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NPS UNIT: ISLE ROYALE NATIONAL PARK PD #: 2021304 
Project Title: Analysis of long term trends in bird abundance at Isle Royale National Park 
Primary natural resource discipline: Biological Sciences 
Project keywords: habitat loss, breeding bird, climate change, conservation 
Location: Houghton, Michigan 
COVID-19 NOTICE  
As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to change and evolve, project timelines and structure remain flexible and it 
may be necessary to postpone start dates, begin work remotely, or reformulate the project’s description. Should 
any development in the COVID-19 outbreak impair a project’s timeline or results, the SIP Team will work with the 
park and project mentors to assess the situation and determine the best course of action at that time. 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION AND WORK PRODUCTS 
Position Description: The SIP Fellow will summarize Isle Royale’s long-term breeding bird monitoring datasets, 
assess habitat across the park, integrate land use and climate change models, and evaluate if and how the 
island’s bird populations are affected.  

The devastating decline in birds documented across the United States is gaining international attention and 
sounding alarms of ecosystems unravelling and possible species extinctions.  The research published in Science 
(Rosenburg et al. 2019) identifies species and biomes particularly at risk. Sparrows, Finches, and Warblers are 
among the bird families most threatened with declines of 38%, 37%, and 38%, respectively, over the past 30 
years.  Boreal and Eastern forest biomes are among the most impacted, with forest birds declining 33% and 17%, 
respectively, in these habitats. The primary drivers of these declines are global climate change, habitat loss due 
to urbanization and agriculture, pesticide use, and insect decline and diversity loss.  

Isle Royale National Park is a remote island wilderness park in Lake Superior, straddling the transitional zone 
between temperate northern hardwood forests and boreal coniferous forests, and contains many of the bird 
species reported to be most at risk. Isle Royale’s remoteness has been suggested to provide refugia to 
anthropogenic change in the Upper Midwest (Kirschbaum et al. 2016), and indeed this wild, isolated park is 
removed from direct impacts of urbanization and agricultural pesticides. However, the island is still vulnerable. 
Lake Superior’s annual temperature is increasing rapidly, twice as fast as air temperatures over the past 30 years 
(Austin and Coleman 2008). In addition, the island has abundant herbivore (moose and beaver) populations, a 
result of a wolf population that was near collapse due to natural and anthropogenic forces. The herbivore 
populations have drastically altered the forest composition and structure across Isle Royale, and have cascading 
impacts across the island ecosystem. 

The SIP fellow will synthesize 23 years of breeding bird surveys (8 transects, 132 survey points), analyze trends in 
species abundance, and collate existing vegetation datasets to develop a comprehensive assessment of the birds 
and habitat on Isle Royale. The fellow will work closely with park biologists and Dr. Jared Wolfe 
(https://www.wolfecology.com/) at Michigan Technological University to accomplish project goals. The majority 
of work will be performed at the park headquarters in Houghton MI but the fellow will have the opportunity to 
travel to Isle Royale NP to assist with field work.  Tasks include:  

• Compile relevant datasets from Isle Royale, including breeding birds, climate, and forest vegetation. 
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• Assist in coordination of 2021 Breeding Bird Survey to gain understanding of survey effort and data 
collected. 

• Work with university partners and Great Lakes I&M Network staff to discuss datasets and develop 
analytical tools. 

• Prepare a report for park resource managers summarizing findings.  

• Develop recommendations for park resource managers to aid in bird conservation efforts. 

• Prepare interpretive products to communicate findings to park visitors.  

This project analyzing long term trends in bird abundance at Isle Royale NP will fill a critical management need in 
evaluating park biological resources. It provide natural resource managers with information to evaluate the 
status of breeding birds, understand trends in bird abundance, and assess the impacts of climate change on the 
park's bird population.  Isle Royale NP is currently reintroducing wolves to reestablish predation and control the 
populations of the island's herbivores, primarily moose.  The park does not currently understand how the 
impacts of moose browse on the island's vegetation impacts breeding bird habitat.  The products of this project 
will assist resource managers in understanding how the cascading effects of wolf reintroduction impact breeding 
birds and their habitats. 

This position is offered through the National Park Service's Scientists in Parks Program in partnership with 
Ecological Society of America. 

Work Products: The SIP fellow will be expected to prepare a final report assessing the status of birds on Isle 
Royale National Park. This information will be compared with trends across the United States, and will assist in 
determining if Isle Royale can serve as refugia for some populations, or if bird populations are similarly 
threatened on Isle Royale. This report will include a summary of breeding bird survey data from the past 23 
years, along with recommendations for future survey and conservation efforts.  Ideally this report would also be 
formatted for publication in a scientific journal. In addition, the SIP fellow will work with advisors to format 
breeding bird and vegetation survey datasets for analysis using GIS and database tools. 
NATURAL & PHYSICAL WORK ENVIRONMENT 
This position is primarily office based and located at the mainland park headquarters in Houghton MI.  The fellow 
will have their own office.  In addition to office work in Houghton, the fellow will have the opportunity to assist 
with field work on the island, which is located approximately 70 miles from Houghton in Lake Superior.  The 
island is accessed by a large passenger ferry, operated by the NPS. 

Houghton is located in Michigan's Keweenaw Peninsula on the South Shore of Lake Superior.  The region is 
dominated by vast areas of lakes, forests and wetlands.  Houghton is the home of Michigan Tech University and 
the area offers many options for dining, grocery stores, retail shops, and has two hospitals. Houghton was rated 
as one of the top 10 U.S. adrenaline outposts by National Geographic Adventure Magazine, boasting excellent 
skiing, hiking, kayaking and mountain biking.  There is a small regional airport which offers daily flights to 
Chicago. 

QUALIFICATIONS 
• Current undergraduate, recent graduate, or graduate student in conservation biology, 
environmental science or ecology field 

• Ability to understand and distill multiple large datasets 
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• Advanced coursework in natural resources, including forest ecology, population ecology, and 
statistics 

• Ability to conduct independent research, prepare scientific reports, and perform QAQC on data 

•Strong communication and leadership skills 

• Passion for the outdoors, attention to detail, excellent work ethic, and a positive attitude 

 

The applicant must be a U.S. citizen or U.S. National between the ages of 18 and 30 years old inclusive, or 
veterans up to age 35. Prior to starting this position, a government security background clearance will be 
required. 
VEHICLE AND DRIVER LICENSE REQUIREMENTS 
Applicant does not need a valid drivers license.  
 
A personal vehicle is RECOMMENDED but not required for this position.  
HOUSING 
Park housing is NOT available. The intern will be responsible for finding housing in the nearby area. The position 
will be located at the park headquarters in Houghton MI, where park housing is not available.  Houghton is home 
to Michigan Tech University, which has around 7,000 students.  Opportunities to sublease rooms, houses or 
apartments are typically available and in the range of $400-$800/month depending on location. Dormitory style 
housing may also be available on campus at a higher monthly cost.  When the fellow travels to Isle Royale NP, 
dormitory style housing will be available at no cost. 
INTERNSHIP START/END DATES 
Start Date: 5/3/2021 
Eleven weeks of the internship will be in the park. A mandatory Professional Development Workshop will be held 
in Washington, D.C. from August 1 – 5, 2021. 

 


