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During the summer months of 2019 I have had the opportunity to undertake an internship in Sweden. 

The experience has been made possible in practice thanks to a generous scholarship granted by the 

C.M. Lerici Foundation, which I am very grateful to. Being a university student in an international 

programme in Forest Science, experiences abroad are particularly encouraged by my institution and 

luckily, they match my attitude.  

The project, which I was involved into, was developed by the Swedish University of Agricultural 

Sciences (SLU) and aims at better understanding the ecology of tundra ecosystems. Tundra is 

characterized by the presence of very specialized plant and animal species, which are adapted to 

survive in extreme conditions. Here, vegetation is mostly composed of different species of  

berry-producing dwarf shrubs, such as bilberry, lingonberry, bog bilberry and crowberry. These dwarf 

shrubs sustain the presence of wildlife such as bear, which in summer feed on their berries to gain 

weight before winter hibernation. Likewise, dwarf shrubs’ twigs and leaves are browsed by herbivores 

inhabiting tundra environments, notably reindeers. Berry plants might react to herbivore browsing by 

allocating resources into vegetative regrowth instead of berry production, thus indirectly affecting 

food availability for bears. The project developed by SLU aims at quantifying this relationship and 

contributing at understanding the complex interactions between organisms in fragile environments, 

such as tundra ones.  

The internship consisted partly of data collection and partly working at SLU facilities in Uppsala. Due 

to the nature of the project, data was collected in the harsh tundra environment, experiencing first-

hand the wildlife inhabiting it, the abiotic conditions shaping it and witnessing the evolution of the 

short growing season in the north. Together with a group of four international people, I visited 

established research plots both in the tundra and in the transition zone between tundra and forest, 

collecting data from beginning of June until mid-August 2019 at different locations across central and 

northern Sweden. To collect data which could answer the research question, we quantified the 

productivity of four species of berry-producing plants by estimating their volume and by counting the 

number of flowers, berries, and twigs. This operation was repeated several times in determined 

research sub-plots within two types of larger plots, namely fenced plots, where herbivore grazing was 

excluded almost 30 years ago and “control” plots, where herbivores could enter and freely graze 

plants. Herbivore density in the study areas was estimated though counting their pellets. To verify the 

effects of herbivores on berry plants only, other potential food sources’ availability, such as trees and 

shrubs, was recorded. During this field work experience I have learned that accuracy in data collection, 

repeated measurements and a sound experimental design are fundamental elements in research, as 

they are necessary to infer research results and support strong conclusions, which are the basis for 

any policy making in nature conservation. After the summer data collection, I moved to the SLU 

university facility in Uppsala. Here I have learned the next stages of a research project, that is 

managing a large dataset and undertaking preliminary steps to data analysis.  

During this internship, I had the chance to visit many locations in Sweden and experience its culture. 

Not only I have thoroughly experienced Swedish nature, which is very much part of Swedish heritage 

and cared for by every Swede, but I have also participated in national events and learned about 

people, the traditions and the strengths of this country. I was delighted to join the Midsommar 

festivity to celebrate the summer solstice, dance around the maypole and appreciate the sunlight 

which accompanied me through this summer experience. In the north of the country, I have tasted 

traditional food and learned about the Sami history and culture by talking to locals and visiting 



museums. In Kiruna I have visited the iron ore mining site managed by LKAB and learned about the 

logistics of mining, the current challenges and the overall importance of it for the national as well as 

international community’s growth. In Uppsala, I have lived the vibrant life of a student’s city as well 

as learned about its history and about Linnaeus’ outstanding contribution to our knowledge in biology. 

At SLU, beside working on the scientific project, I have established a network with an international 

group of researchers and learned about the social importance of fika. Throughout this internship, I 

had the chance to meet international people and learn from them as well. 

The data which I collected during this internship will partly be used in the final project for completing 

my studies. With my work, I aim to improve the knowledge and understanding of tundra ecosystems 

and their complex ecology, hoping to raise awareness on the conservation of these environments. The 

experience in Sweden has not only contributed to my growth as a researcher in natural sciences, but 

it has also significantly contributed to my development as a person, by establishing international 

friendships, expanding my understanding and broadening my views and curiosity for the world. 

I am very thankful to the C.M. Lerici Foundation for having allowed me to make this experience. 

 

 

 

 

 


