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TAKINg COMMERCIAL 
FORESTS FORWARd
Tree breeding is an important component of tree improvement, which 
involves applying an understanding about genetics to achieve the mass 
production of seedlings with desired traits. These can include, but are not 
limited to traits that:

 1) Achieve higher producTiviTy;
 2) enable the tree to be beTTer AdApTed to the environmenTAl   
      condiTions (both abiotic i.e. temperature and biotic i.e. pests);
 3) improve the species growTh rATe.

Tree breeding is often split into two distinct approaches:

 1) Conventional tree breeding, which has been done for                
      millenia and includes: tree selection, progeny testing, provenance   
      tests and vegetative propagation.

 2) Modern tree breeding teChniques: seed orchards, clonal   
          propagation, somatic embryogenesis, micro-propagation (or in vitro  
     propagation) and biotechnology. 

As a tree breeding research officer, you will be expected to have an in-depth 
understanding of both approaches.

ThE ROLE OF A TREE BREEdINg RESEARCh OFFICER 



To oversee all research pertaining to tree 
breeding, including:

- The development, initiation and   
   completion of new research projects that  
   address the tree breeding needs of those  
   involved;
- Keeping abreast with the latest advances  
   in the field;
- communicating research findings, aims  
   and needs both internally at a company  
   level and externally via both scientific  
   and non-scientific portals.

RESEARCh OFFICER
JOB dESCRIPTION ANd PURPOSE:  

QUALIFICATIONS ANd EXPERIENCE:  
- A bachelor’s degree in a relevent science.
- An honours degree is a major advantage.
- minimum of 3 years experience in tree      
   breeding.

WhERE TO STUdY?  
All the major tertiary education 
facilities offer relevant 
bachelor’s degrees, including 
unisA. when it comes to 
honours degrees the following 
institutions offer highly 
relevent degree options:

1) stellenbosCh 
universitY
www.sun.ac.za

2) nelson Mandela 
MetroPolitan universitY 
- george  CaMPus 
www.nmmu.ac.za

3) universitY oF KWaZulu-
natal
www.saees.ukzn.ac.za

The ability to communicate well, to express yourself both verbally and in 
writing, is critical for most positions within the forestry sector. For research 
officers it is essential. you will need to communicate the research findings 
to an array of stakeholders who will possess varying levels of scientific 
knowledge and understanding. This will require various styles and means of 
communication. 

These stakeholders will include:
  - Foresters and forest staff    - Forest and research contractors
  - Forest management    - nursery management and staff 
  - research staff within the organisation - external stakeholders
  - scientists and peers in other outside organisations

COMMUNICATION IS KEY



MAIN 
RESPONSIBILITIES:

A tree breeding research 
officer has six distinct 
responsibilities:

1) planning, supervision and 
conducting of experiments.

2) production of scientific 
reports.

3) communication and 
technology transfer 
(ensuring knowledge and 
understanding gained during 
research is transferred into 
the field).

4) Tree breeding activities. 

5) people management.

6) polices and procedures.

each of these requires the 
individual to possess a 
number of varied skill sets 
across multiple disciplines. 

ensuring the role of research 
officer goes way beyond 
simply a good grasp of the 
science!





WhAT KINd OF PERSON ARE WE LOOKINg FOR?
Qualifications and experience only make up part of the perfect ‘research 
officer parcel’ that prospective employers are looking for. There are also a 
number of essential personal competencies and technical competencies that 
candidates are required to have.

Personal CoMPetenCies / transFerable sKills
  - leadership skills    - interpersonal skills
  - planning and organisation  - Ability to work independently
  - project management   - self-motivated and self-disciplined
  - Attention to detail    - responsible and accountable 
  - innovative     - good work ethic 
  - presentation skills    - negotiation skills
  - diagnostic and analytic competency
  - Team work and ability to collaborate

FunCtional & teChniCal CoMPetenCies 
  - in-depth knowledge of scientific disciplines specifically relating to tree   
    breeding
  - good knowledge of a range of related / relevant scientific disciplines   
    associated with tree breeding
  - statistical analysis & interpretation skills
  - presentation of scientific findings
  - research methodologies
  - scientific report writing
  - computer literacy

special thanks to sappi 
and mondi for their help 
in providing the job 
descriptions and photos 
on which this case study 
has been based.


