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Technical Manager (Horticulture) 

Rebecca Smith, Valley Produce Ltd
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What qualifications do you have?
BSc Environmental Biology (Hons)
PhD Plant genetics/biochemistry/food science
 
What does your job involve?
Valley Produce is a grower and packer of fresh herbs and oriental brassica and I am responsible for food safety and quality compliance for the site. This covers the packhouse, field harvesting and management of raw material suppliers and customers. 

We are a small company, so my job is varied. I spend time out in the field with the harvest teams, in the packhouse and also visit customers and suppliers. My day-to-day job includes internal auditing of our systems and procedures to ensure they are working, assessing quality of product being packed and responding to customer complaints or queries.

What, or who, inspired you to take your chosen career pathway?
I have never had a career path in mind, but I have always had an interest in science and plants, which has been the one thing following me through my education and career so far. I don’t have any one thing I can say inspired me, but my mum had us out in the garden helping every weekend from when we were little, and my A Level biology teacher made plant science exciting, which pushed me to my chosen subject at university.

What route did you take from leaving school to your current job?   
I studied Environmental Biology at university and focused on plant science subjects. After completing my degree, I worked as a technician in the glasshouses, helping to manage the facilities and research crops. I then took on a lab research technician job, helping with postgraduate experiments and crops, where I was offered a PhD within the lab group. The PhD was multidisciplinary, so I still got to manage tomato crops but also got to work in the food science department. I then started a two-year knowledge transfer project with my current employer and University of Reading, developing a new food product from currently wasted fresh herbs and was offered my current role when that finished. 

What is the key knowledge, skills and experience needed for your job?
My role is technical, so attention to detail, critical thinking and a measured approach is important. You need to be flexible in your approach to working, and willing to adapt quickly. In edible horticulture, we’re working with living plants, which aren’t always perfect and have a short shelf life, so every day is different. You need to have a level of understanding of how the crops are grown and be willing to get stuck into the field and the packhouse environment.

What is the best thing about your job?
All I can see from my office window is fields of mint and chives – nothing beats being able to step out into that every day. I love the fact I’m not stuck at my desk all day but get to go into the field to see the harvesting or get into the packhouse.

[bookmark: _GoBack]I’ve also got to mention the people I work with – even when we’re all under pressure, the production staff are a great bunch to work with.


What questions are you often asked about your job?
Most people don’t even know my job exists – so usually I have to explain it on a very basic level. There is a lot that goes into the bit of coriander you see in your salad, or the pack of mint on your shelf, and I hope everyone appreciates that a little more when I’ve spoken to them.

What advice would you offer to someone interested in doing what you do?
Do some work experience if possible, and if you go down the academic route, take the option of a placement year in a food or horticulture company. There are so many ways to get into the career you want these days though, so look at apprenticeships within food or horticulture, or jobs where you can study and work at the same time. I haven’t pursued a career path, so if you also aren’t sure what you want to do, just keep studying or working in a subject or job you enjoy and be open to opportunities that come your way.
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