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Erasmus Internship Experience Report 
 

Persönliche Angaben 

Name Alessia Amancai Russo Gastland Portugal 

Studienfach Quantitative Biologie Zeitraum 01/10/2024 – 30/11/2024 

Semester 5 Wohnform Alleinwohnend 

 
Angaben zur Praktikumseinrichtung 

Name der Einrichtung CIIMAR - Interdisciplinary Centre of Marine and Environmental Research 
University of Porto 

Anschrift Terminal de Cruzeiros do Porto de Leixões Avenida General Norton de Matos, S/N 4450-208 
Matosinhos | Portugal 

Homepage CIIMAR – Interdisciplinary Centre of Marine and Environmental Research – Working in the frontier 

of ocean knowledge and innovation (up.pt) 
 www.ciimar.up.pt 

E-Mail secretariado@ciimar.up.pt / imartins@ciimar.up.pt 

Kurzbeschreibung der 
Einrichtung 

CIIMAR ist eine Einrichtung der Universität Porto, die führend in der Meeres- und Umweltforschung 
sowie in der Weiterbildung ist und an der Spitze von Ozeanwissen und Innovation arbeitet. CIIMAR 
verfolgt einen integrierten Ansatz zur Förderung des Verständnisses der biologischen, 
physikalischen 

 und chemischen Dynamik des Ozeans und der Küstengebiete, mit dem Ziel, die Funktionsweise 
der 

 Ozeane und Ökosysteme, die Auswirkungen menschlicher Aktivitäten und die Reaktionen auf 
globale 

 Veränderungen zu entschlüsseln. 

Ihr Tätigkeitsbereich Modellierung von Meeresökosystemen 

 

Internship search and preparation 

Right after I knew that my bachelor program’s elective module could have been replaced with an 
internship, I decided to apply for an Erasmus internship to broaden my horizons and develop further 
both my personal aptitude and professional competencies. Additionally, the idea of living in Portugal 
for two months, the country I chose for my internship, but had never visited before, was very 
appealing to me. Suddenly, I started to think about which field I wanted to specialize in, and I knew I 
had to find a place myself. This challenge helped me to find more clarity regarding which career path 
I want pursue, since I have a lot of interests in science. Furthermore, I wanted to experience how it is 
like to work in a research institute and gain valuable insights into what my future job could be like 
after completing my studies. I decided to focus on environmental modelling and started searching for 
research projects in this field online. I began sending emails to the principal investigators of such 
projects, expressing my strong motivation to complete my Erasmus internship with their team. I 
eventually received some positive responses, but the one that stood out for me was from Irene 
Martins, Principal Investigator of the Marine Ecosystem Modelling Team at CIIMAR: the 
Interdisciplinary Centre of Marine and Environmental Research of the University of Porto. After an 
online interview with her, I quickly realized that our personalities were similarly proactive and 
forward-thinking, and we shared a deep concern for environmental issues. She proposed me to work 
on the BlueWWater project: an Interreg project between the two Iberian countries Spain and Portugal, 
with the focus to incorporate in the previously calibrated model of the Minho estuary the effects of 
microplastics on the biodiversity and evaluate the impacts at the ecosystem level. I promptly accepted 
the offer because this was exactly the opportunity I was looking for. I have always been passionate 
about marine biodiversity and ecosystems, and working toward the conservation and well-being of 
these species felt truly inspiring to me. Moreover, I knew that the mathematical models I was going to 
implement would contribute to   a better understanding of natural systems, potentially supporting 
management actions. This made me feel that I could, in some small way, have a real-world impact. 

https://www.ciimar.up.pt/
https://www.ciimar.up.pt/
http://www.ciimar.up.pt/
mailto:secretariado@ciimar.up.pt
mailto:imartins@ciimar.up.pt
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Therefore, I quickly completed and carefully reviewed all the necessary documentation to apply for 
the scholarship and prepared myself for the two incredible months ahead. 
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Accommodation 

Once I knew I could move to Porto for my Erasmus, I began searching for accommodation. I wanted to 

find a place close to the research institute in Matosinhos, where the CIIMAR centre is located. After 

some research about which platforms are the most utilized to find accommodation in Portugal, I opted 

for Idealista, which had many listings. Finding an apartment within my budget was challenging, but in 

the end, I managed to have a video call with the landlord and signed the contract. I consider myself 

extremely fortunate because the apartment was ideal for me. It was located right on the main street 

of Matosinhos, surrounded by lovely cafes and local artisan shops. Additionally, the street was very 

quiet and calm, as only the metro was allowed to transit. Every morning, I enjoyed a breathtaking 

view of the ocean from my third-floor window, and the twenty-minute walk to the research centre 

became a refreshing morning exercise I truly appreciated. I preferred living in a peaceful area close 

to the beach and saving my visits to the bustling and lively city of Porto for the weekends. 

 

 
Activity 

My Erasmus experience began with a coordination meeting where Irene Martins, the Principal 

Investigator of the Marine Ecosystem Modelling (MEMO) Team, together with Alexandra Guerra, my 

supervisor, outlined the work planned for my internship. During the whole period, we had weekly 

meetings in which we could discuss our progress and goals achieved, and in which I had the chance to 

present my improvements to the MEMO Team. I believe that the consistent guidance and supervision 

provided by Irene and Alexandra were crucial in helping me proceed seamlessly with my tasks, knowing 

that they were always there for me if I had any question. I started my work at CIIMAR with a 

comprehensive bibliographic review of the effects of microplastics on the physiology, population 

dynamics, and behaviour of aquatic organisms. Afterwards, I proceeded with the analysis by 

incorporating the collected data into previously calibrated ecosystem models of coastal ecosystems, 

specifically focusing on the functional groups that make up the food web of the Minho estuary. 

Following this, my main task was to run simulations using the ACQUATOX software to predict the 

effects of microplastics on various ecosystem metrics, such as biomass, total production, respiration, 

energy flow, and biomass/consumption ratios.  

One of the highlights of my internship was representing our team at the BlueWWater Project’s 3rd 

coordination meeting, held at the Aquatic One Health Research Centre (ARCUS) USC in Santiago de 

Compostela, where project activities were discussed, and we presented our preliminary findings. In 

addition, during the two months of my Erasmus internship, I had the chance to participate in 

fieldwork, thanks to Sara Barrientos, a researcher part of our MEMO team. It was my first experience 

doing fieldwork, and I appreciated gaining insight into what it is like for scientists to gather their own 

data. Lastly, I attended the 23rd Annual Conference of the Portuguese Society of Ecology (SPECO), 

where I had the opportunity to listen to several interesting talks.  

Throughout these two months, not only did I learn a lot, but I also immersed myself in the life of a 

scientist beyond academic education. I believe that the skills I developed during my current studies 

significantly enhanced my ability to succeed in this project, and I can confidently say that I fully 

achieved my learning objectives. All the work I conducted at CIIMAR will contribute to the success of 

the BlueWWater project, and I am truly grateful to have been part of it. 
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Recognition 

Since I completed this internship as part of my bachelor's program, I did not lose any semesters or 

classes from my course. It is fully recognized by my home university, awarding the required credits for 

my program in place of taking an elective module during my fifth semester. To ensure this, I had to 

complete a declaration form at the beginning of my internship, which clearly stated the validity of this 

Erasmus experience as part of my curriculum. 

 

 
Conclusion and outlook 

To conclude, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my supervisors, Irene Martins and 

Alexandra Guerra, for giving me the opportunity to join the Marine Ecosystem Modelling Team. They 

are outstanding and admirable people who have been caring and very welcoming since the beginning. 

I could sense their passion for their work, and they inspired me to continue my career with the same 

determination. Another gratification worth mentioning is to the International Office at my home 

university, who supported me throughout the application process and my entire stay in Porto.  

Looking back at this internship experience, I think it exceeded all my expectations. It deepened my 

knowledge of environmental science and marine ecosystems, and it allowed me to gain a broader 

perspective on how scientific research can contribute to real-world solutions for pressing 

environmental issues. I believe I will carry the lessons I learned during these two months with me 

throughout my entire academic and professional career. It is hard for me to find aspects of my 

Erasmus that I did not enjoy because looking at the past, I only remember truly beautiful and fulfilling 

moments. Now, I am excited to continue my studies with a clearer vision of the path I want to pursue 

in life. This experience confirmed to me that everything I set out to achieve is possible and that the 

world is full of endless opportunities. It is simply a matter of pushing oneself to discover them and 

pursue goals with dedication and resilience. 

I have attached some meaningful pictures taken during my stay in Porto, which I believe highlight the 

happiness I experienced while there. I have many more pictures that capture the unforgettable 

moments I experienced during these two months, but it would be too many to include all of them! I 

hope this selection provides a comprehensive summary of my experience and reflects the immense 

positive impact this internship has had on me. 
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Matosinhos center, beach and a picture of myself taken from the roof of the CIIMAR center. 

The view of the ocean from up there is stunning! 

 

Porto’s vibrant city center, along with its delicious local cuisine and Pastel de Nata. 
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Group photo of the BlueWWater Project partners after the 3rd coordination meeting at the Aquatic 

One Health Research Centre (ARCUS) USC. 

 

23rd Annual meeting of the Portuguese Society of Ecology (SPECO), 24, 25 and 26 November 2024, 

Porto, with the co-organization of CIIMAR, SPECO and CBIO. 



 

 

  
 
 
 

 
 

 



 

 

 


