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Erasmus traineeship experience report

Personal details

Name: Host country Finland
Subject Quantitative Forest Ecology Period 09.2024 - 12.2024
Semester 5 Type of accommodation Student dorm

Information about the traineeship organisation

Name of the University of Helsinki, Department of Forest Sciences
organisation

Address Latokartanonkaari 7, 00014 University of Helsinki, Finland
Homepage https://www.helsinki.fi/en/researchgroups/forest-modelling
E-mail annikki.makela@helsinki.fi

Brief description of the They study forest growth and function through ecological and physiological perspectives,
using semi-empirical models and simulations to assess environmental impacts, predict
future growth, and support forest management and economic analyses.

Your area of activity 2024

organisation

Traineeship search & preparation

| found my internship position via online research, searching for institutions working on topics I’'m passionate
about, situated in my countries of interest. After identifying a research group in Helsinki, | reached out directly via
a simple mail. Fortunately, they replied very quickly and were open to hosting me. Other working groups did not
reply at all and for others it just did not work out. These things are normal and should be expected :).

To prepare, | briefly reviewed relevant literature to get familiar with their methods and tools. Additionally, | brushed
up on some core concepts related to statistical modelling to feel more confident starting out. Fortunately, my
supervisor recently published a whole book about her work so | could skim through some of the most important
chapters and have a good idea at that point already.

The organizational steps included arranging funding, registering for the traineeship with my university, and making
sure to comply with all necessary requirements. Communication with the international office did not always go
smoothly, but | can recommend approaching the people in person. In my experience, they are very helpful and
good-willing, but sometimes suffer from overfull mailboxes. Finding accommodation was a priority as well; | opted
for a student dormitory.

Some challenges arose, particularly with timing: managing deadlines for formalities while balancing my studies -
that was stressful. Getting a credit card and ensuring health insurance coverage for Finland also took time to figure
out. But in the end, it is all manageable and the effort definitely pays off!

Accommodation

| organized my accommodation by applying for a spot in a student dormitory for international students
(https://anttikorppistudenthouse.fi/). The process was fairly straightforward, and the dorm was not the cheapest,
but provided a lot of comfort, and community. My room was equipped with all the basics, and shared facilities like
the kitchen and laundry room were well-maintained. They seem to try to pack different nationalities together and
| shared my flat with many other Germans/Austrians, but also one person from Italy and one from Slovenia. |
applied already before | knew the internship would work out as expected, this way | was sure that | could stay there
and if the internship did not come about, | made sure | could cancel my booking and get the security deposit back.
This strategy really made things less stressful, and | can recommend it to everyone. Almost every dorm in Helsinki



has their own sauna and | highly recommend going there as you meet many people from different nationalities
there and you get to know many different perspectives and have some really interesting talks.

Getting to my internship location (Viiki-Campus) was convenient, with a direct public transport route taking about
20-30 minutes (of which 15-20 minutes were walking). The location also provided easy access to the city center
(about 30 minutes), local grocery (one small store 3 minutes by foot), and parks.

Position

During my traineeship, my main duties involved calibrating forest ecosystem models using Bayesian inference
techniques. Specifically, | worked with the PRELES model, focusing on parameter estimation and uncertainty
visualization. This hands-on experience allowed me to deepen my understanding of statistical modeling and its
application in environmental science.

| was pleasantly surprised by how much my previous studies prepared me for this role. My background in biological
modeling was directly relevant, and | appreciated the chance to apply theoretical knowledge to real-world problems.
My colleagues were approachable and supportive, providing valuable guidance when | needed it. We had weekly
meetings to discuss progress, which helped me feel integrated into the team.

What | particularly enjoyed was the freedom that was given to me during my stay. They first allotted some time
for me to get familiar with their models and methods and then let me choose what | want to focus on and where |
want to work. On the downside, some parts of the work were repetitive, especially during model debugging, but
this was an inevitable part of the process.

Life and free time

Helsinki has a very pleasant balance between modern urban life and access to nature. The people are stereotypically
less talkative, but | found them to be very welcoming and happy to help.

| thoroughly enjoyed living in the city, especially the ease of access to parks and the sea. Some highlights were
visiting Suomenlinna, exploring the other numerous islands, and taking short trips to nearby towns like Tallinn
(Estonia), or Tampere. Public transport made it simple to get around (though without the student ticket prices
would be very high!). Also, the weather was very good. The Oktober and November have both been unusually hot
and therefore | got to see less snow than | expected. However, during a weekend trip to Rovaniemi, | got to see lots
of snowy landscapes. Even though the temperatures were quite high, dipping into the Baltic Sea after the Finnish
sauna was a — let’s say memorable experience!

One impression | will likely remember is how politically active Helsinki is. There were many peaceful protests going
on all the time and witnessing them was quite inspiring for me. It showed me how engaged the Finnish people are
and how much they care about what is going on in the world. | also noticed a subtle tension when it came to the
Finnish military. Soldiers were out in the streets collecting donations, and | saw tanks several times in the rural
areas of Finland. People told me that although there used to be a lot of Russian tourists in town, the number has
dropped drastically since the start of the conflict in Ukraine. | find these insights to be very valuable, as you cannot
simply get them from media such as books or articles - you have to experience them to understand them.

| didn’t establish many deep and long-term connections with locals, but | did meet other international students in
the dorm, and we shared meals and explored the city together. In my free time, | enjoyed walking along the
waterfront and visiting all kinds of destinations nearby. The cost of living in Helsinki was rather high, but eating
lots and lots of lunch for 2.95€ was a true relief :). In my experience, the cheaper stores are Lidl, S-Market and
Prisma, whereas K-Market to me seemed to be a bit more on the expensive side.



Recognition

The traineeship is recognized as part of my degree program at the HHU. The prerequisites included obtaining pre-
approval for the project and ensuring an internship duration of at least 8 weeks.

One key formality was ensuring that my traineeship tasks aligned with my study goals. Communication with my
study coordinator went perfectly smoothly.

Conclusion & outlook

Overall, I am highly satisfied with my traineeship abroad. My expectations were largely met, particularly in terms
of making international experiences and broadening my horizon. | most enjoyed the combination of academical
development and cultural exploration, and | would have loved to stay for more than 2 months.

This experience has reinforced my interest in pursuing research, possibly at the intersection of environmental
science and computational modeling. It has also given me a clearer picture of what | want in my future career.
However, as much as | enjoyed the work and the people, it has also inspired me to pursue a more hands on
internship in the future, focusing more on wet lab and subsequent data analysis. Next, | plan to focus on completing
my degree and exploring graduate programs that align with my evolving interests.

Moreover, this experience has solidified my desire to pursue a Master’s program abroad. While | initially had
doubts about being far from family and friends and adapting to a new environment and culture, | now feel
confident that the positive experiences and opportunities far outweigh the challenges of such a step. That said,
returning to Germany and reuniting with my loved ones was a truly heartwarming experience, and it has given
me a deeper appreciation for them and the support they provide.

My international traineeship in one photo (or more)!
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