
 
 

What do you do with the Forest Service?   

  
I’m a Zone Hydrologist, and I’ve been a 
permanent employee with the Forest Service for 4 
years. Before that was a Hydrology Technician for 
2 summers (1st season while in school, 2nd season 
as a recent graduate). 
  
What are the broader goals of your work as a 
Hydrologist?  What does this look like in your 
day-to-day?   
  
Much of what I do involves ensuring the Forest 
Service’s management actions don’t have 
negative impacts on our natural resources. Under 
the National Environmental Policy Act, we’re 
required to look at the environmental and social 
impacts of any project we do on the forest.  So in 
my case, I’m assessing how projects might affect 
things like, quality of fish habitat, recreational 
boating, or clean water for local municipalities.   
 
Field work makes up about 15% of time these 

days. If I’m out in the field, I might be surveying streams, taking measurements and collecting 
data on geomorphic forms, sediment load, and water temperature.  
  
Other field work might include going out to look at timber sales, flagging riparian zones; 
conducting post-fire work, so looking at effects of wildland fire in terms of erosion; and doing 
road surveys in particular looking at roads and making sure they’re draining correctly and 
culverts are the right size. 
  
I work closely with fisheries biologists and engineers, and depending on the forest, you might 
work a lot with other watershed-related scientists like geologists or soil scientists as well.  
  
How did you get into this field?  What led you to pursue a career in hydrology?   
  
I like to raft, I’m outside and out on the water a lot.  I knew I wanted to do something in natural 
resources, and while I was in school, I took a couple hydrology classes and liked them.  Also, 
both my parents work for the Forest Service, so there was an obvious sort of pull in that 
direction.  
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Initially, I was interested in social sciences, but after talking with professors, I decided I wanted 
to pursue a career with better job outlook and where a Master’s or PhD wasn’t necessary to get 
the job that I’d want.  
   

So you got your first seasonal job while you were 
in college? How difficult is it to get a seasonal 
hydrology position as a student? 
  
You have to have a certain number of credits in 
hydrology, physics, and math to qualify for 
hydrology technician positions. I think you can 
meet those requirements before you get your full 
Bachelor’s, but it’s helpful if you already have a 
good chunk of the classes done by the time you 
apply.   
  
It’s easier if you’re willing to go to a less 
desirable location.  My first season was far from 

home. Once I got that season’s worth of experience, I was more competitive for positions in a 
region I preferred.  
  
The Pathways program was really helpful in getting my first permanent position. For Pathways 
recent grad positions, you need to apply for position within 2 years of graduating.  
Is yours a career where the work changes significantly as you advance professionally? 
  
When I was a technician, I was out in the field pretty much the whole time – probably 95%. My 
next job was a District Hydrologist.  That was probably 60/40-field, bridging the gap between 
doing a lot of the data collection myself and a lot of the report writing. Now that I’m zoned, I’m 
in the office a lot – probably 85%. 
  
Is there anything else you considered doing at another point in your career, or are still 
considering?  What are some related positions in your field that require similar background 
or experience?   
  
There are a lot of agencies and companies out there that hire hydrologists: US Geological 
Survey, Bureau of Land Management, Natural Resources Conservation Service, state 
government, private consulting companies, and also universities.  On the research side of things 
– with USGS and Forest Service Research Stations – it’s harder to get in with just a Bachelor’s 
degree.  
  
The other career route with water is the human dimensions aspect. If you’re more interested in 
the social science side of things—with clean water access, for example— there are NGOs (non-
governmental organizations), Peace Corps, or potentially working with the International 
Program within the Forest Service.  There are also a lot of jobs out there in water law. 
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What skillsets or strengths are valued in your field?   
  
Interpersonal skills are often overlooked but really important.  In my position, you’re almost 
always working in a team environment.  Having good computer skills, being able to run models 
and use GIS and Excel. Problem solving skills.  
  
There’s room for all sorts of people, even if you might not fit the classic science brain mold of a 
hydro.  It’s nice to have different thinking styles, so I would say, if you’re interested, go for it. 
  
Don’t be afraid to take a job in a less desirable location. You don’t have to stay there forever, 
and the experience will help you get where you want to go. 
  
Do you have any advice for someone who is interested in pursuing a career as a Hydrologist? 
  
My biggest advice is to get some volunteer work done while you’re in school. Call your local 
Ranger District office and ask for the contact information of the Hydrologist, or whatever 
specialty area you’re interested in. When I was in college, I called the crew lead for the seasonal 
hydrology crew and asked if I could go out and help them for a few weeks out of the summer.  
  
Volunteering is great way to get experience, especially if you can’t afford to take an unpaid 
internship in the summer.  Say you work at a restaurant three or four days a week – you can still 
go out with a crew one day a week for a month.  A lot of people can’t afford to not work, so 
volunteering can allow you to get experience without having to give up your ability to make 
money elsewhere.  
  
Getting that initial experience makes a huge difference on your resume and can help you then 
land a paid, seasonal job the following summer.  I would recommend volunteering as early as 
your freshman year because then you set yourself up to land a seasonal position by your junior 
or senior year. 
  
It might seem intimidating to cold call or email people, but don’t be nervous.  From my 
experience being on the other end, I’m always excited to hear from someone interested in the 
field, and in general, it’s really helpful to have volunteers.  We have such tight budgets and we 
don’t have money to pay people, so any help we can get is awesome. All you have to do is sign 
a volunteer slip and show up.  Really beneficial for both parties involved. 
  
 
  

 

 


