
Summer Internship Opportunities at NOAA 
 

Conduct Research with Scientists at the Marine Mammal Laboratory 
 
The Marine Mammal Laboratory of NOAA’s Alaska Fisheries Science Center (MML/AFSC) and the University 
of Washington’s School of Aquatic and Fisheries Sciences (SAFS) request applications for student summer 
internships. Internships will be for about 10 weeks (during the period of June to September 2021; 40 hours per 
week) working on a marine mammal research project. Each internship will be supported on a stipend of $5,400, 
provided in partnership by the School of Aquatic and Fishery Sciences, the Marine Biology Program, and 
MML/AFSC. Due to the coronavirus pandemic, all of these internships will be conducted online rather than at the 
offices of MML/AFSC at NOAA’s Sand Point campus. Successful applicants will be provided with a scientific 
mentor and online access to research resources associated with their projects  
 
The following marine mammal research projects may be available for internships during summer 2021 at the 
Marine Mammal Laboratory: 

 
1. Northern fur seal and Steller sea lion video and image processing (MML/AFSC Mentor: Carey Kuhn). 

 
2. Estimating aerial survey detection rates of seals and polar bears on Arctic sea ice (MML/AFSC 

Mentor: Erin Moreland).   
 
3. Estimating rates of disturbance of seals and polar bears by a survey aircraft                            

(MML/AFSC Mentors: Erin Moreland, Skyla Walcott).                                                               
[offered provisionally depending on status of project field work in early April] 

For more information on these projects contact the lead MML/AFSC mentors: Carey Kuhn 
(carey.kuhn@noaa.gov); Erin Moreland (erin.moreland@noaa.gov); Skyla Walcott (skyla.walcott@noaa.gov). 
 
The SAFS values the strengths and professional experience that students, faculty, and staff bring to our community. 
We are committed to providing an excellent education to all of our students, regardless of their race, gender, class, 
nationality, physical ability, religion, age, or sexual orientation. We are proud of the different roles that our 
students, staff, and faculty play in the community of the School and the College of the Environment. We also 
recognize that science is richer, and the SAFS and MMML/AFSC communities are more vibrant when a diverse 
group of people participate in research. We are especially interested in candidates who can contribute to our 
programs’ diversity through their life experiences, scholarship, and/or service to the institutions. Minorities, 
women, people with disabilities, and veterans are encouraged to apply. 
 
ELIGIBILITY Any UW student who will be matriculated in Spring quarter 2021 is eligible to apply 
 
HOW TO APPLY 
Please submit the following by the deadline: 
• Online Application: https://forms.gle/9hshcHrqxZXBNQYe7 
• Application Materials - upload (using form linked above) the following materials in one pdf. Save as 

"LastnameFirstname_MML2021.pdf" (where Lastname and Firstname are your name): 
o Recent Resumé 
o Unofficial UW Transcript 
o Letter of Interest (maximum of four pages) – include the name of the project that most interests you and 

why; tell us about yourself and your research interests; explain how the internship will further your studies 
and career; include other  information the selection committee should be aware of, such as what it means 
to you to have a commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

 
DEADLINE FOR SUBMISSION:  February 15, 2021 
 
DECISIONS:  Award notifications will be made by March 31, 2021 
  



Project 1:  Northern fur seal and Steller sea lion video and image processing 
 
Mentor:  Carey Kuhn (carey.kuhn@noaa.gov) 
 
Background:  As part of ongoing research studying northern fur seal foraging ecology, our program has equipped 
fur seals from St. Paul Island, AK, with satellite-linked dive recorders and video cameras to record prey capture 
events.  
 
Goal:  We seeking an intern to share time between two sub-projects processing video and images from northern 
fur seal and Steller sea lion research in Alaska that support the goals of the NOAA Fisheries Strategic Plan to 
conserve and recover protected species.  
 
Approach: Sub-project #1 – Data from dive recorders and animal-borne video cameras will be used to: 1) quantify 
fur seal foraging success in relation to prey availability, 2) identify prey species and age-class consumed, and 3) 
validate the use of accelerometer data as a tool to indirectly measure prey capture. We have collected over 2,000 
underwater videos each between one and five minutes in duration. The videos have been analyzed in an open-
source behavior logging program called BORIS to identify prey capture behavior. The intern will work with a 
Marine Mammal Laboratory mentor to catalogue images of fish/prey from the analyzed videos, identify fish/prey 
species to genus or species, and may be asked to assist with video reanalysis to address discrepancies in prey 
capture detections between the video and accelerometer data.  
 
Sub-project #2 – Since 2012, remote cameras situated on five western Aleutian Islands have helped NOAA 
scientists collect data on endangered Steller sea lions. Remote cameras are set up to take pictures of specific Steller 
sea lion haul out sites and provide data on known individuals which is essential for monitoring population 
fluctuations, estimating survival rates, and quantifying movement in and between islands. To date, 2.1 million 
photos have been collected. However only 1.2 million photos have been processed thus far. The intern will help to 
review the remaining remote camera images. The intern’s duties will include looking through unprocessed photos 
to find images with known sea lion individuals and to record individual markings and corresponding behavior. We 
are currently working towards automating certain parts of this process using a machine learning techniques and 
therefore the intern may also have the opportunity to help with this task by annotating or manually inputting missed 
markings. 
 
Requirements:  For both projects, the image processing is time consuming and requires someone who is patient 
and thorough. Although the work is repetitive and slow going, viewing images of sea lions and watching video of 
fur seals underwater can be quite entertaining (see links below). We are looking for someone who works well 
independently, is detail oriented, and has good communication skills. Work will be conducted remotely and training 
will be provided for the video analysis software but the candidate should be comfortable working with basic 
computer programs including Word and Excel.  
 
To learn more about the northern fur seal project and watch clips of fur seal video: 
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/science-blog/northern-fur-seal-food-study-post-1 
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/science-blog/northern-fur-seal-food-study-post-6 [watch the cool video!] 
 
To learn more at the Steller sea lion project: 
https://www.zooniverse.org/projects/sweenkl/steller-watch 
 
  



Project 2:  Estimating aerial survey detection rates of seals and polar bears on Arctic sea ice 
 
Mentor:  Erin Moreland (erin.moreland@noaa.gov) 
 
Background:  Joint Beaufort Sea Surveys (JoBSS) address the need for fundamental assessment data on ice-
associated seals and polar bears through a cooperative effort with NOAA and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 
These surveys will result in the collection of hundreds of thousands of aerial images of Beaufort Sea sea ice from 
airborne color, thermal infrared, and ultraviolet cameras. Machine learning models will run on the imagery in flight 
to identify ringed seals, bearded seals, and polar bears.  
 
Goal:  An internship is available to help scientists to estimate how well the seal and bear detection models find 
and classify animals on the sea ice.  
 
Approach:  To evaluate the performance of detection and classification models, a subset of color images will be 
reviewed (i.e., visually inspected) for the presence of seals and polar bears. Bounding boxes will be drawn around 
each animal found in the images using VIAME software (https://www.viametoolkit.org/ 
wp-content/uploads/2020/09/VIAME-AI-Workshop-Aug2020.pdf) allowing species and age class identifiers to be 
assigned to each animal. These manual detections will be used to test the performance of detection and 
classification models and determine the most accurate detection rates to be used in the final abundance estimation 
analysis. The intern will be responsible for the color image review for animals on the seal ice. A staff biologist and 
image analyst will provide secondary review for the species and age class determinations as well as training and 
assistance with the software. The intern will compare the model output to the visual detections and calculate the 
detection rates for each species. 
 
Requirements:  The image review process can be taxing and requires strong attention to detail and focus.  Most 
of the work will likely take place remotely due to the pandemic. This work requires comfort with technology, 
learning to work with custom software, working independently, and participating in and initiating meetings with 
mentors and other biologists in the program when needed. Training will be provided remotely and regular check-
ins will be scheduled to ensure appropriate support is provided throughout the internship.  
 
To learn more about ice seal research in Alaska and MML’s aerial surveys: 
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/marine-mammal-protection/ice-seal-research-alaska 
 
  



Project 3:  Estimating rates of disturbance of seals and polar bears by a survey aircraft 
(internship to be offered contingent on fieldwork progress in April) 
 
Mentors:  Erin Moreland (erin.moreland@noaa.gov) and Skyla Walcott (skyla.walcott@noaa.gov) 
 
Background:  Wildlife aerial surveys have the potential to impact the behavior of animals encountered during 
such surveys. Disturbance to target species can impact the very research being conducted and disturbance of non-
target species can have important implications to those individuals as well. Measuring the observed distance from 
the aircraft to individuals or groups of the target species while tracking their behavior changes is important to the 
abundance estimation analysis and can provide important information on whether survey methods should be 
modified or mitigated to reduce their impact. 
 
Goal:  An internship may be available (depending on fieldwork scheduled for spring 2021) to review video 
collected during aerial surveys of the Joint Beaufort Sea Surveys (JoBSS) and record behavior changes. The 
purpose of the disturbance study is to monitor and quantify disturbance caused by our survey aircraft as well as to 
measure the portion of animals that enter the water (from their resting places on the sea ice) or otherwise evade 
counting.  
 
Approach: Using the SAFIRE nose-mounted FLIR imaging system, onboard observers will identify animals ahead 
of the aircraft that are not moving or responding to the plane. When an animal is identified, the system will be set 
to track the animal and record video of its behavior until the plane passes the target.  The internship will involve 
reviewing these targeted video recordings to log specific behavior events along with the location and distance data 
from the video file. The intern will help calculate the rate at which animals enter the water and evade detection. 
These calculations will improve the abundance estimation analysis, as well as help to summarize general behavior 
responses to report to the NOAA and Fish and Wildlife Service permitting offices. Because this disturbance 
assessment protocol is experimental and may be challenging to conduct alongside the main protocol for surveying 
the abundance and distribution of seals and polar bears, this internship offering is contingent on successful 
acquisition of the data, anticipated to occur between mid-April and mid-June, 2021. 
 
Requirements:  The video review process can be taxing and requires patience and attention to detail. Most of the 
work will likely take place remotely due to the pandemic. This work requires comfort with technology, working 
independently, and participating in and initiating meetings with mentors and other biologists in the program when 
needed. Training will be provided remotely and regular check-ins will be scheduled to ensure appropriate support 
is provided throughout the internship.  
 
To learn more about ice seal research in Alaska and MML’s aerial surveys: 
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/marine-mammal-protection/ice-seal-research-alaska 
 
 

 


