
Katie Wakefield - Summer 2013 - NOAA NMFS Southeast Fisheries Science Center: Panama City, Florida 1 

 The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s National Marine 

Fisheries Service Southeast Fisheries Science Center located in Panama City, Florida, 

is dedicated to the research of important marine fisheries species such as red snapper, 

red grouper, and gray triggerfish, and the populations of multiple shark species found in 

the Gulf of Mexico.  This lab, along with the other Southeast Fisheries Science Centers, 

is responsible for ongoing projects such as reef fish surveys, otolith analysis, and shark 

population surveys.  The research that this lab conducts is essential for the 

conservation and the management of the commercial and recreational fisheries found in 

the northwestern Gulf of Mexico. 

 I had the opportunity to intern with the reef fish survey team whose main 

objective was to gather and analyze video surveillance and trap data regarding the 

economically and recreationally important fisheries of the area.  The tasks I was 

charged with included interpreting side scan sonar data to determine reef areas of 

interest, upload this information into GIS software so that the data could be represented 

visually to be used in further publications, and participate in field work that was 

conducted on the R/V Harold B from which we deployed the equipment used to gather 

the video and specimen data.  I helped prepare the deck for trips into the field, which 

included preparing the video cameras, preparing bait for the traps, and making sure all 

of the other equipment used on the deck was in working order.  I also had opportunities 

to help the other teams in the lab by dissecting specimens to retrieve otoloths, gonads, 

and livers for research purposes.   

 During my internship, I used ESRI ArcGIS software almost daily and was able to 

improve my skills with this software.  This was a great experience because I was able to 
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become more comfortable with software and techniques that are becoming increasingly 

necessary to know in ecology and fisheries research.  The main lab-based project that I 

created with direction from Dr. Doug Devries, Chris Gardner, and Patrick Raley was to 

transcribe the raw side scan sonar data that they had collected from previous trips into 

ArcGIS so that it could be used in analyses to calculate critical reef area information.  

This was a very important project because the maps that I created will be used in a 

publication regarding the reef fisheries off the coast of Panama City, Florida. 

I also learned how to work and run the deck of a small research vessel.  This 

included quickly learning the details of data collection, from setting up the cameras, to 

deploying the gear, to keeping the deck organized and clean.  By the end of my 

internship, I had learned enough about running the hydraulic lift system and preparing 

equipment that I was charged with running the deck with two other researchers working 

under me.  This was a massive responsibility not only because of the expensive, unique 

equipment we were using, but also because I was in charge of keeping the other 

researchers safe and informed about our methods of data collection. 

 This internship had a profound impact on my understanding of professional 

scientific research.  Being a part of such a thriving and intellectual community, even for 

a short amount of time, showed me that I have found a career path that I wish to 

pursue.  I came into the sciences at Sewanee with the idea that after education is 

completed, the only route for a scientist is a life in academia, forever chasing grants, 

trying to publish, and teaching undergraduates during the time they wish they could be 

pursuing their research.  This internship made me realize that the more I learn and the 

more involved in a research subject I become, the less I know about it.  I feel that for 
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every question answered, there are three more that arise, which show that my 

education will never be complete. 

 One of the most disheartening things I learned this summer is that federally-

funded labs such as this one do not receive the funding they deserve.  Of course there 

are third-party grants to which they can apply, so they do have an adequate pool of 

funds, but I wish that I had seen more interest from those higher up the government 

chain.  Fisheries science is an important science; it is how we as a country, and also the 

world, get the information we need to determine our impact on the usable biotic 

resources in the ocean.  We need researchers who are willing to collect the data in 

order to sustain this vital industry, but the data collected and the results analyzed are 

only as good as the equipment that can be bought and the researchers who can be 

paid. 

 This was the most intellectually and personally stimulating internship I could have 

ever undertaken.  I not only enjoyed all of the work that I did this summer, I was also 

appreciated as part of the lab.  Every day I was excited to walk through the doors to see 

how I could be useful, and prove how I could be useful.  Dreaming of working for NOAA 

or a similar organization ever since I was very young, this internship was more that I 

could have asked for, and I appreciate Sewanee for allowing me this opportunity. 


