
Internship at the Flanders Marine Institute (VLIZ) on DNA-based identification of 

historic plankton samples 

Broader context 

Plankton communities – i.e. assemblages of various species of microbes, algae, shrimps, larvae, etc. – form 

the basis of the marine food web. These communities are not static but dynamic and change across space 

and time; and so do the ecosystem services of plankton, which include primary production, nutrient 

cycling or biological control. For decades, scientists have collected plankton samples and stored them in 

biobanks for long-term studies. Now, marine researchers are keen to understand the long-term effects of 

various stressors (e.g. climate change, ocean acidification, chemical pollution) on plankton diversity and, 

hence, the productivity and functionality of marine ecosystems. To this end, they require means to access 

the biobank samples. Because traditional taxonomic methods are both expensive and time-consuming, 

researchers are trying to develop techniques that make use of species-specific DNA sequences for species 

identification. However, most biobank samples have been preserved on formaldehyde, which degrades 

DNA and makes DNA-sequencing a challenging task. The goal of this internship is to overcome these 

technological hurdles by testing novel approaches especially designed to handle degraded DNA. As such, 

the internship will help directly to unlock the vault and access the vast archives of plankton diversity. 

Internship 

In a first step, the intern will develop and refine protocols for DNA-extraction from formaldehyde 

preserved plankton samples in the collection of VLIZ. Then, she/he will test the efficacy of the protocol 

using quantitative PCR. For this, the intern will receive training by an experienced molecular biologist. The 

practical work will be performed in the DNA laboratory of the Marine station Ostend situated in the harbor 

area of Ostend. While the focus will be set on DNA-based techniques, the intern will also be encouraged 

and trained in microscopy for morphological verification of species identification. 

The institute and support 

Flanders Marine Institute is an autonomous non-profit organization with the following objectives: 

o Initiate, support, promote and implement innovative and multidisciplinary marine research for 

the benefit of or in collaboration with Flemish and international marine research groups.  

o Promote the national and international image of Flemish marine research.  

o Serve as a national and international point of contact in the field of marine research.  

o Promote ocean literacy in Flanders and marine research visibility among the general public.  

o Provide tailored scientific data, information, knowledge and insights to the Flemish marine 

research community, the blue economy and policymakers with regard to marine matters.  

We offer a first-hand experience with marine sciences in a professional and welcoming environment. 

Flanders Marine Institute will provide the intern with all the necessary guidance to develop new skills, and 

to feel integrated and at ease within our institute. 


