s far 
more dynamic than that.”

Dawn is particularly determined that the 
terminology be addressed. “I am quite vocal 
about the word engineering and that people 
get it confused with being a mechanic. There 
are so many more opportunities than technical 
laboratories and workshops we just have 
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New Members
Atinuke Awolalu, Jenny Baker, 
Gabrielle Bruckner, Diane Burt (Arup), 
Catherine Capeling (BAM Nuttall), Ara 
Carballo-Meilan, Vanessa Diaz, Karen 
Dinardo, Chloe Gallimore, Zoe Hall, 
Reema Harfoushi, Tory Hart, Sharon 
Hollingsworth, Wendy Hughes (BAM 
Nuttall), Lily Kehue, Lekha Koria, 
Jennifer Mellor, Laraine Naughton, 
Kate O’Connell (BAM Nuttall), Vanessa 
Parmar, Emily Short (BAM Nuttall), Emily 
Smith, Zoe Stericker (BAM Nuttall), 
Weronika Swiech, Sue Threader, Beth 
Wilks, Orla Williams

news...............................................................

Latest company members
Bam Nuttall, Matchtech, Hyder Consulting and Instron are the latest companies 
to recognise the benefits of The Women’s Engineering Society by signing up as 
WES company members.

They join a growing list of corporate names keen to work with WES to 
promote the virtues of engineering careers to women of all ages to create a 
diverse workforce. For details on how your company can get involved contact 
Dawn Bonfield at WES on Tel: 01438 765506, email: office@wes.org.uk

WES Members honoured 
at highest level
WES Members Carol Holden, Estelle Rowe 
and Helen Atkinson have received Awards 
in the Queen’s 2014 New Year Honours List. 
Carol Holden, Chief Executive of the Northwest 
Automotive Alliance (NAA), received an OBE 
for services to the automotive industry in the 
North West; Estelle Rowe, National Director of 
Headstart and First Edition for leading education 
charity EDT, was awarded an MBE recognising 
the impact of her career in engineering education; 
and Prof Helen Atkinson, the Head of Department 
of Engineering at the University of Leicester, 
picked up a CBE for services to engineering and 
education.

The latest ‘recruit’ to the army of WES 
volunteer members is Anna Cuanalo who 
is currently working at the Manufacturing 
Technology Centre, Coventry, on a work 
placement during the third year of her 
engineering design degree studies at 
Bristol University. Anna is relishing being 
part of the welding and joining team 
at MTC working with state-of-the-art 
technology such as friction stir welding 
and looking at alternative methods to help 
companies operate more cost-effectively.

She is particularly concerned about the 
lack of status engineering has and the lack 
of promotion during our early years. “I’ve 
met a lot of physicists who said they would 
have done engineering if they had known 
more about it. It’s kind of mind-boggling 
that we as engineers are so invisible to 
people!”

Although she originally thought about 
mechanical engineering (“as everyone 
does because it is what first springs to 
mind in terms of engineering”), Anna 
says she has yet to settle on a chosen 
specialisation.

“I’m not sure which aspect of 
engineering I will go into,” she told The 
Woman Engineer. “I haven’t really steeled 
myself to make that decision yet. I am 
getting a really broad based knowledge 
through the degree course and at the MTC 
and I find it all fascinating. You just assume 
that you can do it all and I think it’s scary 

that there’s so much to choose from in 
engineering. You could end up working in 
a small niche for one company and I would 
like to avoid that if possible.”

Anna says her passion for engineering 
stems from her early years with biologists 
and chemists in the family, but it was an 
Engineering Education Scheme in the sixth 
form that really sparked her enthusiasm. 
“I researched what you could do as an 
engineer and I fell in love with it.” This is 
a far cry from a love/hate relationship with 
maths. “I loved it in primary school, hated 
it in secondary school then went on to do 
it at A’Level because my parents said I 
would get a better job if I had it.”

As a 20-year-old Anna is one of the 
youngest WES volunteers but it is people 
like her who will shape the future of the 
organisation. “I became aware of WES 
when I started to apply for university and 
I’ve been to the Students Conference and 
had a really good time.”

Making the time
It’s one thing to be aware of an 
organisation but what instigated a greater 
involvement? “I do a lot of volunteering 
anyway. I think it’s a really useful thing to 
do as you get loads of knowledge from it 
and you meet a lot of people and make 
good contacts and friends. You are bound 
to have things in common with fellow 
WES members and it’s good to have 

like-minded people to discuss things with. 
You can always learn from other people’s 
experience and the lessons they have 
learnt can be passed on to you.”

Anna’s particular passion is promotion 
of a career in engineering to girls in school 
and she is keen to work with WES to 
develop this. “I’m particularly worried about 
the ‘leaky pipeline’ where less and less 
girls choose maths and physics as a long 
term plan. At GCSE level girls do better 
than boys, but only 20 per cent go on to 
do the subjects at A’Level, which drops 
to 14 per cent going on to do them at 
degree level and only nine per cent go into 
industry. They are really scary statistics.”

Drawing on her own experiences, Anna 
hopes to inspire others. “It was definitely 
something I got into at 16 but I could easily 
have got side-tracked as other girls do.”

Anna has agreed to champion the 
Young WES club and is looking for other 
enthusiasts to get on board. “We want to 
engage with girls who have expressed 
an interest in STEM and keep them on a 
path to a career in engineering by staying 
in regular contact with them.” Young WES 
aims to keep them informed about relevant 
summer schools, grants, bursaries, work 
placements, visits etc. and provide the 
‘nudge’ that will keep them on track to an 
engineering career. 

With her determination and infectious 
personality it shouldn’t take her long to get 
her teeth into this new challenge so watch 
this space…

WES member

During her three decades of involvement 
with WES, Estelle Rowe MBE has been the 
national organiser, trustee and chair of the 
trustees of the Verena Holmes Lecture 
Fund and has attended many WES events 
to pass on her knowledge and learn from 
others but she says the biggest benefit 
of WES membership is the opportunity to 
make good friends and contacts.

“I’ve not always been as active as I 
would have liked, but I have found WES 
to be interesting, supportive and an ideal 
way of talking to like-minded people,” she 
said. “My involvement with the Verena 
Holmes Lecture Fund brought me into 
contact with truly inspirational women like 
Cicely Thompson MBE and Sheila Waddell 
who have had great careers and held 
very senior positions. You can’t fail to be 
inspired by them.”

Estelle was coerced into the fold 
20+years ago she says as “someone at 
WES” knew she had some time to get 
involved during her career break to have 
children. 

For Estelle the message is clear - 
engineering education has a vital role 
to play to develop the industry of the 
present and future. Her achievements 
were recently recognised when she was 
awarded an MBE in the New Year’s 
Honours for services to engineering 
education by helping thousands of young 

people to view technical careers in a new 
light and enabling companies to realise 
the importance of the development of the 
future workforce.

Throughout her career, Estelle has had 
particular impact in seeking to address 
gender balance in technical industries. At 
university she was the first female chair 
of the Cambridge University Industrial 
Society. She is now the National Director 
of Headstart (engineering residential 
summer schools for 16-17-year-olds) and 
First Edition for leading education charity 
EDT where she has established Insight, 
an all-female Headstart course. Under her 
guidance the proportion of girls attending 
all Headstart courses has increased to 
34 per cent, a remarkable figure when 
it is considered that many university 
engineering courses have less than 10 
per cent female participants. Estelle has 
also introduced three-day courses for 
15-16-year-old girls called Inspire, which 
helps them prepare for STEM A’levels. 
Estelle’s gender diversity work for EDT 
was a major contributor to the charity being 
awarded the Women into Science and 
Engineering (WISE) Award for Diversity in 
2013.

But for Estelle the rewards are not 
awards but the differences she can make 
to people when they are being expected to 
make life-changing decisions. “I’ve always 

WES volunteer

Are we really 
THAT INVISIBLE?

The Woman Engineer puts one WES volunteer under the 
spotlight...

EDUCATE, educate and educate

been interested in the area between 
education and what people do next. 
Working with youngsters and seeing them 
develop their potential is fantastic,” she 
told The Woman Engineer. “What we do 
to people is get them to take lots of exams 
and then make big choices affecting the 
rest of their lives, then we get them to take 
more exams! We are driving people into 
making choices at a younger and younger 
age. I’ve come across lots of people who 
wish they had done engineering but have 
given up maths!”

Estelle herself didn’t know what to do 
until she saw a leaflet with a picture of 
a girl in a hard hat on the front cover. 
“Engineering was a random choice for me 
as it’s not in the family and I went to an 
all-girls school. My maths wasn’t strong 
enough for chemical engineering but I 
opted for the metallurgical and materials 
science route at university.

“I’ve always had my own style and way 
of doing things. If there’s an issue, I like 
to do things about it rather than just talk 
about it.” The perfect qualifications for 
WES membership, wouldn’t you say?

You’re never too young
How do you keep a lively little girl 
entertained? Easy, get her reading the 
latest issue of The Woman Engineer. 
Thanks to WES volunteer and member 
Estelle Barrois for this picture of her 
18-month old daughter Louise who it seems 
is already taking an interest in engineering 
and as Estelle describes her as a 
“chatterbox, with mixed French and English” 
it seems she has plenty of attributes to 
succeed in whatever she chooses to do. 
We’ve high hopes for this little lady!

The Woman Engineer meets a WES member .......

There are plenty of volunteering opportunities at WES, to 
see how you can help visit: www.wes.org.uk/volunteers 

New Fellows
Dawn Bonfield, Dervilla Mitchell, Sharon 
Kindleysides, Suzanne Flynn, Mandy Chessell, 
Sarah Peers, Estelle Rowe

950 for our 95th Year
In this, our 95th year, we are urging you to help us further develop the Society by 
attracting an additional 950 members. Dawn Bonfield said, although ambitious, 
the target would give fellow members something to work to: “Members are urged 
to encourage their colleagues to join us in our campaign for greater diversity in 
engineering, and help us spread the message to the younger generation.”

It’s always a good time to promote the benefits of WES membership to fellow women 
engineers and, with the development of the Students Conference and the biannual 
WES Conference, the society is growing in stature so now is the perfect opportunity to 
advertise this to colleagues and students. 

Members need to ensure that Standing 
Orders have been adjusted to take into 
account last year’s membership change 
before renewals are due at the end of 
March. For information on the fees visit: 
www.wes.org.uk

WES is delighted to be working with Instron as a Company Member, 
following their successful involvement in the WES Student Conference 
2013.

Instron is a leading provider of testing equipment for the material and structural 
testing markets. The company’s products are used to test the mechanical properties 
and performances of various materials, components and structures in a wide array 
of environments. Instron also offers a broad range of service capabilities, including 
assistance with laboratory management, calibration expertise and customer training. 

There are many career options with Instron including a graduate training programme 
for technical graduates who know they want to pursue a technical career but want the 
flexibility in a graduate training programme where they can try out several different 
technical roles. For more information on Instron visit: www.instron.co.uk
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to get that message across.” Despite her 
busy working life, Dawn is doing all she can 
to convey the appropriate message about 
engineering and is an ambassador for Alton 
College which is particularly successful in 
attracting girls into considering engineering. 
“They have quite a few girls going through 
and it is a massive opportunity for them as 
many girls don’t have access to the correct 
information. I love going to schools and colleges 

to talk to the students but sadly the number of 
girls choosing STEM subjects is still way too 
low. Perception is the problem; they just think 
you have to be hands on unless someone has 
explained that there is something mid-way 
between being shop-floor or geek!”

For Dawn, the route into a successful 
engineering career was originally born out of 
necessity. “Science and maths came easy to 
me at school but my parents couldn’t afford for 
me to go to university. I looked at sponsorship 
catalogues and engineering attracted much 
higher grants so it made sense.” Couple this 
with an inspirational physics teacher and a 
meeting with a woman engineer responsible 
for promoting military careers and the seed 
was sown. Dawn went on to read mechanical 
engineering and entered a full cadetship with 
the RAF.

She is particularly keen that other girls 
understand the rewards available in 
engineering and gives guest lectures in schools 

for Teach First. “By taking STEM subjects you 
can’t go wrong. Science-based subjects allow 
you to switch later if you want to go into the 
arts or something else but it is much harder 
to do it the other way. Also by selecting a 
general engineering degree, like mechanical 
engineering, you learn general engineering 
principles which can be transferred into other 
engineering disciplines.“I think it’s also important to speak to as many 

people as possible as the number of opinions 
you have can change attitudes.”

The next time you board a plane at Gatwick 
Airport, the smooth operation of the entire 
process from the moment you leave your car, 
navigating the concourse, through check-in, 
security, baggage handling etc. is in the safe 
hands of one very determined female engineer 
who has risen to the ranks of the first female 
Head of Engineering at Gatwick Airport.

Although Dawn Elson has a 23-year career 
with the RAF behind her, it is not the passenger 

aircrafts at Britain’s second largest airport that 
she is responsible for but the airport itself, 
which transports around 40 million passengers 
a year. 

Dawn stepped into the role in November 
2012 and is relishing the challenge despite 
how different it is to her RAF days, where she 
rose to the position of Head of Engineering at 
RAF Waddington. “When I was in the RAF I 
was responsible for several aircraft variants but 
they were at least all aircraft. Here at Gatwick 
I am responsible for the whole of the facilities 
and infrastructure so it is quite wide-ranging,” 
she told The Woman Engineer. “But I am really 
enjoying it.” Dawn heads up a team of over 
200 engineers and over 200 contractors and 
her responsibilities include: the high and low 
voltage systems, lighting, shuttle train, the 
check in desks, shops and toilets.

“It is pretty diverse but you don’t have to 
know everything. I always say to my junior 
managers that it doesn’t matter that you can’t fix 

something personally, what matters is that you 
understand when someone else is explaining 
the problem. I think that is the biggest 
misconception about engineering – people think 

it’s about getting your hands dirty and getting 
involved yourself at shop-floor level when it’s far 

more dynamic than that.”Dawn is particularly determined that the 
terminology be addressed. “I am quite vocal 
about the word engineering and that people 
get it confused with being a mechanic. There 
are so many more opportunities than technical 
laboratories and workshops we just have 
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