Faculty of Science and Engineering

Profile report: Flyway Ecologist and scientific director of BirdEyes, Centre for Global
Ecological Change

- Discipline: Ecology
- Level: Assistant, Associate or full professor with research profile

- Fte: 0.8-1.0fte

1. Scientific discipline

Ecology aims at understanding the abundance, distribution and functioning of organisms.
This aim is a tall order, especially when the focus is on the ecology of animals that in the
course of their lives, repeatedly travel large parts of the Earth as they track the seasonal
resources that are critical for their survival and reproduction. The answers to this quest
rely on sufficient understanding of local ecological processes, the way in which the
seasonal migrants make them fit, and the ways in which experiences at one site affect
the options at other sites.

The University of Groningen has a long history of in-depth ecological studies at key areas
for migratory waterbirds around the globe and this legacy can be combined with
increasingly sophisticated tools to track individuals of species making use of these areas
from cradle to grave. This provides a unique position to achieve understanding at the
levels of individual development (of flyways), the changing ecological selection pressures
at various spatial scales, and, conversely, the ways that these migrant birds inform us
about our common world of change. In the case of the birds, local problems require trans-
boundary solutions.

2. Vacancy

This position is opened by the Faculty of Science and Engineering in the context of their
wish to make the interfaculty research centre BirdEyes-Centre for Global Ecological
Change sustainable. The position falls within the attractive framework of ‘Career Paths in
Science and Engineering’, which outlines the criteria and timeline for promotion. As the
focus domain of the position is research and the management of a focused research
group, the criteria of a career path with a focus on research apply.



http://www.rug.nl/fse/cpse
http://www.rug.nl/fse/cpse

3. Selection committee (BAC)

Prof. dr. Rampal Etienne, Scientific Director GELIFES (Chair)

Prof. dr. Gertjan van Dijk, Education Director GELIFES

Prof. dr. Christiaan Both, Professor Animal Ecology GELIFES

Prof. dr. Laura Govers, Associate Professor Marine Conservation Ecology,

GELIFES/NIOZ

e Prof. dr. Judy Shamoun-Baranes, Professor Animal Movement Ecology IBED,
UVA

e Dr. Mohamed Henriques Baldé, Senior scientist Migratory Bird Ecology,
BirdEyes / Campus Fryslan

e Student member

Advice committee (AC)

Drs. Johan van de Gronden, Development Director BirdEyes

Dr. Allert Bijleveld, NIOZ

Dr. Thomas Lameris, Assistant Professor Wadden Sea Ecology, GELIFES
Prof. dr. Nelleke |Jssennagger-van der Pluijm, Professor Cultural History of the
southern North Sea Region in the Early Middle Ages and Viking Age at the
Faculty of Arts

e Prof. dr. Simon Verhulst, Professor Evolutionary Biology of Ageing, Ornithology
GELIFES

Prof. dr. ir. Chris Smit, Program Director MSc Ecology and Evolution, GELIFES
Ms. Merel Barkman, HR-advisor

4. Area of expertise

BirdEyes-Centre for Global Ecological Change acts as a unique global focal point for the
study of avian migration, addressing both fundamental questions in flyway ecology,
including local-scale processes underlying flyway-scale responses, as well as applied
management and conservation problems within these flyways. BirdEyes profiles itself by
using a combination of (1) tracking the movement and communication of individual birds
and of subsets of populations with ever more sophisticated multi-sensor devices, (2)
citizen science involvements with the on-the-ground scrutiny of individually recognisable
birds, (3) active engagement of the realm of the creative arts to inspire research
questions, and enable creative communication outputs, and (4) the curation of all these
data from different stakeholders, to create scientific publications as well as high-profile
dissemination products on the resulting stories. All of this is carried out in a research
network of ecological studies on the seasonal resources (for survival and breeding),
behavioural or other adjustments to prevailing or changing conditions, and evolutionary,



developmental and learning pathways enabling these migrants to function and adjust.
Building on a heritage of an extensive network of 1000s of citizen-scientists spread across
many countries of the world, established through the Global Flyway Network, BirdEyes
presents a unique challenge to scientists but also offers a unique way to share the findings
with an interested and widespread societal audience. A current focus on wetland birds,
connecting different regions of the world, with the Wadden Sea among the most staple
examples, has allowed BirdEyes to develop a unique network within and outside the
Netherlands and showcase engaging scientific discoveries and stories with these birds at
its centre.

5. Embedding: institute (and expertise group)

GELIFES aims to enhance the understanding of processes enabling adaptation to
changing environments across all levels of biological organisation (from molecules and
genes to individuals and ecosystems), to inform society and contribute solutions to
societal problems. It coordinates master programs in evolution and ecology, biology,
marine biology and in medical and behavioural neuroscience.

GELIFES is organised in a non-hierarchical manner, and staff associate with one (or
more) informal expertise groups, of which there are seven, each comprising several
principal investigators:

1. Behavioural and Physiological Ecology (BPE)

. Conservation Ecology (CONSECO)

. Evolutionary Genetics (EG)

. Genomics Research in Ecology & Evolution in Nature (GREEN)

. Marine Biology (MB)

. Neurobiology

. Theoretical Research in Evolutionary Life Sciences (TRES)
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This position will have very close links with the Conservation Ecology Group in GELIFES,
where there is a strong research tradition on migratory ecology (Both, Lameris, Klaassen),
the ecology of intertidal ecosystems (OIff, Govers, Eriksson, van der Heide, Lameris) and
conservation and agro-ecology (Tittonell, Smit). GELIFES has chosen the Wadden Sea
area as one of its research priorities, and the applicant is expected to develop this further
within BirdEyes, and use it as an anchor point to strengthen collaborations between
BirdEyes and CONSECO, but also with other expertise groups, most notably Marine
Biology, which conducts, for instance, ecological genomics specialising on the Wadden
Sea. In addition, through these collaborative links, the successful applicant is expected
to participate in the existing teaching programs within that expertise group. The
successful applicant will have access to GELIFES’ excellent facilities, including unique


https://www.globalflywaynetwork.org/

animal and molecular laboratory facilities, an updated high-performance computing
cluster and a field station “De Herdershut” on Schiermonnikoog.

As part of the transdisciplinary nature of BirdEyes, the successful applicant is also
expected to engage in activities at the faculty Campus Fryslan (CF), which is an official
host institution of BirdEyes. As part of the inter-faculty agreement between FSE and CF,
BirdEyes and its Scientific Director will have access to office and research facilities and
services at the faculty Campus Fryslan, in Leeuwarden.

A separate document has been drawn up to explain the details of the embedding of
BirdEyes and its Scientific Director.

6. Local and (inter-)national position

BirdEyes-Centre for Global Ecological Change is a start-up interfaculty research centre
under the wings of the Faculties of Science and Engineering and Campus Fryslan
established in 2022 under auspices of RUG Executive Board with the intention to bridge
three networks of scientific endeavour: (1) the Dutch institutions already collaborating
tightly in the field of flyway ecology, especially with respect to meadow- and Wadden Sea
birds (i.e. NIOZ, IBED-UvA and GELIFES-RUG), (2) the international networks of
professional scientists and citizen scientists along the East Atlantic Flyway and other
global flyways, and (3) the interdisciplinary connections between a variety of scientific
institutions in Leeuwarden and the northern Netherlands (thus contributing within RUG to
the Rudolf Agricola School for Sustainable Development and the Universiteit van het
Noorden more broadly).

In order to achieve its aims, BirdEyes to a large extent relies on third party funding, be
them representatives of national or international government levels (Waddenfonds,
provinces, Dutch national government, or state and federal governments in Germany),
philanthropic institutions in The Netherlands (e.g. Gieskes Strijbis Fonds, van der Hucht
de Beukelaar Stiching, Betty Wiegman Fonds) or abroad (e.g. Fondation MAVA in
Switzerland or Bobolink Foundation in USA), business partners (e.g. It Fryske Gea,
Natuurmonumenten, Rijkswaterstaat in The Netherlands, Global Messenger in Hunan,
China), as well as private individuals.

The Scientific Director of BirdEyes is responsible for the maintenance of existing links,
and further growth and resource diversification of the group, delivery of a complex
portfolio of third-party funded research projects, guidance of a group of PhD students and
senior researchers, as well as maintaining close relationships with academic partners
(e.g. GELIFES, NIOZ, UvA-IBED and the Fryske Akademy).



BirdEyes has a long standing and active link with the Netherlands Institute for Sea
Research (NIOZ, particularly the Coastal Systems department), with which it currently
collaborates on a number of projects and activities, and with which it shares several
student and post-doc supervision projects. Among these, the current most prominent
collaborative work is the research work in the Wadden Sea, through the Waakvogels
project (https://waakvogels.nl/), and in West Africa, through the long-term monitoring in
the Banc d’Arguin National Park, in Mauritania, and through the West African
conservation and monitoring program Climate Resilient East Atlantic Flyway — IKI
(https://flyway.waddensea-worldheritage.org/climate-resilient-east-atlantic-flyway). The
BirdEyes Director will have as one of very important tasks to keep the link with NIOZ
strong and active by seeking joint student and post-doc supervision, project proposals,
dual appointments of staff, and ensuring a regular presence at NIOZ of BirdEyes staff.
There is also the expectation that the successful candidate will explore options for a more
formal link between NIOZ and BirdEyes in the future.

7. Teaching

The successful applicant will contribute to aspects of the BSc programme in Biology and
the MSc programme in Ecology and Evolution (including the course ‘Flyway Ecology’),
including supervision of research projects of individual bachelor and master students.

8. Research

The successful applicant is expected to develop an independent line of research of high
quality that is internationally recognised and strengthens the international position of the
RUG. Core tasks particularly include supervision of PhD students and acquisition of
research funding.

9. Contributions to the organisation

All staff members are expected to contribute to management and organisation, for
example as members of working groups and committees at the institute, faculty or
university level. The new staff member is also expected to join relevant national and
international organisations, as well as disseminating scientific knowledge and research
findings through outreach activities and collaboration with non-academic, societal
partners (e.g., in the private sector, governmental and non-governmental organisations).


https://waakvogels.nl/
https://flyway.waddensea-worldheritage.org/climate-resilient-east-atlantic-flyway

