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When younger engineers or 
professionals look at what 

you’re able to do, it gives them an 
idea that they can do it too.
A close relative provides Yin Li Wong with a 
pathway to improvement, success and happiness

From as far back as she can 
remember, Yin Li Wong’s cousin 
and aunty lived with her family. 
She didn’t realise growing up  
just what a powerful source of 
inspiration her cousin Jacyln 
would become.

“She comes from a single Mum, 
but looking at how successful she 
is, she gives me a very strong and 
independent female character that 
I look up to,” Yin Li says of the 
woman she calls her “cousin-
sister”, whose career in biotech 
has seen her work in Malaysia, 
America and now Singapore.

When Yin Li applied for a job 
with RPV, Jacyln looked over her 
resume and offered advice that 
calmed nerves and imparted 

confidence. They speak often,  
and her drive for constant 
improvement continues to inspire.

“Sometimes we talk on weekends 
and she’ll say, ‘Oh, I’m just in an 
online class now!’ On the 
weekends! She’s still improving 
herself, taking courses and 
making herself better. It’s just 
really inspiring. It’s like she’s my 
older sister and role model.”

Drawing on Jacyln’s example,  
Yin Li is carving an impressive 
path helping keep the various 
Regional Rail Revival projects  
on track from planning through 
to completion. It’s a far cry from 
her childhood ambition, growing 
up in Malaysia, of following her 
mother’s creative lead and 

becoming an artist. “I don’t know 
why – I couldn’t draw for the life 
of me, still can’t!”

Her father held a managerial role 
at a construction company 
“which maybe influenced me 
more”. Yin Li came to Australia 
for university more than a decade 
ago, discovered the world of 
planning and scheduling working 
as a graduate with a consulting 
firm, and realised when she joined 
RPV that the 20-30 percent of 
female students in her Melbourne 
Uni chemical engineering class 
wasn’t as low as the ratio can go.

“When I came in my colleagues 
were like, ‘Welcome! You are the 
first female planner in the RRR 
Planning team!’”

While she longs for further 
change, she knows the picture 
isn’t as gloomy as when her 
accountant mother had to stop 
working to look after Yin Li and 
her sister, a food scientist who 
lives with her in Melbourne. 
“That’s how we saw it when we 
were younger – Dad being the 
breadwinner of the family, Mum 
dealing with the stuff at home. 
Looking back, things have 
changed so much.”

Yin Li believes construction can 
be a challenging environment not 
just for women, but all young 
professionals. The notion of being 
a North Star for others humbles 
her; rather than feel pressure, she 
welcomes the chance to help make 
a difference.

“When younger engineers or 
professionals look at what you’re 
able to do, it gives them an idea 
that they can do it too. It just 
gives people that understanding 
that anything is possible.”

The sisters speak to their parents 
almost daily, keeping them in the 
loop about their lives at work and 
play, not to mention their ongoing 
pursuit of new and interesting 
toasties. To see other young 
women empowered to believe 
they can do anything moves Yin Li.

“It means equality. Basically  
what you see both males and 
females doing now is going to  
set a good example for the 
younger generation.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  Planner and Scheduler
Regional Rail Revival
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CANTANIf they want to, engineers 
starting today can spend 

their whole career in Melbourne.
From accountant to ‘bush engineer’, Linda Cantan 
is helping leave a profound legacy on her adopted 
home city.

As a woman in a senior rail 
construction role, Linda Cantan 
has one important piece of advice 
for her friends with daughters. 

“I tell them, if their girls are 
interested in maths, get them  
into engineering!” 

With the pipeline of work 
available across Victoria set to 
span decades, Linda believes 
there’s never been a better time  
to get into construction. She notes 
the huge change from the days 
when engineers had to travel 
overseas to maintain their careers.

“If they want to, engineers 
starting today can spend their 
whole career in Melbourne. We 
have a lot of construction 
projects, especially in rail, and 
they’ll keep going for the next  
10, 20, 30 years.

“Instead of having to follow 
projects around the world, you 
now have the opportunity for  
a career in Melbourne that can  
be varied and give a wide range  
of experience.”

While there was a time when 
construction was strictly the 
domain of men, the number of 
women entering the industry 
grows each year, something Linda 
is excited to see.

Although she says it’s still rare to 
see women in senior construction 
management positions, Rail 
Projects Victoria is playing a role 
in tackling the gender imbalance. 

“I think at RPV we do a good job. 
Some of it is getting the 
candidates. Sometimes you don’t 
get a huge number of female 

candidates applying so it goes 
back to basics. 

“You need to get women into 
universities and get them out with 
practical work experience. You 
also have to be flexible and 
acknowledge that often women 
will have children and take 
extended leave.”

Born in Dublin, Linda’s own entry 
into the infrastructure world 
turned her from a chartered 
accountant to a construction 
all-rounder. She arrived here from 
Ireland to work at KPMG, but 
quickly got involved in the world 
of infrastructure.

“I’ve worked on projects 
including Southern Cross Station, 
the Convention Centre, Eastlink, 
schools and hospitals,” she says. 
“I’ve become a practitioner in the 

Public Private Partnership model, 
and I’ve become what you might 
call a bush lawyer or a bush 
engineer through my experience!”

In her current role, Linda looks 
forward to the Metro Tunnel’s 
five new stations becoming legacy 
landmarks, each with its own 
character and reference to its 
surroundings. 

She says the scale, look, feel and 
finish of the new facilities will 
impress Victorians for generations 
to come.

“At Arden, we have a nod to the 
area’s industrial history. At Anzac, 
there’ll be a big timber canopy as 
a nod to the boulevard and the 
Botanic Gardens. At each 
location, we’ve tried to capture 
the essence of that part of the city.

“We have some magnificent 
artwork, which will really stand 
the test of time.”
As inspired as she is by the art 
and architecture that’s to come 
with Melbourne’s newest stations, 
sport, food and wineries are a 
focus of Linda’s life away from 
work. 
“I follow tennis, Aussie rules –  
I go for Carlton which is like 
following an Irish team because 
they lose all the time – and I 
follow Ireland in the Rugby 
Union,” she says. 
“I love getting away to a winery 
and trying different restaurants 
– it’s important to plan some of 
these things when we’re working 
from home and striving for a 
work/life balance.” 

– Alicia Byrne

  PACKAGE DIRECTOR, TUNNEL AND STATIONS 
 METRO TUNNEL PROJECT
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  Project Manager 
Regional Rail Revival ANDREA

Andrea Jimenez Rodriguez’s 
memories of growing up in 
Colombia are filled with dreams 
of a better life. Blessedly, in her 
grandmother she had a role 
model who imparted a yearning 
to learn and grow.

She feels her Abuela walking with 
her on every step of life’s journey.

“I was basically raised by my single 
Mum who had no job and did not 
finish school (Andrea’s father died 
in an accident when she was 11 
months old). My Grandma had 
eight kids and didn’t even finish 
primary school, but she became  
my sort of paternal guidance –  
she made sure that I had the right 
values, that I had food to eat, 
clothes to wear, because my  
Mum didn’t have much.

“My Grandma had an open mind 
… she knew there were a lot of 
things out there, a new world, and 
she wanted me to look for that.”

As a teenager Andrea would 
accompany her mother, who was 
by then working for a property 
developer, to building sites that 
buzzed with construction 
workers, labourers and engineers. 
She noticed two things: everyone 
was male, and the boss wore  
a different-coloured hard hat.  
“I was like, ‘I want to wear one  
of those white hats!’”

Her dream was to work on her 
home city’s rail system, the 
Medellin Metro. A Bachelor of 
Civil Engineering led to residential 
construction experience building 
hospitals, bridges and theatres, 
and after finishing a Master of 

Urban Planning Andrea joined  
the Department of Transport in 
Medellin before moving to Bogota 
and working on the capital’s cable 
car system project.

Australia was a “let’s go 
somewhere different” suggestion 
by her former partner that 
prompted Andrea’s boss –  
“a very kind and smart woman”  
– to warn that she’d regret it.  
The challenge of acclimatising  
and learning English before she 
could work in her field stretched 
her almost to breaking point, 
especially during two-and-a-half 
years spent in the kitchen of  
a Greek restaurant in Swan St.

“It was very hard – I have a PhD 
in dishwashing!” jokes Andrea, 
whose cooking skills eventually 
took her out of the sink and onto 

the pans. “Twice I came home full 
of pain and crying, from cutting 
myself and burnt everywhere,  
so tired after 12-hour shifts and 
asking, ‘Is it worth it?’ I had a 
good job and life in Colombia, 
and here I start from zero.”

Andrea came to RPV via a 
consulting firm and thought, 
“Yes, it’s trains!” She treasures 
being surrounded by “wonderful 
talent, smart people” in an 
amazing RRR team where she is 
learning and growing every day, 
as if to her Abuela’s vision. “The 
women I’ve met in the industry 
are very inspirational, women  
in challenging roles, guiding the 
future of infrastructure in a field 
that’s been male-dominated. It’s 
empowering.”

Sports – bike-riding, running, 
swimming, yoga and pilates – 
bring her balance, while cooking 
is her joy and connection to 
home. “When I talk about my 
Grandma, always the conversations 
around her were in the kitchen.”

Three times the Metro Medellin 
have reached out asking, “Are 
you coming back? Come and 
work with us!” Andrea is touched 
by the offer but loves her life here 
and the opportunity it provides  
to help family.

“Colombia is home. But for now 
Australia has given me so much,  
it deserves more of me.” 

– Peter Hanlon

JIMENEZ
RODRIGUEZ

My Grandma had an open 
mind … she knew there 

were a lot of things out there,  
a new world, and she wanted  
me to look for that.
Her introduction to Australia was achingly hard,  
but Andrea Jimenez Rodriguez persisted and is living 
her grandmother’s vision
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NICOLE
MCCARTHY

I really enjoy sharing my 
experience and explaining 

why things are done the way 
they’re done.
The growth of women in engineering – and their 
ability to combine work and home lives – inspires 
Nicole McCarthy

  SENIOR PROJECT ENGINEER
Metro Tunnel Project

Nicole McCarthy knows every 
time she sets a PPE-protected  
foot inside the vast State Library 
Station cavern that she has  
a privilege afforded to few. 

“I get to go on site, and every 
time I do, it blows my mind,”  
she says. “Standing in the station 
cavern and seeing how big it is,  
is amazing. The photos don’t do  
it justice. You need to see it in 
person to appreciate how big  
this project is.

“We have all these pieces of paper 
that show us how we’re going to 
do things, but to actually see the 
progress in person is really 
satisfying. It gives you this sense 
of being part of the work that’s 
come to fruition.”

With a background in water 
infrastructure before delving into 
the world of rail, Nicole is thrilled 
to see the growth in the number 
of female engineers since she 
started her degree at Perth’s Curtin 
University around 20 years ago.

“I was one of six women out of 
100 students in my first-year class. 
I can see from the number of 
women working on our projects 
now that things are improving.

“I think the growing focus on 
communication is part of the 
reason. Just because you’re an 
engineer doesn’t mean you don’t 
have to be able to communicate, 
and in most cases women are 
great communicators.”

Another appealing aspect of the 
industry is the amount of work 
being done right in our own 
backyard, with huge 
infrastructure projects under 
construction across Australia.  
It’s a welcome shift from Nicole’s 
time as a student, when she found 
it difficult to gain the professional 
experience needed to go towards 
her degree.

“So many governments were 
pulling back on their infrastructure 
spending. Thankfully, all the work 
we have underway now means 
there’s a growing need for 
investment in cadets and graduates. 

“They’re all very switched on! I’d 
probably be daunted if I had to 
compete against them as a fresh 

graduate. The world is their 
oyster when it comes to what they 
want to do with their degrees.”

She may find them a little 
daunting, but Nicole hopes she’s 
something of a role model for 
younger women coming through. 
Working with several female 
cadets and graduates she’s been 
impressed with their enthusiasm 
and passion, and works to help 
develop those aspects of their 
personalities as well as improve 
their basic skills. 

“I really enjoy sharing my 
experience and explaining why 
things are done the way they’re 
done. It’s been awesome, and  
I hope they think I’m a good  
role model.”

Nicole is conscious she’s an 
example of something she didn’t 
see much of early in her career  
– a woman working in a highly-
skilled, high-demand engineering 
role who balances her work with 
a young family.

“Twenty years ago, I saw women 
who were five or 10 years ahead 
of me starting to have children 
and pausing their engineering 
careers. These days I have a boy 
in Year 4 and a girl in Year 9. 

“My work with RPV keeps me 
busy, but so do they! They give 
me the chance to go camping, go 
riding, catch up with neighbours. 
It’s a great work-life balance.”

– Alicia Byrne
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MANOKIAN
GLADIS

Women shouldn’t settle 
for less. And they 

shouldn’t listen to negative 
whisperers who say, ‘You cannot 
do this, you don’t have the capacity.’
Inspired by amazing women, Gladis Manokian follows 
a road map where her life goals act as signposts

Gladis Manokian loved her 
childhood, growing up in Iran 
surrounded by an extended 
Armenian family that melded 
traditional and contemporary 
ways, where the door would open 
unannounced and guests would 
pour inside. “Nobody would even 
ask, ‘Are you staying for dinner?’ 
It was just the default.”

The sharing and sense of 
community, the warmth and hum 
of children playing and adults 
buzzing about, are memories 
she’d dearly love her son to have.

She remembers, too, being aware 
that when her mother and aunties 
needed something they had to ask 
their husbands. “I would have 
loved my Mum to make a 
decision and say, ‘This is what I’m 

going to do!’ I needed that strong 
personality, I didn’t want to 
follow the same footsteps.”

Gladis read biographies of 
amazing women like Alenush 
Terian, an Armenian who was the 
first person to teach astrophysics 
in Iran and helped found the solar 
physics observatory, and longed 
to likewise make a difference.  
“If we are talking about equality 
these days, we need to contribute. 
We need to rise and have a voice 
to say, ‘I am doing this.’”

After studying business 
management as the first member 
of her family to attend university, 
a move to California and its 
strong Armenian-Iranian 
community beckoned. Her 
husband Artin had once visited 

aunts in Australia, so they 
emigrated to Adelaide 14 years 
ago on a “gut feel”. Her mother 
was broken-hearted; Gladis asked 
her to please let her children grow 
wings and seek a better life.

Gladis doesn’t have dreams, 
rather she sets goals and drafts  
a road map to reach them.  
In Australia she started in 
administration with Australian 
Rail Track Corporation, gained 
experience in train planning and 
logistics coordination, moved  
to V/Line and completed a 
Master’s degree on the side  
before joining RPV. 

She lives by the belief that if 
someone can do something, she 
can do it better. “Maybe I’m full 
of myself,” Gladis laughs, “but 

this is how I look at life. And I 
looooove life. I don’t see the 
ugliness in it, only the beauty.” 

Her goal now is clear. “In future,  
I want to be a project/company 
director. It’s not out of my reach.”

Artin works in disability support 
and tells Gladis, “Anything you 
want to achieve, I’m going to 
support you.” Their son Matia 
tells his mother how proud he  
is of her; when Gladis couldn’t 
attend her MBA graduation he  
sat with her through the online 
ceremony, holding her hand and 
telling her what an incredible 
thing she’d done.

She looks up to an MTIA colleague 
for the career she’s carved out  
(“I will tell her she is a star for 
me”) and is humbled to think she 

could also be a beacon for others. 
“If someone is inspired by the 
steps I’m taking, I would feel I’ve 
fulfilled some of my journey as well. 

“Women shouldn’t settle for less. 
And they shouldn’t listen to 
negative whisperers who say, ‘You 
cannot do this, you don’t have the 
capacity.’ Explore life, be eager to 
learn and grow with all the power 
you have within yourself.”

Gladis speaks to her parents 
several times a week, and her 
mother now tells her she wishes 
her brother and sister had forged 
their own paths too. “Every time 
I’m giving her good news, the 
happiness I see in her and my 
Dad’s eyes, that’s the prize.  
That’s enough for me.” 

– Peter Hanlon

PROJECT MANAGER, OCCUPATIONS 
AND DISRUPTIONS
Regional Rail Revival
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IVARAJU
ANU

My Dad was like, ‘Everyone 
is equal, everyone can do 

whatever they want. If you have 
an interest, go for it.’
Anu Ivaraju’s father gave her the belief that gender 
should not hold you back and anything is possible

Years before Anu Ivaraju was 
born, her mother was finishing 
school with strong grades and 
designs on studying engineering. 
Her conservative father had other 
ideas, steering her down an 
administrative path that would 
lead to an office job. “My 
grandfather thought engineering 
was only for men, not for women.”

Thankfully, in Mr K.Ivaraju, 
Anu’s mother married a man  
who eschewed gender stereotypes 
and told their two daughters they 
could be anything they put their 
minds to. 

A mechanical engineer whose 
work in iron ore mines had the 
family on the move around India 
a handful of times during Anu’s 

childhood, he would take his girls 
along to his male-dominated 
workplace and encourage them  
to make a difference.

“As a child he was my 
inspiration,” Anu says. “My Dad 
was like, ‘Everyone is equal, 
everyone can do whatever they 
want. If you have an interest, go 
for it. Arts, engineering, science, 
even aeronautics, you can do 
whatever you want.’”

Anu’s sister was fascinated with 
Formula 1 racing. Their father 
told her, “Why not become an 
automobile engineer, even a 
driver?” Now she lives in Munich, 
working as a database engineer 
designing software for BMW  

and other luxury car makers.  
“She got her dream job after all.”

Anu studied Information 
Technology and did a Master’s  
in Computer Science and 
Engineering. When she took a job 
in Bangalore, where the native 
language of Kannada was foreign, 
she wondered how she would 
manage. “My Dad was like, 
‘Don’t be scared holding yourself 
back, just go and try!’”

In 2014 Anu married Deepak 
Muniyandi, a structural engineer, 
and had their son Siddhaarth the 
following year. They moved to 
Singapore and in 2019 on to 
Melbourne; seeing an opportunity 
to join RPV as a signalling 
engineer was love at first sight. 

“To be in an organisation where 
you work for the betterment of 
the community, I always wanted 
to do such things. I’ve seen my 
father working in a central 
government organisation, how 
much pride he takes from that.”

Anu hails RPV’s multiculturalism 
and has never experienced bias, 
although being the only female  
in meetings isn’t lost on her.  
She yearns for young women to 
pursue technical disciplines. “I’m 
not sure how much I can inspire, 
but I would definitely say this is 
not something to be afraid of.  
It’s normal, being a signalling 
engineer. You can definitely join  
this industry.”

She admires New Zealand Prime 
Minister Jacinda Ardern for her 
dynamism and positive energy, 
the way she handles difficult 
situations, and especially for 
balancing her professional and 
private lives. “That’s inspirational.”

At home Anu and Deepak work 
as a team, sharing chores and 
balancing demands. Siddaarth has 
sometimes asked, “Why is Daddy 
cooking?” Anu’s answer would 
please her father no end.

“I’m like, ‘Of course he can do it! 
It’s not just that women have to do 
this – anybody can do anything!’ 
If women can work hard and  
do the cooking too and balance 
everything, why can’t men?” 

– Peter Hanlon

  PROFESSIONALS PROGRAM, RAIL SYSTEMS
REGIONAL RAIL REVIVAL
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HARRISON
SAMANTHAI go back to my old school 

and talk about being a 
female in a STEM role, you realise 
you’re not just a person doing a 
job, you’re a female doing a job.
Following the principle of ‘personal example’ keeps 
Samantha Harrison grounded in all aspects of her life

The notion of female role models 
doesn’t sit comfortably with 
Samantha Harrison, simply 
because they respond to stereotypes. 
“And there’s no such thing for me.”

She prefers to take the things 
women do well – at work, in their 
family, in their community, in 
how they carry themselves – and 
try to follow their lead. “There 
are a large number of role models 
in all areas of daily life that I try 
to emulate in areas of my daily life.”

In her mother Sam admires a 
woman who raised three 
daughters while working full-time 
in retail, who would come home 
via the supermarket, make dinner, 
clean up, and fall asleep on the 
couch cradling a Marie biscuit. 
She’s about to retire, aged 73.

In Year 12 she had an English 
teacher who was fiercely 
intelligent and showed her how to 
be a force in her job, in her 
community and as a mother to her 
children. “She did all three well.”

Politics has always been a passion 
and might have become her 
vocation if she wasn’t so good at 
STEM subjects, which led her to 
engineering and a realisation that 
wasn’t the norm for young 
women. Becoming an example to 
others pursuing similar vocations 
happened as a matter of course.

“I go back to my old school and 
talk about being a female in a 
STEM role, you realise you’re  
not just a person doing a job, 
you’re a female doing a job so  
you need to remember to be  
a role model twice.”

Sam leans on her learnings from  
a post-school leadership gap year, 
in particular the principle of 
‘personal example’ – that whether 
you’re walking down the street or 
speaking to students about the 
workforce, you need to be 
conscious of all the elements that 
make you who you are. “One of 
them is I’m an engineer, one of 
them is that I’m from a diverse 
community, one of them is I’m 
female – just try and be the best 
example you can be of each one 
of those.”

Rather than reflect on being a 
woman in engineering, she simply 
tries to be present in the hope this 
will bring others along. In a 
working-from-home landscape, 
that’s meant leaving her camera 
on in meetings and not hiding the 

real-life background of two sons 
and a husband going about their 
business.

At a crossroads during her 
undergraduate studies and 
contemplating leaving engineering 
behind, Sam studied in Copenhagen 
and emerged with a renewed zeal 
for the role transport infrastructure 
can play in a community’s social 
wellbeing. Here was good politics 
at play; the collective understanding 
of what politics can do for the 
individual was depressingly 
evident in the years after Sam and 
her husband travelled to the US to 
follow the Hillary Clinton election 
trail. With tickets to her victory 
party in New York, they watched 
Donald Trump storm to power 
and didn’t leave their hotel room.

Her work with the Sunshine 
Systems Alliance package is 
“incredibly challenging but 
equally rewarding”. She’s 
encountered bias – “mansplaining 
– ‘you don’t understand the 
technical detail’” – and knows it’s 
not confined to the workplace. 
“Everyone gets bias occasionally, 
whether you’re female, you’re 
diverse, what school you went to, 
which football team you go for.”

The Harrisons share all home, 
childcare and work duties by way 
of example to their sons, and Sam 
is confident they’ll grow to be 
men in a world that has a broader 
mindset. “It’s going to be much 
more diverse – full stop.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  DESIGN INTERFACE MANAGER
MELBOURNE AIRPORT RAIL
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COSGROVE
RENAE

There weren’t too many 
female managers … 

particularly in I.T. It’s like Man Land.
Working in a traditionally male domain, Renae Cosgrove 
is grateful to have been supported by male managers

Renae Cosgrove left school after 
Year 11 and got a job in a bank. 
Her mother had started work at 
14 with more than a gentle nudge 
from Renae’s grandfather. “No-
one in my family had gone to uni, 
it was the thing to leave school.”

She tells her daughter Amalie – 
who’s now the age Renae was 
then – that the bank promoted  
the fact she was allowed to wear 
trousers. “HR thought it was a 
really big deal to say, ‘Women are 
allowed to wear pants at work!’ 
Naively I thought, ‘What’s the big 
deal about that?’ It was 1986.”

Renae is relieved Amalie will  
enter a much-changed workforce 
landscape, and just as grateful 
that her own career wasn’t 

impeded by narrow and archaic 
attitudes that were all-too 
common at the time. 

After stints travelling around 
Australia and overseas she joined 
Coles Myer in an accounting 
position and they paid for her  
to study Information Technology 
off-campus at university, ticking 
that tertiary box at last. After 
Amalie was born they allowed  
her to work part-time without 
diminishing the importance of  
her work.

For much of her career Renae has 
had male managers. She knows 
the support they’ve shown her 
isn’t always the norm.

“There weren’t too many female 
managers at Coles, particularly in 

IT. It’s like Man Land – you walk 
into a floor and oh my God it’s 
just wall-to-wall males.

“But I didn’t experience bias 
there. When people go on 
maternity leave it’s very hard for 
them to come back into the 
workforce at the same level. I was 
very, very lucky that my manager 
made that work. He was incredibly 
supportive, I owe him a lot.”

As Information Manager at RPV 
she ensures critical data reaches 
those who need to access it and is 
protected from those who don’t, 
working to the mantra that if you 
don’t know we exist then we’re 
doing our job. Renae gets a buzz 
out of bringing in graduates and 

interns, male and female, and 
seeing them thrive. 

IT can be an introverted pursuit; 
Renae loves the way her team 
brings out each of their 
colleagues’ personalities, helping 
their confidence soar. “Seeing them 
grow is a lot of fun, it’s where I get 
a lot of work enjoyment.”

She feels blessed to have a group 
of female friends she’s worked 
with or knows socially to reach 
out to in tough times, drawing 
comfort from going for a walk 
and talking things through. They 
don’t all know each other, but 
their camaraderie gives Renae 
strength. “I guess they’re my 
confidants. I feel very, very lucky 
to have these people in my life.” 

Amalie isn’t sure yet what she 
wants to do, but her mother is 
comforted that she’s studying the 
Year 12 subjects she enjoys and 
keeping her options open. The 
notion that “you can do 
anything” has greater resonance 
than ever. For Renae, ensuring 
women are supported at work  
in the way she has been is vital.

“When your children are young, 
to have someone who is supportive 
in that space, where you know  
if your child is sick and you need 
time off your work colleagues are 
supporting you … If I can bring 
anything into my team, that’s  
the thing I’d like to bring.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  INFORMATION MANAGER
RAIL PROJECTS VICTORIA
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MASKEY
GRESHA

My Mum didn’t shield me 
from misogyny – she 

wanted me to know what society 
was, in order to make progress 
through it.
The inspiration provided by her parents drives 
Gresha Maskey to be a positive example to others

Gresha Maskey and her younger 
sister grew up in Kathmandu, 
never needing to look far for 
inspiration. In a landscape where 
men dominated professional jobs, 
their mother was a bank manager 
– of an all-female branch.

“There is not much equality in 
Nepal – let’s say men and women 
have specific roles,” Gresha says, 
noting that bank accounts and 
credit cards are usually in the 
husband’s name. “My Mum ran  
a small branch of a big bank that 
offered benefits for opening an 
account in the woman’s name,  
a branch that was focused on 
empowering women. I was so 
lucky to grow up under someone 
who was such a pioneer.”

Her mother shunned other norms, 
riding her brother’s motorbike 
around the streets with a 
girlfriend at a time when few 
women were so carefree. Gresha 
was “hyper-aware” from a young 
age of the challenges she would 
face purely because of her gender.

“My Mum didn’t shield me from 
misogyny – she wanted me to 
know what society was, in order 
to make progress through it. She 
made it clear that it’s difficult  
for women to find a place in the 
world … but it’s people like her 
who make it easier. She didn’t 
make it seem like it’s all sunshine 
and rainbows.”

Their parents made sacrifices  
for their girls’ education; Gresha 
remembers the drive through the 
mountains to boarding school 
when she was just six, her father 
singing along to Beatles songs on 
the radio. When she was ready  
for university, they emigrated to 
Australia to enhance their 
daughters’ options. “My father 
has done everything in his power 
to tell us we are equally capable 
as men.”

Working with VicRoads and RPV 
Gresha hasn’t encountered bias  
and is grateful to be surrounded by 
a RRR team whose collaboration, 
honesty and support embolden 
her. She knows dedication and  
 

skill are the foundations of her 
success in a field Gresha had 
yearned to enter since primary 
school. “Even in fifth grade I had 
a good understanding that engineers 
make theoretical things possible, 
and I really wanted to be part  
of that.”

Working on construction sites  
she initially tried to be more 
masculine, thinking femininity 
would equate to weakness. She 
was conscious that men would 
stop swearing in her presence, 
“which is a sign of respect, but 
also of, ‘you’re not one of us’”. 
Seeing her sister, a data scientist 
with Ernst & Young, being herself 
at work – strong, smart and 

feminine – was a penny-drop 
moment. “I really admire her.”

While her mother now gives  
her time helping migrants with 
financial literacy, Gresha volunteers 
with St John’s Ambulance and 
Rotaract. She works and lives to 
contribute, but demurs at the 
notion of being a beacon for others.

“I’m not sure about inspiration, 
but I can be an example. I try to 
do the best I can with my job,  
so at least if someone is out there 
looking up to me they can see 
how I did my job in order to 
make it easier for them to get 
where they want to.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  Project Engineer
Regional Rail Revival
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WIROONSUP
NITA

I never had bias in my mind: 
‘What sort of activities 

should a girl be doing, what sort 
of activities should a boy be doing?’
With a broad range of interests and skills, Nita 
Wiroonsup has always been encouraged to shoot  
for the stars

Growing up in Bangkok with an 
older sister and younger brother, 
Nita Wiroonsup enjoyed fixing 
her bike as much as she loved 
riding it. Her chemical engineer 
father encouraged her to pursue 
activities that extended and 
enlivened her.

“So I never had bias in my mind: 
‘What sort of activities should  
a girl be doing, what sort of 
activities should a boy be doing?’ 
I never thought that way.”

Her democratic view of the world 
was helped by her mother, who 
ran the family’s leather tanning 
business. While her father helped 
make shoes, belts and bags, Nita’s 
Mum was the boss, managing 
staff and liaising with clients.

“She has always been my 
inspiration. It never entered my 
mind that a female cannot hold  
a managerial position.”

Nita’s interests and skills were 
broad from a young age; she 
loved music and art and excelled 
at school, especially in science  
and maths. At 14 she earned  
a scholarship to America, and by 
16 had finished high school. Back 
home she tutored piano and did 
paid gigs, but realised that having 
music as her livelihood diminished 
its joy.

Aerospace engineering was 
calling; choosing RMIT was a 
simple process. “I wanted to go  
to another country that speaks 
English, and I think kangaroos 
and koalas are very cute!”

Her path to RPV included a work 
placement in Germany testing 
flight hardware and a stint in 
Australia working as a CAD 
(Computer Aided Design) 
engineer creating 3D modelling. 
“Back then when people asked 
what I did for a living I could say 
‘modelling’,” she laughs.

The gender bias that was absent 
from her childhood has reared its 
head from time to time. Doing 
group assignments at university, 
she encountered assumptions that 
she would be the one “prettying 
up the report” rather than doing 
the calculations and analysis. 
Flown to a Queensland defence 
base to present on engineering 
design, it was a 10-minute walk  
to the female bathroom.

“I didn’t have Australian 
citizenship at the time, so I had  
to be escorted in the base at all 
times. When I wanted to go to the 
bathroom I would have to ask one 
of my male students to escort me.”

Nita joined RPV from Metro 
Trains Melbourne, where her 
work included the Metro Tunnel 
Project. The MAR project scope 
and technical requirements 
document is her focus, and she 
rejoices in being surrounded by 
diversity of age, gender and 
culture and colleagues whose 
intelligence and collaboration 
enriches her working world.

“At RPV I don’t feel as if there  
is any gender bias,” Nita says, 
adding that more can always be 
done to increase the number of 

women in senior management 
roles. “Things are getting so much 
better nowadays, but I feel like 
there are still gaps of things we 
should be working on.”

Music is an enduring love, and 
Covid has given Nita time to 
work on her YouTube channel 
and yearn for a return to 
performing. She feels blessed  
that all around her are sources  
of inspiration.

“I’m just lucky to be among  
so many amazing people. I just  
take inspiration and skills and 
knowledge and value from the 
person I interact with or see on 
the news. I take that inspiration  
to try to make a better version  
of myself.”

– Peter Hanlon

  TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS LEAD
MELBOURNE AIRPORT RAIL
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VALENTINOVA
VICTORIA It’s good to have the 

opportunity to surprise 
someone and hopefully change 
their view of the world.
No matter where in the world she finds herself, 
Victoria Valentinova believes anything is possible

From Bulgaria to Spain, Ireland  
to England and on to Australia, 
Victoria Valentinova has lived  
the ethos she was taught by the 
women in her world: anything  
is possible. “I didn’t feel like I  
was hindered in any way by being 
female, that things would be more 
daunting for me. I feel quite 
fortunate about that.”

Victoria says her mother runs  
the family, “a very strong woman, 
down to earth and pragmatic”. 
Her father, who toured the world 
playing oboe with the Bulgarian 
National Orchestra before the 
family emigrated to Spain in 
search of a better life, “is the 
dreamer, the bohemian”. Her 
grandmothers were progressive 
advocates of education; one was  
a kindergarten teacher, the other  
a theatre performer.

The family’s migration was  
a two-stage affair, her parents 
initially forging a path in Spain 
while Victoria stayed in Bulgaria 
with relatives. A vivid memory is 
of being at kindergarten painting 
pictures of her mother with big, 
dark, curly hair. “And suddenly 
she came to pick me up and had 
ginger, short hair! I hadn’t seen 
her for a year.”

Her parents lived an “anything  
is possible” mantra in their 
adaptability. In Spain her father 
taught singing, piano and other 
instruments, worked in security 
and had multiple jobs. Her 
mother is a laser physicist who 
worked as a translator, an 
accountant and oversaw the 
running of an architectural studio. 
“She’s a very talented person, 
picks up everything.”

Victoria was drawn to aviation, 
initially dreaming of being among 
the cabin crew before zeroing in 
on air traffic control which led her 
to an aeronautical engineering 
degree. Taking a job with Ryanair 
in Ireland introduced her to a new 
passion: ‘Human Factors’, a niche 
discipline midway between design 
and psychology that marries 
engineering principles to an 
understanding of how people 
make decisions (and mistakes) 
under pressure.

A Master’s in the UK led to a first 
job in the Human Factors field 
with the UK air navigation service 
provider and three years 
“designing the systems air traffic 
controllers use to separate planes 
in the sky”. Just as the weather 
started to wear thin a similar 
opportunity presented in 

Australia. She joined RPV in 2020 
as a systems assurance engineer, 
and now works with Melbourne 
Airport Rail ensuring 
infrastructure delivery aligns with 
its promised benefits to the state.

“I’m loving it – RPV feels like a 
fast-growing family almost. 
Everyone’s really approachable, 
always trying to help.”

Victoria sees breaking age-old bias 
as a challenge to be embraced, 
recalling a story of taking a staff 
seat on a Ryanair flight alongside 
an off-duty pilot who asked her, 
“So you’re cabin crew, where are 
you going to?” She regarded such 
interactions as an amusing 
conversation-starter.

“It’s good to have the opportunity 
to surprise someone and hopefully 
change their view of the world.”

To see young women and girls 
empowered to be whatever they 
choose is both rewarding and 
inspirational. A strong believer 
that diversity enriches any 
workforce simply by bringing 
different perspectives, Victoria is 
excited to be in the presence of 
women doing wonderful work in 
the historically male-dominated 
domain of heavy infrastructure 
and construction.

“Already you can see a lot of 
strong role models there for 
women who have done incredible 
things – leading companies,  
taking charge of the delivery  
of big infrastructure projects.  
I’m just happy to be part of it.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  Systems Assurance Engineer
Melbourne Airport Rail
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WOODS
ASH

It makes me happy that 
there might be little girls 

in the position I was in, and maybe 
they’ll see me and think, ‘I want 
to be like her.’
With a spirit and resilience in her genes, Ash Woods 
is loving the opportunity to bring greater diversity  
to the workplace

Ash Woods has vivid memories  
of being at her Nan’s house, 
sitting down to an adult-sized 
dinner before she was even in 
kindergarten, diving in and eating 
the whole thing. “That and my 
Nan giving me a really sloppy kiss.”

Her father’s mother was a force  
of nature, “four-foot-three” with 
a daughter and seven sons whose 
respect and love for her were 
palpable. Her father’s stories etch 
her as indestructible, like the  
time she was moving a washing 
machine and dropped it on her 
toe, inspected the damage, asked 
Ash’s Dad to pass her a pair of 
pliers and promptly ripped the 
broken nail right off.

“She was a very, very tough 
woman.”

Ash’s mother worked as a 
professional cleaner while her 
father would get Ash and her 
sister off to school. Afterwards 
he’d beckon his daughters into the 
backyard to fix cars and tinker 
with machines. “I didn’t realise 
that was a boy’s thing until I was 
in woodwork at high school and 
would tell the boys, ‘That’s not 
the right tool to use.’ And they’d 
be like, ‘What do you know? 
You’re a girl.’”

Growing up Ash was quiet, 
tomboyish and enjoyed making 
things. She could sense she was 
more emotional than those 
around her. “I would cry more 

than everyone else or get madder 
than everyone else.” A diagnosis 
of anxiety was a game-changer, 
offering a path to understanding 
body and mind. 

Her mother’s work ethic has 
always inspired her, and as a 
self-confessed “Marvel nerd”  
she is drawn to strong female 
characters like Brie Larson’s 
Captain Marvel. “Not because  
I want to be an actress – just if 
they can do it I can do whatever  
I want too.”

Ash’s path to RPV has included 
childcare, working with people 
with disabilities, a VicPol 
traineeship and administrative 
work at Alfred Hospital. Now she 
validates Aboriginal Employment 

Targets and manages the talent 
pool, ensuring more young 
Indigenous people like herself  
are given opportunities in rail 
infrastructure’s many-layered 
landscape.

“I’m not someone who likes being 
in the public eye, I like being in 
the background, but it makes me 
feel good to think I’m giving 
something back to my community. 
Helping them and trying to make 
the workplace more diverse – 
whether it’s First Nations people 
or asylum seekers – it makes me 
feel good.”

She’s encountered bias of a “because 
you’re a girl” nature, and racism 
of staggering ignorance from 
people who’ve questioned her 

Aboriginality because of her fair 
skin. That someone could live in 
Australia and not even take the 
time to be respectful leaves Ash 
shaking her head.

On the flipside she is humbled to 
think she could be an inspiration 
to women who are just setting out 
on their work journey. 

“Growing up I always thought  
I was going to go downhill and 
never go anywhere in life. To go 
from that to now, it makes me 
happy that there might be little 
girls out there in the position I 
was once in, and maybe they’ll see 
me and somehow think, ‘I want 
to be like her.’ That would make 
me happy.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  INDUSTRY ENGAGEMENT OFFICER
RAIL PROJECTS VICTORIA
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NGUYEN
CASEY

I really appreciated my 
parents allowing me to  

do a degree that wasn’t just 
medicine or biology or law.
Empowered to follow her own path, Casey Nguyen 
revels in being surrounded by strong women

Casey Nguyen has a great 
fondness for Melbourne’s west, 
where her immigrant refugee 
parents settled after arriving  
by boat from Vietnam. Her 
sponsored grandparents soon 
joined them, effectively raising 
Casey and her younger sister while 
their mother and father worked.

“I grew up along the Sunbury line 
at St Albans. I remember taking 
the train with my grandparents  
to Footscray so I could go to 
Dimmeys and Forges when it was 
the cheapest option for clothes. 
That’s my earliest memory of 
using public transport.”

Casey’s mother went to 
Braybrook High and has worked 
all her adult life at Australian 
Credit Union. Her father has 
spent his working days in a 

Footscray screen-printing factory. 
As the first Australian-born 
member of the family, Casey felt 
expectation to succeed but never 
pressure to follow a certain path.

“Coming from an immigrant 
background there’s a strong push 
for kids to go into really stable 
careers, STEM-related jobs. I 
really appreciated my parents 
allowing me to do a degree that 
wasn’t just medicine or biology or 
law. I was always empowered to 
be myself and do what I wanted.”

Initially she couldn’t decide 
between writing, acting and law 
(“all with a stream of 
performance to them”), and after 
getting into journalism Casey 
pivoted to communications 
majoring in advertising. A stint 
with renowned London agency 

adam & eve offered a peek behind 
the curtain at the strategy behind 
huge campaigns for household 
brands. But she knew it wasn’t 
her forever job.

“In five years I didn’t see many 
people of colour in leadership roles 
in advertising – it’s an industry 
that’s still learning how to embrace 
diversity, because it’s been so full  
of white men for so long.”

She gained experience under 
“some really amazing female 
account directors” who nurtured 
Casey’s growth, recognised her 
potential, showed her how to 
build rapport with tricky clients 
and stubborn creatives, and 
advocated for her when she felt 
like she wasn’t being seen.

“They took time to understand 
me on a personal level and gave 

me professional and personal advice 
like they were my older sisters.”

Mentoring young women of 
colour is high on Casey’s to-do 
list, inspired by a woman 10 years 
her senior who offered advertising 
guidance during university, then 
contacts in the industry that led to 
her first advertising job. She now 
lives in Paris and like Casey is 
Mac.Robertson Girls’ High 
School alumni.

Casey’s schooling left an indelible 
mark, influencing her love of 
being around female leaders and 
teams. Many friends from school 
remain in her inner circle. “When 
I meet an alumni I get so excited, 
they’re always such high-
performing women.”

At RPV, where her marketing 
work spans Metro Tunnel, 

Melbourne Airport Rail and her 
home track of the Sunbury Line 
Upgrade, Casey feels blessed to 
have watched the likes of Janette 
Sato, Jo Hopgood, Sam Rovis  
and Marita Smith juggle their 
professional and personal lives. 

“They’re amazing leaders and 
amazing Mums. I love that they’re 
able to lead our team, inspire us, 
be visionaries while also doing the 
day-to-day job of being a parent. 
I love that they’re able to live dual 
lives as mothers and leaders in the 
workplace.

“I hope I can empower my 
children if I have kids to know 
that women can do anything they 
want to – and they should do 
anything they want to.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  MARKETING ADVISOR
RAIL PROJECTS VICTORIA
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ROVIS
SAM

We can still hold a 
conversation at the top 

table … all while working three 
days a week and raising a family.
Sharing life’s triumphs and struggles with her  
oldest female friends gives Sam Rovis both  
comfort and inspiration

Sam Rovis loves that she went  
to the same all-girls school from 
P-12, and moreover treasures the 
lifelong friends she made there. 
They understand each other on  
a level that only comes from 
long-term shared experience. They 
provide support and advice. They 
both ground her and inspire her 
to keep powering forward.

“They help me remain motivated, 
because I can see all the great 
things they’re doing. It makes me 
strive to be my best as well, when 
sometimes that’s hard.

“My friends have been my 
security to let me be who I want 
to be. And there was never any 
question of that – we were always 
told we can be the next Prime 
Minister if we want to be.”

The contradiction behind this 
paternal encouragement makes 
Sam chuckle. Her Ukrainian-born 
father would dodge doing the 
dishes but tell his three daughters 
the world was their oyster (Sam 
laughs that he still wouldn’t have 
done the washing up if he’d had 
three sons). Their mother was 
likewise a positive force; the sisters 
were emboldened that gender 
should never hold them back.

Growing up on a hobby farm 
outside Geelong meant paddocks, 
horses, sheep and fresh air. Dad 
worked at the Shell refinery,  
Mum as a hairdresser and later  
at a bathroom design store. Sam 
enjoyed being a child so much she 
can’t remember ever pondering 
the future, but she put her head 

down in VCE before studying 
commerce-law.

Unable to find a job that resonated 
she had a stint exploring her 
options in London, spent time with 
a fashion accessories company then 
a law firm doing legal support, 
moved into marketing and branding 
and was head-hunted by The 
Body Shop to be their Australian 
PR and marketing boss. 

Wedged around the arrival of 
children Hunter and Chloe, she 
broadened her skills with digital 
marketing studies and is grateful 
to the agency that took her on 
despite the flexibility that having 
little ones demanded. At length 
Sam yearned to be in a corporate 
setting again and joined RPV to 
head up marketing the growing 

suite of rail infrastructure projects 
across Victoria.

Her role is job-shared with Jo 
Hopgood, another source of 
inspiration not least because 
they’ve made it work, and because 
they’re part of an organisation 
that’s supported them. “We can 
still hold a conversation at the top 
table, engage in big issues across 
the business, all while working 
three days a week and raising  
a family. That makes me proud.”

At home, Sam loves that important 
issues like consent and your 
“body bubble” are now freely 
addressed in primary school. 
Hunter is the only boy of his age 
in their street block, and recently 
hosted a birthday party attended 
by 10 girls and one boy. “He’s 
going to have a lot of great 

gal-pals growing up, he’s certainly 
not an alpha male!”

Hunter recently followed Chloe’s 
lead in wanting his ears pierced. 
Notions of fairness and equality 
are fundamental to Sam, not least 
because Chloe is deaf.

“That’s made me more passionate 
about making sure there’s 
equality, not even across gender 
but just able-bodied versus 
disabled people having the same 
opportunities. I’ve been a real 
advocate around that for her and 
will continue to be until she’s an 
adult herself.

“I feel like I’ve got a couple of 
roles there in the family to play.”

– Peter Hanlon

DEPUTY DIRECTOR, MARKETING 
AND BRAND
RAIL PROJECTS VICTORIA
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LINACRE
EMMAI’m hoping for … boys who 

understand that it’s not 
just about sitting there and 
waiting for girls to make all  
the changes.
From London Underground to the Metro Tunnel, 
Emma Linacre has had a knack for planning  
the right path

Emma Linacre didn’t realise at the 
time but laughs now to think her 
childhood was effectively one  
long apprenticeship in how to  
be a Transport Planner.

On her south-of-England 
bedroom wall was a map of the 
London Underground ‘Tube’, 
which her biology teacher father 
would use as a problem-solving 
tool. “We’d go to London for the 
day and on the way home he’d  
be like, ‘Okay, imagine these 
mainline stations are closed. How 
are you going to get us home?’

“I’d have to look at the map and 
work it out – other Tube lines, 
buses, then rejoin the train down 
the line to get home. It was 
resilience training, which was 
exceptionally useful – not just  
for my career but in life.”

Now Emma ensures Melbournians 
can keep going about their 
business with minimal impact 
from the massive rail construction 
projects going on around and 
beneath them – whether they’re 
walking, riding, driving or 
catching a tram or bus. She knows 
that no matter how incredible 
from an engineering perspective  
a build like the Metro Tunnel is,  
“if people are stuck in a traffic 
jam for five years that’s what 
you’ll be remembered for”.

Her grandparents on her father’s 
side were both anaesthetists and 
Emma contemplated a medical 
path. Her parents worked full-
time (her mother in admin) and 
their home doubled as a guest 
house, with her father cooking the 
breakfasts each morning before 

setting off for school, then 
returning mid-afternoon to clean 
and tend to his two daughters.

Their mother would arrive around 
5.30pm, cook dinner, “then find 
somewhere in the house to 
Hoover”. The shared workload 
wasn’t lost on Emma and her 
younger sister.

A Transport for London graduate 
program introduced her to 
‘Surface Transport’, working with 
modelling consultants, talking to 
developers, utility providers and 
traffic signals teams to coordinate 
roadworks. The mix of design and 
on-site work appealed; after 
honeymooning in Australia Emma 
and her husband threw caution to 
the wind, their lives into a container 
and jumped on a plane.

They arrived on the cusp of a state 
election, Labor won, Metro Tunnel 
got the green light, and Emma 
thought, “Yes! That sounds so 
cool, I want to work there!”

She feels emboldened to have 
entered a traditionally-male 
domain as female engineer 
numbers were swelling, so when 
contractors would mutter, “Oh, 
there’s a lot of women here” the 
response was a unified, “Yes, is 
there a problem?”

“We weren’t there as token 
women, we came in behind the 
trailblazers so we weren’t having 
to spend all our time fighting for 
that position – we could just come 
in and go, ‘Yeah, we should be 
here, why are you being strange 
about this?’”

As a mother of two young boys, 
Emma longs to see a shift in 
stereotypes that allows them to  
be themselves while working with 
the girls around them to bring 
genuine equality to the world  
and its workplaces.

“I’m hoping for more empathetic 
boys, boys who understand that 
it’s not just about sitting there and 
waiting for girls to make all the 
changes, that they have an equal 
role in this, and they have to 
stand with girls to make the 
changes too. It moves away from 
those stereotypes of what it is to 
be a man, that ‘it’s like this’. 
Instead, no, it could be anything.”

– Peter Hanlon

  SENIOR TRAFFIC PLANNING ENGINEER
METRO TUNNEL PROJECT
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DUNBAR
AILSA 

There was never any 
judgment or expectation 

– except to expect to be the best 
you can be.
What Ailsa Dunbar’s mother achieved while raising three 
children on her own has been a beacon of inspiration

When Ailsa Dunbar was two her 
family left Canberra and spent 
four years in Germany, where her 
naval architect father was building 
ships. She remembers being 
“super-bundled up in Hamburg 
winters”, walking to the frozen 
duck pond in the few hours of 
winter daylight.

Just as vivid in her memory is 
what her mother did after her 
parents separated when Ailsa  
was 10. Until then a stay-at-home 
Mum, she completed a bachelor 
degree then a Master of Education 
while Ailsa and her younger 
brother and sister were at school.

“She had me when she was very 
young, whatever she had planned 
fell away at that point. Then she 
entered the workforce as a teacher 
when I was in my mid-teens.  

“At the time it was just what Mum 
did, but in hindsight it’s incredible 
– doing a bachelor and then  
a Master’s degree while raising 
three children as a single parent  
is a phenomenal thing to do, 
really impressive.”

Strong female characters 
dominate the branches of Ailsa’s 
family tree. Her grandmother had 
four daughters in “very gendered 
times”, taking on secretarial work 
when they were older. Ailsa’s 
mother and aunties pursued 
traditional female careers – 
nursing, midwifery, teaching, 
counselling – yet were big 
personalities who encouraged  
the next generation to go to 
university and pursue whatever 
path they wanted.

“There was never any judgment 
or expectation – except to expect 
to be the best you can be.”

Ailsa followed through on a 
long-held desire to study law 
without really knowing what 
she’d do with it, and at length 
took up a commercial and 
procurement role in a defence 
force graduate program, acquiring 
and maintaining everything from 
ships, planes and helicopters to 
consumables like bullets. Even  
in the civilian arm of the armed 
forces there were windows on  
the army’s “blokey” culture.

 “All the senior leadership that  
I worked with were men. If you 
don’t see those roles filled by 
females, that diversity isn’t there 
– it’s white males who made their 
way up the ranks.”

As a senior contract manager  
with RPV, Ailsa looks after the 
commercial aspects of projects 
(most recently the Waurn Ponds 
duplication), managing 
procurement of infrastructure 
projects rather than ships and 
tanks, working with the project 
team to resolve issues from go to 
whoa. The focus is much broader 
than her defence experience and 
reflected in the people around her.
“There’s many more different 
discipline areas that I interact 
with on a daily basis at RPV, and 
across all of them there’s good 
female representation and 
increasingly in quite senior roles. 
There’s real diversity.”
Her mother’s work in education 
has taken her around the world, 
and she currently teaches at an 
international school in China.  

Her grandmother plays golf and 
makes patchwork quilts for her 
grandchildren and now great 
grandchildren. Ailsa loves that  
her four-year-old daughter and 
one-year-old son will have no 
shortage of role models showing 
them anything is possible.
“I hope they enter a workforce 
that is equal, that doesn’t have  
the old boy’s club in place, that 
they’re able to be promoted and 
progress on merit. Rather than  
the usual things you get frustrated 
with in the workplace – the 
nepotism, being employed because 
you look like the person who’s 
doing the employing.
“There’s been huge progress made 
where roles aren’t assigned on  
a gender basis. I hope my kids  
see that as well.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  SENIOR CONTRACT MANAGER
REGIONAL RAIL REVIVAL
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SIMS
CAITLIN 

Being at an organisation 
where you have women in 

these (senior) roles speaks to  
the culture of the organisation.
Passionate about mentoring junior female colleagues, 
Caitlin Sims is impressed by the culture at RPV

Working smarter, not harder, is 
helping Caitlin Sims meet both 
career and study goals.
About six months into her role, 
she’s making the most of the 
flexible work arrangements  
at RPV.
“It was exciting to join the legal 
team because it has a stellar 
reputation within the Major 
Transport Infrastructure 
Authority,” Caitlin says. “It’s  
also great to be able to work a 
compressed week to fit around my 
Master of Applied Finance Degree.”
Caitlin works longer days four 
days a week, while Wednesdays 
are free to focus on her studies. 
The interest in finance comes from 
her close relationship with 
commercial teams on big projects, 
something that’s continuing at RPV. 
She also previously contracted to 

the Sydney Light Rail Project Co 
as the Commercial Manager.
“Over the years, knowledge  
of finance has come in handy, 
especially when dealing with 
Public Private Partnerships,” she 
says. “I’ve had some experience 
and have picked up what I could 
from commercial teams, and 
while I’ve had some great, helpful 
colleagues, I wanted to have 
something official that formalises 
my knowledge.”
Caitlin arrived at RPV late last 
year, after more than two years  
at Major Road Projects Victoria. 
Her time there is something she 
describes as ‘brilliant’, due partly 
to the fact she felt embraced by 
the project team from day one. 
The role got her involved in 
engineering, environmental and 
stakeholder issues in what she 

describes as a ‘one team approach’ 
and a ‘hothouse of inclusion’. 
The approach at RPV is similar, 
Caitlin says. She has found herself 
embedded in the teams working 
across two projects at vastly 
different stages.
“On the Metro Tunnel, we are 
integrating the management 
structures of the two alliance 
packages,” she says. “I’m also 
helping on Geelong Fast Rail. 
That gives me a nice balance, 
because Metro is in the thick  
of delivery while Geelong is in 
business case and starting up.” 
As a woman in the construction 
industry, Caitlin says it’s vital  
to have strong mentors and role 
models – whether they’re male  
or female. At RPV, she’s been 
impressed with the number of 

women in senior, influential 
positions. 
“Even if they’re not direct 
mentors, being at an organisation 
where you have women in these 
roles speaks to the culture of the 
organisation,” she says. “It’s 
important and gives hope about 
career progression and prospects.
“Personally, I really like 
mentoring junior women. It’s 
always flattering to be asked to 
mentor someone. I’ve taken part 
in MTIA mentoring programs, 
but I think organic mentoring is 
just as valuable.”
While work and study keep her 
busy during the week, Caitlin  
is equally active on weekends, 
working on the house she bought  
a few years ago in Melbourne’s 
inner north. 

“It’s charitably called a fixer-upper,” 
she laughs. “I’ve been having a 
red hot go at becoming a bit of  
a handywoman under the tutelage 
of a friend who’s an engineer.
“I’ve learnt a lot about drainage 
systems and the like.”
The backyard has been remodelled 
with the advice of a friend who 
used to be a civil engineer, 
something Caitlin says has led to 
one of the best drainage systems 
in residential Melbourne.
“This project has been great 
during lockdown,” she says. 
“Some of my engineering 
colleagues have come along on the 
journey and are calling my yard 
the Carlton North Beer Garden!”

– Alicia Byrne
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PATEL
HIRAL 

Believe in your values –  
if you’re authentic you’ll 

be a beautiful human, regardless 
of what you do.
The love and support of their parents has given  
Hiral Patel and her two sisters the courage to fly

Hiral Patel admires her mother 
and father for their progressive 
outlook, not least because  
it contrasts with their own 
upbringing under parents  
who were far more reserved.

“Being parents of three daughters 
they copped a lot, especially having 
had fairly orthodox parents who 
wanted them to have a son. They 
didn’t grow up with a lot of 
support, but they just organically 
turned out to be those progressive 
parents who were always behind 
us regardless of what we chose.”

When Hiral told her father that 
she wanted to become an engineer 
he was “beyond excited”. The 
embroidery business he started  
in Mumbai aged 21 was her 
inspiration; after school, Hiral 
would race down the street to her 
father’s workshop and find him 

pulling apart machines, tweaking 
them to his needs, reassembling 
them as unique creations that 
produced bespoke embroidery.

“He was self-taught, very inspired 
by German technology – I tell  
him he should have patented  
these things but he didn’t have  
the support. He’s why I became 
an engineer.”

Hiral admires her mother’s 
authenticity. She’d taught at  
a cultural school rather than 
English like the one her three 
daughters attended; determined  
to mentor them, she read their 
books then sat cross-legged on  
the floor for tuition, brandishing  
a wooden ruler for discipline.  
It was never used.

“The most she ever did was raise 
her voice, she’s such a softy. But 

she inspired us that, if you don’t 
know something don’t be fearful, 
you can still learn, anything is 
possible.”

Hiral’s older sister studied fashion 
design and is a manager with 
Swarovski in Melbourne. The 
youngest pursued multi-media, 
pivoted to hairdressing and now 
runs one of the most popular hair 
art studios in Mumbai. “I’m 
beyond proud of them.” Her own 
story is similarly bedrocked in 
familial support.

Having ranked first in the state 
engineering board exam, 
universities lined up offering 
sponsored tertiary education. 
Hiral craved the adventure and 
independence of studying 
overseas. Many warned against  
it, but her parents backed her 
unconditionally. “They never 

once told me I shouldn’t go. 
That’s how I ended up in 
Melbourne.”

Her experience at RMIT includes  
a lasting memory. One of five 
women in an intake of 35, she 
started a month into the first 
semester and was placed with  
three naval apprentices for a 
collaborative telecommunications 
course. All were male, and the way 
they embraced her was inspiring.

“They never thought of me as 
someone who didn’t have as  
much experience as them – they 
were genuinely interested in 
sharing their knowledge with  
a budding engineer.”

To supplement her studies she 
worked in cafes as a barista,  
in corporate boxes at the MCG  
and at TGI Fridays. Graduate  

and consultancy work led her  
to Metro Trains Melbourne, and 
on to RPV where she is a design 
manager with the Melbourne 
Airport Rail project. 

As a mother of a two-year-old 
daughter, Hiral’s focus has 
broadened from career to care  
for a young person. To see young 
women empowered to be who 
and what they choose – just as she 
and her sisters were – emboldens 
her to be a role model too.

“Believe in your values – if you’re 
authentic you’ll be a beautiful 
human, regardless of what you 
do. That’s what these past couple 
of years have taught us – be kind 
and honest and humble, live  
your values, walk your talk.”

– Peter Hanlon

  DESIGN INTERFACE MANAGER
Melbourne Airport Rail
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It allows younger women 
to see that as a positive 

reflection, give them some 
empowerment and think, ‘I can do 
that, I can achieve that as well.’
After a lifetime on the move Kasey Allmark has settled  
in a place that exemplifies her love of diversity

Growing up with her father in the 
army, Kasey Allmark’s childhood 
is a blurred reel of memories of 
living in her native Harrogate in 
England’s north, Colchester in the 
south-east, in Northern Ireland 
and Germany. Fittingly for 
someone who has seen plenty  
of the world, a formative adult 
experience took place in Darwin, 
as disparate from North Yorkshire 
as the sun from the moon.

She’d studied law but drifted 
away from it as a career, taken a 
gap year to travel (which included 
traversing the Nullarbor in a 
camper van with eight friends), 
met partner Gary in Brisbane and 
accompanied him to Northern 
Territory where he was sponsored 
to work in construction. Kasey’s 
introduction to this traditionally 

male domain was a training role 
on the Ichthys gas project in the 
Timor Sea.

It was here that she encountered  
a female manager who encouraged 
her professional growth and 
development and gave her the 
confidence to speak up and 
progress her career.

“She worked her way up to 
become the training manager  
by starting out in roles similar to 
mine at the time so I saw her as 
somewhat of a role model,” Kasey 
says. “I found her to be really 
supportive, encouraging and 
always advocating for more 
women in the construction 
industry in leadership roles and as 
part of the management decision-
making team.”

Kasey and brother Liam’s mother 
worked in care and as a nurse but 
set everything aside to be with her 
children while their father was on 
the move with the army. Dotted 
around memories of going to the 
dentist in the back of an army 
truck and learning to speak 
German fluently (a skill she’s 
regrettably lost), she can recall 
roles being seen as “that’s a man’s 
job” or “that’s a woman’s job”. 

Working in the Special 
Requirements Team at Rail 
Projects Victoria, where she deals 
with lead contractors helping 
them achieve targets across all 
projects, Kasey is surrounded  
by a diversity – of cultural 
background, outlook, roles, 
approach and style – that 
emboldens her.

“I think diversity creates a more 
inclusive environment and having 
more women in these industries 
really helps to create that 
diversity. Women can look at 
things in a different way as well 
and have more empathy at times.”

Settled now in St Kilda and loving 
life as much as their chocolate 
Labrador Loki loves the “seafood 
buffet” of mussels and shellfish  
at Middle Park dog beach, Kasey 
draws great professional 
fulfilment from helping people 
achieve their targets in projects 
that have a once-in-a-lifetime 
magnitude. That their end game 
brings huge community benefit is 
icing on the cake.

Seeing notions like smashing bias 
being talked about openly with  
a veritable “how-to” narrative is 

progress she’d love to witness 
more of. The idea that she could 
be a role model for others – as 
that female manager was for her 
in Darwin – is part of a journey  
of change that will carry us all  
to a better place.

“You want them to see that 
change is happening, that these 
conversations are being had – and 
that there are more opportunities 
through them as well,” Kasey 
says. “Having more women in 
those leadership roles, it allows 
younger women to see that as a 
positive reflection, give them some 
empowerment and think, ‘I can 
do that, I can achieve that as well.’”

– Peter Hanlon

SENIOR ADVISOR, INDUSTRY 
WORKFORCE ENGAGEMENT
RAIL PROJECTS VICTORIA
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WINGAD
KATE 

Now, when there’s an 
obstacle in my work or in 

my life I don’t accept it. There is  
a way … you’ve just got to find it.
Surviving a freak accident taught Kate Wingad  
much about resilience and perseverance, and 
ultimately about herself

Kate Wingad’s first job as a 
geotechnical engineer was very 
nearly her last.

“In 2007 a 10-kilogram piece of 
testing equipment was dropped 
onto my head by accident, and it’s 
a miracle that I survived. I should 
be dead.”

Extraordinarily flexible ligaments 
saved Kate’s life; doctors told her 
that, in 99.9 percent of people, 
the impact would have severed the 
ligament at the base of the skull, 
snapping the spinal cord where it 
controls the heart and lungs.  
“But I survived.”

Recovery was a journey of 
resilience and discovery. Kate 
went from being at the top of  
her game to chronic pain and 
depression. Aged 23 she was  
given the option of taking opiate 

medication for the rest of her life. 
“I thought, there’s more to me, 
I’m not going to be a shell of a 
human being living on morphine.”

She saw a chronic pain specialist 
with a determination to do 
whatever they told her – 
meditating, obeying the timer at 
her desk that went off every five 
minutes reminding her to get up 
and stretch, re-learning how to 
exercise, seeing a psychologist.

“I got my life back – I’m pain 
medication-free,” Kate says, 
adding that Abbey Group 
approached her and husband 
Cameron while she was 
completing pain management to 
work at the Adelaide Desalination 
Plant, a make-or-break experience 
that featured 6am helicopter 
flights to a jack-up barge 

containing the largest pile-driver 
in the southern hemisphere.  
“A crazy adventure, and I did it,  
I smashed it.”

Kate had daughter Isabella while 
working at Regional Rail Link but 
came back from maternity leave 
to a changed landscape and a 
heart-stopping moment familiar 
to many working mothers. 
Fortunately John Holland came 
calling offering flexible hours and 
a will to make things work. 
Experience on the Level Crossing 
Removal Project, Metro Tunnel 
Early Works, Westgate Tunnel 
Project and North-Western 
Program Alliance led Kate to RPV, 
and a team and job she loves.

“It’s the opportunity of a lifetime 
to be the Deputy Director 
delivering a train line to an 

airport, you’d be insane to say 
no.” She can close her eyes and 
picture returning from a Hawaii 
holiday in 2029, stepping out of 
the terminal straight onto a train, 
Isabella at her side boasting, 
“Mummy helped build this!”

Every step has informed Kate’s 
journey. She was “solid, not 
great” at maths (“like a Ford 
motor car of maths, maybe a 
Land Rover”), and being in the 
first accelerated program trialled 
by Matthew Flinders Girls 
Secondary College brought the 
humility of no longer being the 
smartest kid in the room. “That 
made me work harder.”

Her physics teacher father made 
good his vow that when she 
became an engineer he’d look 
after her children while she 

worked. She treasures her 
mother’s advice to ignore gender 
and do as the smart boys do: 
study hard, go to university, get  
a good job.

Kate sees almost dying as a silver 
lining that taught her life isn’t 
black and white, that empathy is a 
quality of immense power. “It was 
always in me, I just hadn’t realised 
the importance of being able to 
hop in someone else’s shoes and 
realise what they’re going through.

“Now, when there’s an obstacle in 
my work or in my life I don’t accept 
it. There is a way – it might be 
hard, it might not be glamourous, 
but there’s always a way. You’ve 
just got to find it.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  DEPUTY PACKAGE DIRECTOR, AIRPORT
MELBOURNE AIRPORT RAIL
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SCAIFE
RETHI 

 Go out and live a big life, 
explore different industry 

areas, don’t keep yourself confined.
After a life on the move, Rethi Scaife is both energised 
and at home among the Anzac Station team

Rethi Scaife was named after her 
Indian grandmother, an energetic 
and positive woman who raised 
six children while staving off 
poverty. No matter how stretched 
things were there would be food 
on the table and love in the room.

Her parents’ story is delightful –  
a mate of Rethi’s Welsh father  
put an ad in a magazine for a  
pen friend and received so many 
replies he sent one his friend’s 
way. It was from Rethi’s mother, 
who worked in a bank in Malaysia.

“They wrote to each other for 
years, then when Dad (who 
worked as a catering operations 
manager in mines) was in New 
Zealand Mum went there to do a 
secretarial course and their paths 
finally crossed. They married 
within the year.”

By the time they moved to Perth 
they’d lived in four Australian 
states while Rethi and her three 
siblings were in primary school. 
She remembers attending state 
karaoke finals in Queensland, 
where her father would belt out 
Elvis songs and Bobby Darin’s 
Mack The Knife. Regular uprooting 
demanded the children extend 
themselves to make friends and 
navigate new environments; Rethi 
regards it as the ideal grounding 
for a career in communications 
and stakeholder relations.

She studied journalism and PR 
before a gap year working at ski 
resorts in America. In London 
Rethi’s career took off through 
five years with Crossrail during 
early petitioning and consultation. 

She also met her urban planner 
husband Sean. 

A stint with the High Commission 
promoting Australia as an 
investment destination in the UK 
and Europe tricked things up and 
boosted Rethi’s souvenir spoon 
collection (“I don’t know why … 
my Dad told me it’s a very Welsh 
thing to do”). Back in Perth, 
James (8) and India (7) arrived 
and their mother had “a zen 
moment”, teaching youth yoga  
in schools and on their back deck 
while doing consulting work for  
a winery.

A move to Melbourne and the 
Metro Tunnel was long in her 
sights, and Rethi’s two-and-a-half 
years with the Anzac Station team 
haven’t disappointed. “Being part 
of these fast-paced, complex 

projects, if you’ve done it once  
it’s in your blood.”

Loving people and their stories 
underpins her passion for 
stakeholder relations. Her 
experience teaching yoga and 
now being immersed in the 
energy and ideas of the graduates 
and young people around her 
emboldens Rethi, opening up 
youth mentoring as an area  
she’d like to invest more in.

James is an avid Google-mapper 
who forms virtual pictures of the 
train network in his head. India 
has a genuine love of people and 
animals and seems destined to 
pursue a humanitarian path. 

Rethi remembers giving her own 
mother a hard time as a teen 
because she hadn’t been to 
university. Becoming a Mum 

herself made her realise what a 
huge emotional and physical job it 
is, let alone when combined with 
a career. She sees great progress 
around equality at RPV and 
yearns for the slow burn of 
society at large to quicken stride.

All around her there is cause for 
optimism and inspiration, and she 
never tires of telling her young 
colleagues to reach for the stars.

“I’ve done some good stuff in my 
career and I just want to pass on 
my words of wisdom to go out 
and live a big life, explore different 
industry areas, don’t keep yourself 
confined. They’re so switched on 
these young people, it’s mind-
blowing how good they are.”

– Peter Hanlon

SENIOR ADVISOR, COMMUNICATIONS 
AND STAKEHOLDER RELATIONS
METRO TUNNEL PROJECT



DIANA
LOMACCHIO

4443

8 
MARCH 

2022

It’s critical that women  
of colour get a seat at  

the table. We have to fight 
systemic racism ...
Blessed with role models and mentors aplenty, Diana 
Lomacchio is passionate about breaking down bias

Diana Lomacchio feels blessed to 
have had role models throughout 
her life, from the women who 
taught her physics and maths  
in high school, to the girls in her 
class who became engineers, to 
the friends she met at university 
who inspire her still.

A business partner at the 
company where Diana did her 
internship, Lauren Davis, “has 
been my biggest champion, 
mentor and sponsor”. Of 
Regional Rail Revival’s assurance 
manager Kyla Brown she says, 
“You feel good when you leave  
a meeting with her, you feel like 
you’ve moved forward, you feel 
like you can achieve anything. 
And you feel like you’ve been 
respected in the room as well, 
which is huge.”

As a young woman in a traditional 
man’s domain – not only 
engineering, but the historically 
tough environment of rail – Diana 
cherishes the male mentors she’s 
had too. “For a man who’s high 
up or living their dream in a career 
sense, to support a young woman 
like myself is very powerful, it’s 
very important.”

She draws deep inspiration from 
strong women past and present: 
poet and activist Maya Angelou, 
who recently became the first 
African-American woman to 
appear on the US 25-cent coin; 
Japanese artist Yayoi Kusama; 
Kamala Harris, whose 
appointment as US vice-president 
moved Diana almost to tears; 
Michelle Obama, “a powerhouse” 
as influential as her husband; 

trailblazing Mexican artist Frida 
Kahlo; Greens senator and 
DjabWurrung Gunai Gunditjmara 
woman Lidia Thorpe.

For Diana, the importance of 
having role models who all young 
women can identify with can’t  
be understated. 

“As we break down bias, as we 
contest positions of power and 
move towards gender equality, 
something I want to impress is 
that white-dominated feminism 
isn’t the new norm we should be 
fighting for. It’s critical that 
women of colour get a seat at the 
table. We have to fight systemic 
racism just to get women into a 
place where they can take those 
opportunities.”

In a star-studded field, her greatest 
inspiration is her mother. Diana 

was about to turn eight when  
they emigrated from Ukraine,  
her single Mum an agricultural 
chemist who took in-home 
childcare and cleaning jobs to 
keep them afloat, studied 
programming and then a Master’s 
in accounting, married Diana’s 
Italian-Australian stepfather, and 
for nearly two decades has run a 
Docklands charter boat business.

“In terms of role models, my 
Mum is the perfect example of do 
what you can with what you have 
and where you are. I’ve been 
blessed with a large extended 
family of cousins and aunties,  
it’s just wonderful.”

Diana started school in Kharkiv 
wearing a maroon suit uniform 
and sitting in pairs at wooden 
desks. She contemplated 

psychology, spent a year in 
Vancouver working for Apple 
while deciding which engineering 
strain to pursue, studied coastal 
engineering in the Netherlands, 
worked in the systems engineering 
team of a consultant to Rail 
Projects Victoria, and landed in 
the development team after 
experience on projects including 
Melbourne Airport Rail, Metro 
Tunnel and Bendigo Metro 3.

To be featured in the Women  
of RPV series, and to potentially 
be an inspiration to others, is 
humbling.

“I take that responsibility very 
seriously. Honestly, to be 
celebrated and to have an 
opportunity to inspire someone 
else is an honour.” 

– Peter Hanlon

  SENIOR PROJECT ENGINEER 
REGIONAL RAIL REVIVAL
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STEELE
EMMA

I think we’ve seen the value 
in supporting each other,  

in putting the hand down and 
picking each other up.
Schooling others to be their best is Emma Steele’s 
way of giving back for all that was done for her

Emma Steele loves many things 
about her job, not least that it 
plays to her affinity with regional 
communities like the Bellarine 
Peninsula one she grew up in. 
Having the reach to manage every 
graduate that comes through the 
RRR door is a joyous bonus.

“I just love it – my number one 
advice is ‘get a mentor’. It’s the 
smart play. Why take so long to 
learn, when a mentor could tell 
you a lot quicker based on their 
mistakes?”

Emma feels blessed that in her 
“first real adult job” she worked 
under two supportive men who 
were frank and fearless in tackling 
gender stereotypes in the workplace. 
A female director they brought in 
taught her the importance of going 

“with your gut” in stakeholder 
relations and backing her ability 
to connect with people.

“She’s my tough mentor – I’m  
a big believer in having multiple.  
I have other mentors who are 
there to encourage me, but she’s 
the one I go to when I need to  
be challenged and tested.”

Guidance and inspiration have 
always been close at hand. 
Emma’s single mother raised three 
children while working as an 
accountant, adding study for  
a Master’s to an already bulging 
load. She supported her kids  
and encouraged them to try 
everything, “because you just 
never know”. She instilled in 
Emma the importance of giving 
back to the community.

“Our Mum played every gendered 
role I could think of – Mum, Dad, 
Nan, Pop, Aunty, Uncle – and  
I guess that’s made me think  
that’s what I can do as well.”

Emma doesn’t see bias in her 
work structure and reflected 
recently that she deals with more 
women than men in her executive 
team. “That’s phenomenal.” 
Through her work, however, she 
encounters people from all walks 
of life, some who hold entrenched 
gender roles and can be less 
receptive to hearing a woman 
deliver difficult news. 

It can grate – and it happens less 
often than even a few years ago – 
but her focus can’t shift.

“For the sake of what I’m trying 
to achieve I have to say, ‘Well, I’ll 
get a male colleague to come 
along, I’ll brief them, then they 
can lead it.’ If they can get it over 
the line, that’s what we’re here for.” 

As a manager, Emma rejoices at 
seeing team members experience 
such growth that they fly past her 
and move on to even bigger 
things. At the end of long days 
crammed with meetings and 
project crises that arrive like 
changes in the weather, to connect 
one-on-one with a colleague and 
lift them out of a funk is salvation.

“Oh! The high from that is 
incredible!”

Those who move on she leaves 
with a non-negotiable demand: 

pick up the phone anytime, 
whatever the issue, just call.  
A particular passion is mentoring 
around feeling comfortable to ask 
to be paid what you’re worth. 
“Half of it is confidence, to know 
that the extra workload or tasks 
you take on benefit the company, 
so why wouldn’t you be 
recognised for that?”

Emma doesn’t believe support 
networks should run on gender 
lines, but especially treasures what 
women can do for each other.

“I think we’ve taken a greater 
role, and really seen the value in 
supporting each other, in putting 
the hand down and picking each 
other up. It’s such a lovely way  
to be anyway.” 

– Peter Hanlon

communications and Stakeholder 
Engagement Manager
Regional Rail Revival
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I can’t wait to be able to 
say, ‘I was part of building 

this’ when it’s finished!
From the Rhone Valley to the arches of Arden, Maryse 
Latourre is loving the opportunity to leave her mark

When she stands under the huge 
brick arches that set the scene for 
the new Arden Station, Maryse 
Latourre marvels not only at the 
scale of the construction, but at 
the contribution she’s making to 
her new city.

Maryse hails from the picturesque 
Rhone Valley in the south-east of 
France, known for its scenery and 
wineries, far from the high-rise 
and city grid of the Melbourne 
CBD. Her studies kept her in 
France, moving to Normandy 
where she gained her civil 
engineering degree. 

That qualification has taken 
Maryse around the world, finally 
landing her in Melbourne. 

“I’ve been working as an engineer 
for 10 years, with the last six for 
Bouygues Construction, a French 
company,” she says. “They have 
so many opportunities to work 
away from home. I’ve worked in 
Croatia building the new Zagreb 
Airport, in Queensland on a solar 
farm in the bush near Airlie 
Beach, in Cuba on a hotel and 
resort and in the Bahamas on  
a cruising resort island project.

“Everywhere has been really 
interesting for different reasons. 
Each time I met really nice people 
with different ways of working, 
which is how you learn.”

The Bahamas made way for 
Melbourne, where Maryse found 

herself immersed in the city’s 
biggest rail project since the 1970s. 

“As Project Engineer I’m part of 
the building team, managing all 
the fit-outs,” she says. “The 
project’s arches look amazing and 
just like the concept images. It’s 
such a nice idea to use the bricks 
in the arches to keep the industrial 
feel of the area. I love this!”

During her time in Melbourne 
Maryse has found she’s one of  
a growing number of women on 
site, something she sees as a 
reflection of the change in attitude 
from women towards the 
construction industry.

“We have several women on our 
building team, including my boss, 

another project engineer and  
a site engineer,” she says. “It’s  
a reflection of the new generation 
coming through.”

It’s a stark contrast to early in her 
10-year career in construction, 
when Maryse was outnumbered, 
often “the only girl in the team”. 
She’s eager to mentor young, 
up-and-coming engineers. 

“I’ve had an opportunity to 
mentor young female engineers 
and I enjoy doing that, but for 
me, it doesn’t matter whether the 
person is male or female,” she 
says. “I still want to give them the 
same opportunity to learn and to 
develop their skills.” 

In her downtime, Maryse loves 
getting out and about in the city, 
from her convenient home base 
near the CBD. 
“This is my first time living in a 
big city,” she says. “Everything is 
so practical! It’s amazing to live in 
a high-density area, but to have 
nature, like the Yarra Trail, close by. 
“Spending time in the city just 
shows me how much difference 
our Metro Tunnel will make  
to people getting around. This 
project is massive and to work  
on it is rewarding.
“I can’t wait to be able to say,  
‘I was part of building this’  
when it’s finished!”

– Alicia Byrne

  PROJECT ENGINEER, ARDEN STATION 
METRO TUNNEL PROJECT
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TAING
CHHUNLY 

When it comes to inspiring other 
women to pursue a career in 
construction, Chhunly Taing has 
started close to home – with her 
younger sister. 

“She wasn’t sure what to do with 
her career, but she looked at me 
and said, ‘I want to do what 
you’re doing!’” Chhunly says. 
“I’m not going to lie – she’s still 
my baby sister so I check in to 
make sure she’s safe when she’s 
on-site, but I’m so happy with her 
decision to get into construction. 

“There are opportunities in rail in 
Victoria for the next 20, 30 or 40 
years, meaning stable work for 
both of us.”

A Leading Hand for the Metro 
Tunnel at the new Parkville 

Station, Chhunly found her way 
on site after initially working as  
a traffic controller with the Level 
Crossing Removal Project. It was 
a curiosity about what was going 
on behind the gates that lured her 
into construction.

“I started on site as a cleaner  
with LXRP before moving to the 
Metro Tunnel Project in the same 
role,” she says. “Before long, one 
of my superintendents pulled me 
aside and said, ‘You’re wasted in 
this job, let’s get you working 
with the boys.’”

Delving into construction and 
safety was a steep learning curve 
for Chhunly, who’s now 
completed her Cert III in Civil 
Construction and is working on 
her Cert IV in Civil Supervision. 

“I’m not one to pump up my own 
tyres, but I’ve achieved so much. 
I’ve been nominated for apprentice 
of the year!”

Her current role sees Chhunly at 
Parkville early each day, making 
sure the foremen have the required 
staff. It’s a busy role that involves 
a lot of gap-filling and making sure 
everything is running smoothly. 

“I’m a loud, bubbly girl, so I 
think my personality made it a 
seamless transition to working 
with the crews,” she says. “I have 
so much fun, and the guys respect 
me. So many have helped me out 
along the way.”

While she’s smashing her current 
work goals, Chhunly has her 
sights set on a more senior role – 

that of foreman – in the longer 
term. “It’s fascinating work and I 
want to be able to say I’m part of 
the building process. I genuinely 
love my job. It’s not easy to tell 
grown men what to do when 
some are old enough to be my 
father or grandfather. A highlight 
is these men telling me they love 
that I’m breaking barriers for their 
daughters and granddaughters!”

Another barrier Chhunly wants to 
break through is the one around 
mental health, especially for men 
on construction sites. “I’m a 
mental health first-aider,” she 
says. “I try to talk to the men 
about their mental health. 

“I’m in a gay marriage and my 
wife said to me this year she’s 
getting used to doing things on 

her own and that killed me. These 
men also have wives and kids.  
A lot of women lose their partners 
to the industry because of the 
hours involved.”

This year Chhunly has made a 
conscious decision to concentrate 
more on her own mental health, 
getting out to camp and hike, 
dreaming of going off-grid and 
making use of the 4x4 she’s 
bought with the money she’s 
made working on the project. 

“A focus on mental health is  
vital, especially in construction.  
If you’re mentally stable, you’re  
a lot safer for yourself and the 
people around you on site.”

– Alicia Byrne

  LEADING HAND, PARKVILLE STATION
Metro Tunnel Project

A highlight is these men 
telling me they love that 

I’m breaking barriers for their 
daughters and granddaughters.
With experience in a variety of roles, Chhunly Taing 
is dedicated to making those around her better
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BRYANNA
MILLERThere weren’t many women 

in leadership roles five  
or 10 years ago, but there are  
a lot more now.
From sun, sand and surf to an environment that’s 
changing the Melbourne landscape forever

Not one to back down from a 
challenge, Bryanna Miller decided 
not just to move states, but also to 
enter a traditionally male industry 
soon after graduating from 
university. 

Born and raised in Brisbane, she 
traded the sun, sand and surf of 
Australia’s best-known holiday 
state for the tracks, tunnels, 
stations and considerably cooler 
climate of Melbourne.

“It’s daunting at first,” Bryanna 
says of starting in construction.  
“I was sceptical about joining  
a male-dominated industry and 
whether it would be the right fit, 
but I really like how dynamic  
it is.”

With each day presenting a new 
problem to solve, Bryanna has 
found herself thriving in a 
challenging career. Her role sees 
Byranna working right across the 
project and getting a first-hand 
look at the progress of Victoria’s 
biggest rail development since  
the City Loop. 

“My work is quite diverse,” she 
says. “I assist the precinct 
Environment Managers with any 
day-to-day jobs as needed, which 
sometimes involves being an extra 
hand on the ground. I’m also 
involved with internal and 
external project environment 
audits, council land agreements, 
project planning approvals, being 

the project interface with bodies 
like Heritage Victoria, the Office 
of the Victorian Government 
Architect, Environment Protection 
Authority Victoria, Department  
of Environment, Land, Water and 
Planning and various other 
stakeholders.”

Feeling that she was light-on for 
role models early in her career, 
Bryanna is conscious of being a 
positive example for young women 
starting out in the industry. 

“I didn’t have many female role 
models early in my time as a grad 
and that’s something I struggled 
with. It was a case of wondering 
where you could go. There 

weren’t many women in 
leadership roles five or 10 years 
ago, but there are a lot more now.

“We have had a few juniors who 
come through our team and a lot 
of them over the last few years 
have been females. I think it’s 
good to get them onboard and 
show them what we do and how 
exciting our role can be!”

The legacy of the project excites 
Bryanna, and is something she 
hopes more women will share in 
as workers on the Metro Tunnel. 
Travelling through the nine-
kilometre twin tunnels and 
commuting through the five 

stations are future joys she  
looks forward to. 

“From a personal point of view,  
I think it’ll be a pretty big 
accomplishment that I was there 
from the very start,” Bryanna 
says. “I was at the Arden Station 
site as the onsite coordinator 
when they first broke ground  
for main works.

“To now be in this role, which is 
more focused on what is needed 
prior to certain activities 
commencing, it’ll be amazing and 
a cool achievement to know I’ve 
been part of the delivery of this 
landmark project.” 

– Alicia Byrne

  Environment Manager
Metro Tunnel Project
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