Director of Animal Care and Conservation
Job Classification: Exempt
Reports Directly To: Chief Operating Officer
Direct Reports: Animal Curator
Park Overview
Wildlife Prairie Park is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization dedicated to conservation, education, and recreation. Located on approximately 1800 acres in Central Illinois, the Park provides a unique setting where visitors can experience Illinois' natural and cultural heritage. The Park is home to a variety of native and historically significant species, offers educational and recreational programs, and provides opportunities for visitors to connect with nature.
Wildlife Prairie Park is committed to responsible animal care, conservation, environmental stewardship, and quality guest experiences. The Park's animal programs play an important role in advancing its conservation and educational mission while providing visitors with meaningful opportunities to learn about Illinois wildlife and natural resources.
Position Summary
The Director of Animal Care and Conservation provides overall strategic leadership, direction, and accountability for the Animal Care Department. The Director ensures high standards of animal welfare, regulatory compliance, safety, staff performance, operational excellence, and long-term planning while establishing the systems, policies, procedures, and expectations necessary for consistent and professional operations.
The Director provides leadership and guidance to the Animal Care Team and Education Dept while maintaining overall accountability for departmental performance and outcomes. The position works collaboratively with executive leadership and all Park departments to advance animal care, conservation, guest experience, financial sustainability, and the Park's long-term strategic goals.
We are looking for a director who is not only knowledgeable of animal care and conservation but is also a strong leader who leads with sound judgement, earns trust, welcomes feedback and inspires others.  Our goal is to become an accredited zoo, and we are looking for a leader with tenacity and vision who can get us there.
Essential Duties and Responsibilities
· Set annual departmental priorities, goals, performance expectations, and measurable outcomes for animal care, conservation, compliance, safety, staffing, and operations.
· Direct daily animal care programs to ensure husbandry, enrichment, nutrition, behavioral management, habitats, and welfare practices meet professional standards.
· Maintain inspection-ready compliance with accreditation, USDA, IDNR, OSHA, and other applicable regulatory requirements.
· Oversee accurate animal, veterinary, regulatory, training, incident, ZIMS/Species360, and departmental records.
· Coordinate veterinary care, preventive medicine, health monitoring, treatment protocols, quarantine, biosecurity, and emergency response processes.
· Guide collection planning, acquisitions, transfers, breeding recommendations, population management, and long-term welfare decisions.
· Develop, implement, and review SOPs, policies, safety practices, emergency preparedness plans, and operational standards.
· Monitor performance, identify risks or deficiencies, review incidents and near misses, and implement corrective actions.
· Lead, coach, and hold accountable the Animal Curator, Lead Keepers, animal department employees, and volunteers through clear supervision, training, and performance expectations.
· Plan staffing, scheduling, training, and leadership coverage to support safe, consistent animal care operations.
· Advance conservation programs, professional partnerships, research opportunities, and management of the Park’s animal collection, including bison and elk herds.
· Partner with Maintenance to address habitat, facility, equipment, sanitation, safety, and life-support needs.
· Support departmental budgeting, purchasing priorities, grants, fundraising, partnerships, and financial sustainability initiatives.
· Collaborate across departments to strengthen guest experiences, educational alignment, organizational priorities, and internal communication.
· Represent Wildlife Prairie Park professionally in animal care, conservation, regulatory, and industry-related matters.
Knowledge, Skills & Abilities
· Leadership competency: builds trust, sets clear expectations, coaches employees, and maintains accountability across teams.
· Animal care competency: applies advanced knowledge of zoological welfare, husbandry, enrichment, nutrition, behavior, and collection management.
· Compliance competency: understands accreditation, regulatory, safety, reporting, and inspection requirements for zoological operations.
· Operational competency: designs and improves SOPs, policies, workflows, records, and systems that support consistent departmental performance.
· Strategic competency: plans proactively, evaluates alternatives, manages priorities, and connects departmental work to organizational goals.
· Problem-solving competency: identifies risks, analyzes deficiencies, makes sound decisions, and drives corrective action and continuous improvement.
· Communication competency: communicates clearly with employees, leadership, partners, regulators, volunteers, and community stakeholders.
· Financial and administrative competency: manages budgets, resources, documentation, project timelines, and cross-department priorities effectively.
Minimum Qualifications
· Bachelor's degree in Zoology, Biology, Wildlife Management, Animal Science, Conservation Science, or a related field required; master's degree or advanced degree in a related field preferred.
· Minimum of seven (7) years of progressively responsible experience in zoological animal care, wildlife management, conservation, or a closely related field required.
· Minimum of three (3) years of supervisory, management, or departmental leadership experience required, preferably in a zoological, wildlife, conservation, or animal care setting.
· Experience overseeing animal care operations, staff performance, safety practices, regulatory compliance, SOPs, records, budgets, and cross-functional projects required.
· Experience with animal welfare programs, veterinary coordination, collection planning, conservation initiatives, or habitat management strongly preferred.
· Experience with ZIMS/Species360, ZAA, AZA, or another recognized zoological accreditation program preferred.
· Valid Illinois driver's license required.
· Ability to respond to operational needs, including evenings, weekends, holidays, and emergency situations, required.
Physical Demands & Working Conditions
Work is performed in office, animal care, habitat, and outdoor environments and may involve varying weather conditions, animals, chemicals, biological materials, and other occupational hazards associated with zoological operations.
The position requires regular walking, standing, bending, reaching, kneeling, climbing, and lifting up to 50 pounds. Evening, weekend, holiday, and after-hours work may be required based on operational needs.
Reasonable accommodations will be made in accordance with applicable law.
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