
Internship at Flanders Marine Institute (VLIZ): Taking zooplankton imaging to the next level 

Introduction and context 

Zooplankton communities and their dynamics are unambiguously important in marine food webs, serving 

as an important link between primary producers and higher trophic levels. Changes to the environment, 

naturally or anthropogenically induced, will quickly translate into changing zooplankton dynamics. Despite 

their importance, zooplankton is hardly studied in the Belgian Part of the North Sea (BPNS). 

For that reason, monthly sampling campaigns in the BPNS are conducted in the framework of LifeWatch, 

deploying two types of imaging sensors for the collection of zooplankton biodiversity data. On one hand, 

physical zooplankton samples are processed with the ZooScan; on the other hand in-situ image data is 

collected with the Video Plankton Recorder (VPR). The use of the VPR allows to determine the fine-scale 

distribution of species and to investigate the relative contribution of various changing environmental 

conditions on the spatio-temporal dynamics of plankton.  

Internship 

The thesis/internship will contribute to the PhD project “Optical imaging and analysis for zooplankton 

observations”. The student will be involved in data collection during the monthly LifeWatch campaigns on 

board of the RV Simon Stevin by collecting WP2 net samples and deploying the VPR. Additionally, during 

these campaigns the student will learn how to collect general water quality parameters, including profile 

data, phytoplankton abundance data, nutrient concentrations, pigment concentrations and DNA samples. 

The student will process plankton data running image recognition software and validate zooplankton 

images to complete and build upon existing image libraries.  

The short-term data collected during this period will be used to answer ecological questions related to 

plankton distributions. Whereas ZooScan data can be used for length measurements, abundance patterns 

and biomass estimations, the VPR can offer more information on the small-scale plankton distribution 

(effects of tides, turbidity, vertical migration,…) or the abundance of gelatinous plankton species (e.g. 

jellyfish) and potential harmful algal blooms (e.g. Phaeocystis). A combination of both techniques allows 

for an in-depth ecological topic. Depending on the student’s interest, an interesting and scientifically 

valuable thesis topic or internship can be drawn up. 

The institute and support 

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

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

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

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

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

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

• 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. 



Contact person for this research line: Anouk Ollevier (anouk.ollevier@vliz.be) & Jonas Mortelmans 

(jonas.mortelmans@vliz.be) 
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