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 NPS UNIT: Great Smoky Mountains National Park Position #: 47 

Position Title: Ecology Assistant 

Position Type:  Mosaics PLC 

Primary natural resource discipline:   Biological Sciences 

Position Keywords:   Forestry, Ecology, Monitoring, Botany 

Location:  Gatlinburg, Tennessee  

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. 

POSITION DESCRIPTION AND WORK PRODUCTS 

Project Description:  This position is for a Vegetation Monitoring internship with the Great Smoky Mountains National Park 
Inventory and Monitoring (GRSM I&M) Program, providing an opportunity to work amongst the rich biodiversity of the 
Smoky Mountains, learning about a wide variety of scientific techniques used to map, measure, and monitor vegetation 
communities. This intern’s core responsibility will be to assist with resampling permanent vegetation plots in the spruce-fir 
forests. The spruce-fir forests occur on peaks above 5,000 feet, hosting the southern-Appalachian endemic Fraser fir trees, of 
which 75% of the entire range are protected within Great Smoky Mountains National Park. This NPS-funded project began in 
1990 to examine changing dynamics in the spruce-fir forests where balsam wooly adelgid, an invasive insect, killed 90% of 
overstory Fraser fir trees during the height of infestation in the 1960s.   
 
The intern will learn and use skills in plant identification, collect forestry measurements, field-map, and enter data.  Regular 
tasks will include collecting field data with paper and electronic forms, utilizing plant taxonomy keys to identify plants of the 
southern Appalachians, navigating on and off-trail in rugged terrain, and several backpacking and camping trips to access 
remote field sites.   
 
In addition, the intern will have opportunities to assist other work groups or permitted researchers with various scientific 
tasks within the park.  Chosen projects will depend on the interest of the intern, but may include assisting with field data 
collection for wildlife management, air quality, aquatic monitoring, vegetation management, or fisheries management.  

 

Work Products:  The MIS intern will assist with data collection for 37 long-term vegetation monitoring plots during the 12-
week internship.  Deliverables will include high quality, accurate data for this project to be entered into park databases. The 
intern will also be expected to create an interpretive resource brief summarizing the research to be hosted on the Park’s 
Research Learning Center website.  An audio, visual, or multimedia project (podcast, video) would be another avenue to 
communicate to the public about this research.  

NATURAL & PHYSICAL WORK ENVIRONMENT 

Great Smoky Mountains National Park is mostly composed of steep, forested mountains, although deep river valleys, 
lakeshores, and historic fields and communities also make up part of the landscape.  The elevation ranges from below 1000 ft 
to over 6600 ft, with almost all park trails having some moderate elevation changes.  Weather during the summer is typical 
for the south, with moderately hot days and generally high humidity. However, due to the high elevations, some areas of the 
park can become surprisingly cold at night even during mid-summer. Most field work will be in these high-elevation zones 
with persistent fog, cooler temperatures, and steep, rocky slopes. Afternoon storms are very common here, and so working 
in the rain is an eventuality.   
 
This position will work a 4-10 hour day schedule, which will typically be from 7:00AM to 5:30 PM Mon-Thurs. Exact day and 
times may vary depending on weather.  A typical week is 3 field days and 1 office day..  Two or more multi-day backpacking 
trips will be required.  The crew will have access to camping/backpacking gear, and are not required to bring their own. The 
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intern must be able to hike in mountainous terrain in hot-humid or inclement weather conditions, carrying a backpack and 
other field equipment that weighs a total of 25 or more pounds.  Interns will be required to hike an average of 6 miles a day 
on trail, and up to 1 mile off trail. Known field hazards include stinging insects, poison ivy, slippery footing, river crossings, 
ticks, chiggers and venomous snakes.  
 
Safety is the first priority in the park. During on-boarding training a significant amount of time is spent on educating all new 
interns about the inherent risks of working here and mitigations. This includes classroom presentations and field trips. 
“Tailgate” safety sessions are conducted on a daily basis. Risks are communicated as they are encountered throughout the 
day.  These steps are designed to foster a culture of safe work practices and good communication within our division.  

QUALIFICATIONS 

Academic background in biological sciences. Applicant should be self-motivated, highly organized, and able to follow detailed 
protocols. Preferred knowledge and skills in ecology/botany/forestry, plant identification and the use of technical plant keys, 
vegetation sampling methods, map reading and orienteering, and GPS. Must be able to hike in mountainous terrain in hot-
humid, cold-rainy, and inclement weather conditions, carrying a backpack and other field equipment that weighs a total of 25 
or more pounds. Experience navigating in rugged backcountry, backpacking, and camping in remote locations is preferred.   

 

The applicant must be a U.S. citizen or U.S. permanent legal resident (“green-card-holder”) 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 will not need to drive a government vehicle.  

 

A personal vehicle is recommended for this position.  

 

HOUSING 

Park housing is available and will be provided at no cost to the participant.   Great Smoky Mountains National Park has 
several housing areas, and assignment to specific units are not made until the spring.  The chosen intern will be housed in an 
apartment or shared house situation with other park seasonals and interns.  Housing may be an individual efficiency 
apartment, a shared apartment, or shared 3-bedroom house, with up to 6 people.  Houses may be CO-ED, but rooms are not 
CO-ED.  Housing locations will likely be a 10-20 minute drive away from office location, but generally carpool opportunities 
exist with other workers, and we have easily accommodated other interns without a vehicle.        
 The office and housing locations are just outside of Gatlinburg, TN, which is a popular tourist town.  Most park housing 
opportunities are about 10 minutes away from the office, and the nearest grocery store is a 10-15 minute drive from there 
(or can be done with the Trolley System).  Gatlinburg has many restaurants, and other amenities such as pharmacies and a 
health clinic.  Ample hiking opportunities exist right from park housing.   

INTERNSHIP DATES 

Start Date:  05/16/2022    

End Date:  08/08/2022 
Number of Weeks: 12 
Flexible Start Date: Yes 

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 - 4, 2022. 

LIVING ALLOWANCE 

12 weeks ($600/week=$7,200) 
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Partners 

This position is offered through the National Park Service's Scientists in Parks (SIP) Program in partnership with various 
organizations. 

 

PLEASE DIRECT ANY QUESTIONS TO ENVIRONMENT FOR THE AMERICAS 

Email: mosaics@environmentamericas.org 
 

   

 


