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It is hard to generalize about opportunities—nonprofits differ widely in size, approach, goals, structure, etc.
One sector contains bird observatories (~25 observatories in US, 8–10 in Canada, many others in Europe). These typically begin as “Mom and Pop” bird-banding stations, and some stay that way indefinitely. But others grow by adding programming (usually starting with education programs, followed by research). At a certain point, they may outgrow the “bird observatory” name: Manomet Bird Observatory grew to become the Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences (www.manomet.org); Point Reyes Bird Observatory recently changed its name to PRBO Conservation Science (www.prbo.org). Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory (www.rmbo.org) is on that same growth trajectory. A fairly comprehensive list of observatories is available at www.nmnh.si.edu/BIRDNET/OBSERVATORY.html.
Other sectors include natural heritage programs (one per state?), and advocacy organizations, which seek to effect change by lobbying lawmakers or organizing other direct actions (letter-writing campaigns, etc).
Many nonprofit organizations function solely with volunteer labor. Some examples of nonprofit conservation organizations with paid staff:

The Nature Conservancy (www.nature.org)
American Bird Conservancy (www.abcbirds.org)
HawkWatch International (www.hawkwatch.org)
Hawks Aloft (www.hawksaloft.org)
Institute for Bird Populations (www.birdpop.org)
National Audubon Society (www.audubon.org)
Sutton Avian Research Center (www.suttoncenter.org)
International Crane Foundation (www.savingcranes.org)
National Wildlife Federation (www.nwf.org)
The Peregrine Fund (www.peregrinefund.org)
Purple Martin Conservation Association (www.purplemartin.org)
Cornell Lab of Ornithology (www.birds.cornell.edu)
Job opportunities in the nonprofit conservation sector are as varied as the organizations themselves, and include: research, writing, editing, advocacy, stewardship, education, conservation, veterinary/rehab, administration, fundraising, program management, tours, and citizen science.
Since many nonprofits have small staffs and limited funds, it is not uncommon for staff members to fill several roles.
Minuses:
- Salaries are typically lower than in academia, government, or private industry (some organizations make up for it by offering generous benefits packages).
- Much of the work is on soft money (i.e., contracts of limited duration), so there can be an ongoing scramble to find funds. However, some larger organizations enjoy funding support similar to government agencies’ support in that base salaries are covered, and staff need only raise funds for any additional expenses (such as seasonal staff or field expenses). Some larger organizations have development staff, who do the heavy lifting of fundraising, freeing the program staff to focus on developing and implementing conservation programs.
Plusses:

- Freedom to pursue varied interests, provided they support the organization’s mission and funding can be secured.
- Freedom to improvise and “make it up as you go”, rather than having to adhere to stringent rules or succumb to political pressure.
- Nonprofits are usually small, so they have an informal, family atmosphere, with little red tape or strict rules, and a flat organizational structure.
- The low salaries, old computers, and other financial hardships contribute to a sense of shared sacrifice among the staff, which brings the group together and creates strong personal ties and friendships. This is reinforced by the sense of working shoulder-to-shoulder, fighting the good fight, as you and your co-workers strive to make a positive change in the world.
Job openings:
- OSNA job board is the single best source of job listings (www.osnabirds.org/on/ornjobs.htm).
- The comparatively low salaries result in comparatively high turnover, so jobs open up regularly.
- A good strategy is to get to know the people who work at nonprofits, and let them know of your interest in employment. Unlike job openings at publicly funded agencies (where job openings must be advertised publicly), openings at nonprofits are sometimes not advertised but instead are filled through personal contacts. “It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.” Don’t be afraid to send an unsolicited resume, expressing your interest in working for them (“I love what you do and I want to be a part of it”).
