
Civil Engineering September 2021 51

en t r ePr en eU r sh i P

What led you to start your own business?
NN I spent many years working as an 
engineer for large corporates, which I 
found very fulfilling, and I never planned 
to start a business of my own. I ended up 
starting Pink Africa at a time when I felt 
that I needed to take a step back from 
the corporate world and focus on other 
aspects of my life. The intention was to 
remain involved in the industry on my 
own terms and I only ever intended to 
work on a part-time basis. Over time my 
business took off and continued to grow 
and so I made the decision to become a 
full-time entrepreneur.

How has your business grown 
and evolved over time?
NN When I started Pink Africa in 
November 2016, I was sub-consulting 
to a few larger companies, usually on 
an hourly basis. As time went on, I was 
presented with opportunities to play 
a bigger role on projects, and I could 
no longer manage the workload on my 
own. I slowly began to bring other staff 
members onboard, and the company now 
has four fulltime and three part-time 
staff members.

Expanding my staff compliment was 
an essential part of growing my business 
as it allowed me to focus more on the 
business aspects while they focused on 
the engineering aspects of the work. I 
was surprised to find that I thoroughly 
enjoyed learning about the business as-
pects, and it encouraged me to continue 
to grow the company to the point it is 
at today.

Employing additional engineers also 
allowed me to expand the company’s 
service offerings. My specialty is water 
and sanitation infrastructure, and this 

was the type of work the company initially 
focused on. By bringing onboard addi-
tional skills, we have expanded our scope 
to include traffic and transportation, 
structures, stormwater management, and 
human settlement and urban design.

What are some of the challenges 
you would like to make hopeful 
entrepreneurs aware of?
NN As engineers we are familiar with the 
technical and some financial aspects of 
running a project. However, we are usu-
ally not familiar with the various aspects 
of running a business, like financial 
management, human resources, IT and 
the regulatory environment.

These are areas that engineers working 
in larger firms seldom, if ever, get very 
involved in and I found that I needed to 
seek outside help and bring in specialist 
resources where required because you 

cannot be an expert on everything; 
although you do need to have a keen un-
derstanding of all aspects involved in run-
ning a business. This was definitely one of 
my biggest challenges, which turned out 
to be an enjoyable one as I learnt a great 
deal in the process.

As the company began to grow 
we encountered another challenge: 
balancing the company’s resources 
with our ongoing projects. This is a 
delicate balance as we needed sufficient 
projects to keep our resources busy, 
while maintaining resources in order to 
procure new projects. Trying to maintain 
that balance has been a challenge. I have 
managed this by employing resources 
on a contractual basis, as and when 
required. This is particularly helpful 
when you need highly skilled and costly 
resources for specialised projects.

How do you assist with the career 
development of young engineers?
NN I have always been passionate about 
mentoring young professionals and 
helping them achieve professional regis-
tration. By making a difference in their 
lives I can help them make a difference in 
the lives of others.

Pink Africa currently employs three 
unregistered engineers and we have a 
mentorship programme in place to track 
their progress towards becoming profes-
sionally registered with ECSA. As a small 
business it can be challenging to help 
young engineers get full exposure and 
career development because of the nature 
of our projects.

I have identified areas within their 
development that require improvement. 
If we cannot provide the necessary ex-
posure through in-house projects, I have 
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engaged with other companies to include 
them in their workshops and training 
sessions. Pink Africa also looks for avail-
able training courses to upskill these 
young professionals.

In addition, I try to bring in experi-
enced individuals on specific projects 
to help with reviews and to mentor our 
young engineers, especially in areas that 
are not my speciality.

What is your message to young engineers?
NN I remember starting out in the 
industry, feeling nervous and unsure 
of the direction I would like my career 
to move in. As a young professional it 
can sometimes become discouraging, 
especially at present given the challenges 
facing both the industry and the 
country. I would like to remind young 
engineers that you don’t need to have it 

all figured out right at the beginning – I 
certainly didn’t.

It’s important to stay focused and re-
member why we chose this industry in the 
first place – civil engineering is a noble 
profession and we have the ability to make 
a huge impact on society and improve the 
quality of life for so many people.

I would encourage young engineers to 
get involved in the industry as much as 
they can through organisations like SAICE 
and CESA so that they can grow and make 
a difference. It also helps to build a network 
of other engineers that you can liaise with 
and form a support structure for each 
other. Identify ways that you can be part of 
the solution and create hope for others.

What are some of the biggest lessons 
you’ve learnt in starting a business?
NN The biggest lesson for me was learning 
to say no. I’ve wasted a lot of time and 
money because I felt like I had to take every 
job that came my way without weighing up 
how it would impact on my time, cashflow 
and other projects. Being a small company 
you inevitably end up having a client 
base that extends into the smaller private 
sector, some of whom can be unreasonably 
demanding of your time and input. In these 
cases, it is very important to weigh out 
the work commitment expected from you 
against the remuneration you are receiving 
and risk implications.

The second lesson I learnt is that time 
is money, so it is vital that you find ways to 
work efficiently, both in terms of general 
operations and project output. You must 
ensure that you have all your systems in 
place to maximise the time that you have. 
Inefficiency costs you money and as a small 
company every cent counts.

How do you think other industry 
players can help support SMEs?
NN A lot of big corporates struggle with 
overheads, and smaller companies are able 
to put out small sections of work much 
faster at a lower cost. It would therefore ben-
efit large companies to partner with SMEs 
in order to be able to tender at competitive 
rates while also providing those SMEs with 
work opportunities and exposure to their 
systems and technologies. By contracting 
work out to SMEs when needed, these large 
organisations don’t have to bear the cost of 
keeping a fulltime skilled employee. Pink 
Africa has been fortunate in that there are a 
few companies that assist us in this way.

members of the Pink Africa team on site

Pink Africa employs four fulltime staff members
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However, I do believe that for both 
large and small companies to be sustain-
able, the fee issue needs to be addressed. 
Regardless of the size of the organisation, 
working at extremely low rates means 
that you often find two people doing the 
job of five people to stay within budget. In 
addition, there is no room for innovation 
and mentorship. SMEs then find it very 
difficult to build up a reserve of funds for 
when work is low.

I think government and the engi-
neering industry need to be made fully 
aware of the importance of innovation 
and of having properly skilled engineers 
working on projects. This would in turn 
drive the change to ensure proper fees are 
offered on engineering projects.

What is your advice to new business 
owners and hopeful entrepreneurs?
NN Entrepreneurship is amazing, but 
it comes with its own set of challenges 
and rewards. You have the ability to 
structure your life and business to your 
own needs and goals and your earning 
potential is uncapped, but also uncertain. 

Starting a business can be stressful, time 
consuming and lonely if you don’t have 
a good support structure, and you will 
need to develop a thick skin. It is therefore 
important that you fully understand why 
you want to pursue this path because that 
is what will keep you motivated. There 
will be hard times and you need to stay 
focused to get to the reward at the end.

As a small start-up, it can be difficult to 
find work without a proven track record and 
you have to be innovative in how you try to 
build up your experience profile until such a 
time that you can tender for your own work. 
They key is to create relationships with 
larger companies so that they can bring you 
onboard when there is an overflow of work. 
It is also important to have a specialised skill 
that you can market to these companies.

Relationships are critical in business, 
and you cannot become successful on 
your strength alone. I am immensely 

grateful for the opportunities given to me 
by others because we are dependent on 
others in the industry to help us to grow.

I believe there are three things that 
are critical not only to entrepreneurs, but 
anyone working in the industry:
1. Maintain good quality work because 

this is what represents you and your 
ability in the industry

2. Maintain good industry networks 
because relationships are the key to 
future work possibilities and also to 
providing an industry support struc-
ture for your career and business

3. Maintain a good attitude because 
that’s what keeps you motivated (and 
no one wants to work with someone 
who has a bad attitude).

These are the steppingstones to suc-
cess, but the most important thing is 
to never lose yourself or compromise 
your  integrity. 

I think government and the engineering industry need to be 
made fully aware of the importance of innovation and of 
having properly skilled engineers working on projects


