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WHAT IS ENVIRONMENTAL 
SCIENCES AND/OR APPLIED 
CONSERVATION?
New Zealand’s reputation for pure natural beauty is 
world-renowned, but well-developed environmental 
knowledge and conservation processes are required 
in order to preserve and enhance this status. 

Environmental scientists have a keen interest 
in ecological processes and flora and fauna in 
aquatic or terrestrial ecosystems. They understand 
ecosystem management and have an appreciation of 
the regulations that manage natural environments.

Conservation scientists use their biological and 
social science skills to improve the effectiveness of 
conservation initiatives and advocate for positive 
change. 

There is an increasingly clear requirement for 
graduates to have a thorough understanding of 
society and culture in order to successfully manage 
and implement initiatives. Professionals in this area 
need solid knowledge of the ecology, but also require 
skills in engaging with communities and stakeholders 
in planning, managing and implementing vital 
conservation projects. 

Knowledge in these disciplines is essential for the 
maintenance of New Zealand’s unique natural 
inheritance, and is sought after by employers like 
the Department of Conservation (DOC), local and 
regional councils and research organisations, as 
well as national and international non-government 
organisations (NGOs). Opportunities also exist in 
small private environmental consultancies with 
specialised areas of expertise.

Do you picture yourself playing a role in the 
protection of our natural environment? Are you 
a strong communicator with excellent practical 
and project management skills? Are you objective, 
enquiring and open to new ideas? Would you like to 
help shape the town, city, country and world in which 
you live? Then a career in environmental science 
and/or applied conservation may be for you.



Shortage of environmental specialists - The government 
is actively encouraging skilled environmental scientists 
from overseas to work in New Zealand through 
Immigration New Zealand’s long-term skill shortage 
list. There is a projected 4% increase in demand for 
environmental scientists until 2023.

Source – www.employment.govt.nz

Environment and resources are central to New 
Zealand’s economy - New Zealand’s economic, social 
and cultural wellbeing is reliant on the integrity of 
our environment and ecosystems. This makes it vitally 
important to meet the environmental needs of New 
Zealand. Over the next 20 years, rising population and 
economic growth is expected to increase demand for 
New Zealand’s agricultural and forestry products. At the 
same time, access to land and natural resources is likely 
to decline, while climate change will also impact on the 
performance of all land-based productive industries. 
Effective soil, water and nutrient management will be 
critical to the success of New Zealand’s farmers, foresters 
and growers.

Source – Ministry for Primary Industries  

Freshwater governance and management - There are 
increasing incentives to change the way management 
decisions are made for New Zealand’s freshwater 
resources. The Ministry of Business Innovation and 
Employment‘s research programme supports, informs 
and helps implement an ongoing schedule of reform, to 
help meet emerging future policy needs in freshwater 
management. Now in its second phase, the programme 
brings together economists, social scientists, ecologists, 
water scientists, policy researchers and Māori 
researchers to identify processes and develop tools for 
freshwater management.

Source – www.niwa.co.nz

Climate change and communities - Scientists from 
all specialisations acknowledge that climate change is 
one of the greatest challenges facing humanity. New 
Zealand’s coastal environment is extremely vulnerable 
to the effects of climate change, with erosion and 
consequent sediment loading of rivers a particular issue. 

Research into potential solutions includes the Scion 
research programme into integrated afforestation. 
This programme, based on the East Coast of the North 
Island, is providing employment for local people and 
opportunities for innovation, entrepreneurship and 
regional economic development. Through interviews, hui 
and workshops held with the community, the research 
team has also developed a bi-cultural framework of 
climate change indicators and a socio-economic profile 
of the community that provide a measure of community 
wellbeing.

Source – www.scionresearch.com

OUTLOOK & TRENDS  

CAREER ROLE EXAMPLES
As environment and conservation roles often overlap, the 
following job titles are potentially viable for graduates of 
both majors

Environmental consultant: Involves studying the 
environment and how plants, animals and other organisms 
are affected by it, and in turn how those organisms can 
change environments. Also measures the effect of external 
influences, such as pollutants, and provides advice to 
avoid or reduce harmful effects on the environment. This 
normally requires a postgraduate qualification.

Conservation scientist: Manages ecosystem initiatives, 
conducts research, engages with communities and 
provides advice on conservation policies. Understands 
functional relationships within ecosystems in order 
to ensure the natural environment endures. May be 
responsible for administration of databases, stakeholder 
collaborations, and the application of taxonomy, 
nomenclature and labelling. This normally requires a 
postgraduate qualification 

WORK SETTINGS 
There are three main areas of employment for both 
environmental and conservation scientists. 
Roles in management and protection of natural resources 
within:
• Department of Conservation 
• City or district councils
• Non-government organisations 
• Ministry of Primary Industries (MPI)
• Small specialised consultancies
• Iwi
Research roles within:
• Crown research institutes (CRIs) or government 

departments such as Landcare Research or the 
Department of Conservation

• Universities
Policy or evaluation roles within:  
• Local authorities – regional, city and district councils
• Crown entities – eg, Environmental Protection Authority
• Private consultancies – for example, those doing 

environmental assessments for resource consents
• Iwi



SKILLS & KNOWLEDGE 
Environmental Science and Applied Conservation 
graduates need knowledge of 
• The Resource Management Act (RMA) and an 

understanding of the effects that commercial 
development may have on the environment.

• Ecosystems and the interaction between species, 
particularly the native flora and fauna

• Natural history

Environmental science (technical) 
• Solid understanding of environmental science, 

including specialist knowledge in at least one area such 
as water, or fauna and flora 

• Understanding of global change related issues and how 
New Zealand ecosystems are affected

• Understanding of terrestrial ecosystems and processes
• Understanding of the interactions among freshwater, 

atmospheric, soil, and coastal systems, and the impact 
of humans on the environment

Applied conservation (technical) knowledge
• Knowledge of social systems and community 

engagement strategies
• Knowledge of invasive species management and control
• Understanding of Māori-related land management 

issues 

General skills
• Ability to work in a team
• Excellent communication skills, particularly in 

explaining complex ideas
• High-level research skills and ability to analyse complex 

data sets
• Adaptable with strong project management skills
• Hands-on practical aptitude
• Competent time management and organisation skills, 

especially the ability to prioritise
• Capable problem-solver
• Logical, methodical, precise and innovative

SALARY GUIDE

Salary (per year)

Rangers $40,000-$60,000
depending on experience

Conservation Scientist $55,000-$75,000
depending on experience

Environmental Scientist $65,000 average

Sustainability 
development manager $75,000 - $85,000

Sources: www.payscale.com/New Zealand, Department of 
Conservation/Hays Salary Guide

Salary range is indicative of the New Zealand job market at the time of 
publication (2016) and should only be used as a guideline.

FURTHER STUDY OPTIONS 
For those wanting more specialised study, there are 
postgraduate level options in both applied conservation 
and environmental sciences, including the BSc Honours 
and Postgraduate Diploma, the Master of Science and 
Doctor of Philosophy.

Recent research in the school includes topics such as 
Antarctic microbiology, restoration ecology, food safety 
and socio-ecological systems.

Ranger: Carries out natural heritage conservation and 
biodiversity work programmes, actively working across 
a range of different projects, eg threatened species 
management, ecosystem restoration and animal pest 
control programmes. May include teaching, coaching, 
supporting and/or overseeing community groups and 
volunteers doing conservation work in the field.

Sustainable development planner: Works with central 
government, community groups, schools and businesses 
to achieve sustainable outcomes, such as flourishing 
biodiversity and the adoption of environmentally 
sustainable low carbon living practices. Builds and 
maintains key strategic relationships with internal and 
external stakeholders such as central government, iwi 
authorities, local boards, businesses and community 
groups.

THE AUT APPROACH
AUT’s Bachelor of Science has separate majors in 
Environmental Sciences and in Applied Conservation. 
Final year students can enrol in a research project and 
many have successful research collaborations with DOC.

AUT has strong partnerships with key industry 
organisations like the Ministry of Primary Industries, 
Auckland Council, Department of Conservation, New 
Zealand Antarctic Research Institute and Fonterra. 
Collaboration with employers ensures the programme 
is relevant and provides invaluable networking 
opportunities.



“I’ve always been interested in the outdoors, 
conservation and the marine environment, so when 
I was 20 I moved to West Australia and worked 
as a dive instructor at the Ningaloo Reef. I guided 
tourists around the reef, where there is amazing 
sea life including whale sharks and manta rays. I 
also worked with researchers from the University 
of WA, and speaking with them made me realise I 
wanted to work in conservation and environmental 
science, but I needed some theoretical background 
if I wanted to fulfil my ambitions.

I came back to New Zealand to study a Bachelor of 
Science at AUT. While studying, I worked as a park 
ranger in parks around Auckland like Waiheke, 
Waharau and the Hunua Ranges. I really enjoyed 
the variety of the work.

Now I’m based at Ambury Park in South Auckland 
where I do park and track maintenance, planting, 
farming and pest control. I also co-ordinate 
volunteer programmes, where I meet people from 
all walks of life – tourists, school groups, walkers. 
I really enjoy the breadth of people we come 
into contact with, and the fact that I work in the 
outdoors.

I really want to get into more conservation work 
in the future, either with government agencies 
like the Department of Conservation or Auckland 
Council, or with a private consultancy. I’m now 
doing a Master of Science at AUT, so we’ll see 
where that takes me.”

Hamish Allen
Park Ranger, Auckland Council

Bachelor of Science in Environmental Science and 
Marine Biology

EMPLOYER COMMENT

“Hamish has been working for Council in a number 
of roles as a park ranger. He has great people skills 
that allow him to actively engage with park visitors 
both in a regulatory capacity enforcing park rules, 
but also educating and engaging them in the parks.

I have been present when Hamish has been passing 
on his knowledge of the marine environment to 
park visitors and he has them totally entranced. 
It showed he has  strong technical knowledge, 
and was able to break that down into information 
that had those people thinking much more deeply 
about the issues being discussed.

 Hamish’s combination of work experience and 
theoretical study is giving him a strong foundation 
for the career direction he is looking to take.”

Wayne Carlson 
Senior Ranger Recreation/Education, Auckland 
Council

THE AUT APPROACH
AUT’s Bachelor of Science has separate majors in 
Environmental Sciences and in Applied Conservation. 
Final year students can enrol in a research project and 
many have successful research collaborations with DOC.

AUT has strong partnerships with key industry 
organisations like the Ministry of Primary Industries, 
Auckland Council, Department of Conservation, New 
Zealand Antarctic Research Institute and Fonterra. 
Collaboration with employers ensures the programme 
is relevant and provides invaluable networking 
opportunities.



USEFUL WEBSITES
Department of Conservation 
www.doc.govt.nz 

Ministry of Primary Industries
www.mpi.govt.nz

Science New Zealand
www.sciencenewzealand.org

National Institute of Water and Atmospheric 
Research
www.niwa.co.nz/education-and-training 

Conservation Jobs
www.conservationjobs.co.nz

Scion Research
www.scionresearch.com
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FURTHER INFORMATION
For the most up-to-date information on the 
study of environmental sciences or applied 
conservation, visit our websites:  
www.aut.ac.nz/conservation
www.aut.ac.nz/sciences
 
FUTURE STUDENTS
Contact the Future Student Advisory team for 
more information: www.aut.ac.nz/enquire
futurestudents@aut.ac.nz

 @AUTFutureStudents
 
CURRENT AUT STUDENTS
Contact the Student Hub Advisors team for more 
information: 0800 AUT UNI (0800 288 864)
www.aut.ac.nz/enquire  |  studenthub@aut.ac.nz

 @AUTEmployabilityandCareers
 
EMPLOYABILITY & CAREERS
For other Future Career Sheets visit: 
www.aut.ac.nz/careersheets

For employability and career support, AUT 
students can book an appointment through 
https://elab.aut.ac.nz/

 
CITY CAMPUS 
55 Wellesley Street East, Auckland Central

 
CONNECT WITH US NOW

   @autuni    @AUTuni
  AUTUniversity   @autuni

 
The information contained in this career sheet  
is correct at time of printing, August 2019.
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