
BOTANY

Because plants provide us with food, fibres and 
medicines, knowledge about plants is fundamental to 
our survival.
It’s also vital to the health of the planet, as plants 
influence the Earth’s climate, and most life forms on 
Earth depend directly on plants for oxygen, food, or 
habitat. Plants also include some of the strangest and 
most beautiful living things on Earth. 
Modern Botany includes research into the biochemistry,  
ecology, genetics and physiology of plants, plant 
evolution, the role plants play in ecosystems and plant 
biotechnology. It covers topics from the breeding 
of crop plants using the most modern molecular 
techniques, through to modelling the effects of climate 
change on plants.

Plants = Life

“We receive plants that are among the 
last of their kind in the world, and we 
have to establish them in a culture 
and then bulk them up. There will 
always be plants, so (for botanists) 
there will always be a job.”

Sarah Painter, Lifetech
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Why study Botany at Otago
It is an exciting and challenging degree taught 
by a team of excellent plant scientists.
You will learn about important, topical issues 
such as biotechnology, genetic modification, 
ecosystem services, sustainability and the 
ecological impacts of environmental change.
Studying Botany at Otago will enable you 
to examine New Zealand’s unique flora on 
land and in the sea.  You will study its diversity 
and evolutionary history as well as how this 
flora may be affected by changing climatic 
conditions, ocean acidification, and invasive 
organisms. Botany courses will cover a wide 
range of topics from how photosynthetic 
organisms function to understanding their 
role in ecosystem processes.  This will include 
the importance of plants in addressing some 
of the challenges and problems that face 
society in the 21st Century.
Botany courses have great field-trips focusing 
on various aspects of plant ecology, and 
allowing you to participate in hands-on study 
of our exciting natural environment.
The wide range of topics and skills learnt in 
Botany can lead to many different careers.

CAREER OPPORTUNITIES
There will always be jobs for plant scientists 
because plants are so fundamental to life on 
earth.
The world’s economies are highly dependent 
on plants and their associated habitats, not 
only for food production but also for timber, 
for the fibres and chemical compounds plants 
produce and for the ecological services they 
provide such as removing CO2 from the 
atmosphere. 
Plant scientists are employed around the 
world in industry, governmental and non-

governmental organisations that seek 
to understand and conserve the natural 
environment, and to educate people about it.
Botany graduates are in high demand in 
industries such as biotechnology, horticulture, 
tourism and agriculture. 
A Botany degree can also lead to a career 
in conservation, biosecurity, environmental 
education, environmental consultancy or 
academic research. 
Our graduates take up positions in local 
and national government, for instance at the 
Department of Conservation, and Ministry 
of Primary Industries and Crown Research 
Institutions. 

BACKGROUND REQUIRED
While an understanding of basic biology 
would be useful, it is not essential – you will 
be taught everything you need to know once 
you start your course. 
The basics of cells, plants and their 
environments are covered in the first year 
Biology and Ecology papers. All you need is 
enthusiasm and curiosity!

What will I learn?
A Botany degree will provide you with 
basic training in plant biology and evolution, 
ecology and physiology, marine botany, 
mycology, plant diseases and biotechnology. 
You will also gain important skills that are 
transferable to any career: critical thinking, 
written and oral communication, information 
analysis and interpretation, time management, 
problem solving and lateral thinking.

Can I combine botany with other subjects?
A degree in Botany also allows you to enter 
into higher degrees at Otago and other 

institutes.  You can include papers from 
almost any other area in the University in 
your Botany degree.
For students doing a double degree or 
double major, Botany is most often combined 
with Ecology, Plant Biotechnology, Genetics, 
Law, Zoology, or Marine Science. 
Botany is also offered as a degree minor 
alongside other degree subject majors.

How will I study?
Botany lecturers have an interactive style and 
work closely with undergraduates.
In laboratory classes, you will gain hands-
on experience of fundamental botanical 
techniques ranging from plant genetics, 
structure and function to tissue culture and 
ecological surveys. 
Botany courses include field-trips to native 
forests, grasslands, mountains and beaches.
The Department of Botany provides a 
friendly, supportive learning environment and 
produces graduates who are independent, 
informed people that make a positive 
contribution to society and the economy – 
nationally and internationally

What about further studies
A degree in Botany also allows you to enter 
into higher degrees at Otago and other 
institutions. Many MSc and PhD graduates in 
Botany are employed as research scientists 
around the world including New Zealand.

To most people, mushrooms in the woods 
are just toadstools. But to Suliana Teasdale 
they are ectomycorrhizal mycology in action 
— and vital clues in the drive to learn more 
about our forests and climate.
She chose Otago because she liked the way 
the campus was integrated with the student 
area. She planned to study Zoology, but in 
her first year she discovered Botany and was 
hooked from then on.
After a BSc in Botany she completed a 
PGDipSci and MSc investigating fungi found 
in a symbiotic relationship with New Zealand 
native beech trees.
Now she’s taken a job with AgResearch 
Grasslands, researching a different but 
equally important plant-fungal interaction. 
Her current project involves identifying and 
describing fungal endophyte relationships 
with tropical forage grasses.
“It’s important to gather baseline diversity 
data, especially for major New Zealand 
forest species like beech, which develop 

successfully only where the fungi are present. 
So it’s important to know how the fungi are 
affected by such things as global warming, 
climate change and acid rain. Southern beech 
trees won’t grow without fungi, and yet there 
are only a couple of people in New Zealand 
studying them.
Most other places have data on fungal 
diversity but there’s not much in New 
Zealand. By establishing baselines we can 
monitor change and measure the effects of 
disturbance on our forests. 
We need the fungi to keep the forests 
growing and for things like regeneration 
when we finally decide to turn pine 
plantations back into native forest.”
Suliana uses the latest DNA techniques to 
identify diversity among the fungi.
“For my Master’s research I worked on old 
growth southern beech trees, but there are 
all kinds of areas that need exploring. We 
need to know what’s there before we lose 
it.”
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Suliana Teasdale


