Further Information
Senior Research Associate: AI-Enabled Behavioural Ecology for Conservation
PI: Dr Sally Keith, Lancaster Environment Centre, Lancaster University, UK; Co-I: Prof Chris Nemeth, School of Mathematical Sciences, Lancaster University, UK
External: Prof. Sergio Floeter, Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina, Brazil; Dr José Paula, University of Lisbon, Portugal

The Project 
Lancaster Environment Centre (LEC) is seeking to appoint a Senior Research Associate to join BEACON (Behavioural Ecology AI for CONservation action), funded by UKRI. BEACON is a new interdisciplinary research programme based within the REEFS research group and Lancaster University's Data Science & AI Institute (DSAIL), bringing together expertise in behavioural ecology, AI and conservation science. The successful candidate will join a growing interdisciplinary team and an international network of academic and conservation partners to develop AI-enabled approaches that transform how ecosystems are monitored and managed.
Conservation monitoring currently relies largely on changes in species abundance or habitat condition, by which point ecosystems may already have undergone substantial deterioration. Animal behaviour provides a sensitive early indicator of environmental stress, often changing before individuals die or populations decline. However, the mechanisms by which disturbance disrupts behaviour, and how those disruptions scale up to affect ecosystem function, remain poorly understood at the scales needed to inform conservation. BEACON will address this challenge by combining rigorous field experiments, mechanistic modelling and AI-enabled behavioural monitoring to establish behaviour as a trusted early warning system for ecosystem change.
This project will draw on an extensive archive of underwater video footage, centred on the ReefRUV Network (https://reefruv.ufsc.br/), alongside newly collected data from tropical coral reefs and UK marine ecosystems. The successful candidate will co-lead the behavioural ecology research within BEACON, working closely with the PI and interdisciplinary team to design and conduct field experiments investigating how environmental disturbance disrupts reef fish behaviour, develop mechanistic understanding of how individual behavioural responses scale up to affect ecosystem function, and lead the annotation and curation of behavioural data that trains and validates AI models. The successful candidate will also lead and contribute to scientific publications, with particular scope for developing mechanistic insights into how disturbance affects reef ecosystem function. Strong grounding in behavioural ecology and marine fieldwork is essential, and experience with video analysis, Bayesian statistics and/or ecological modelling would be advantageous. The project offers considerable scope for developing mechanistic understanding of how disturbance affects ecosystem function through close collaboration with experts in AI, behavioural ecology and conservation science.

Further reading:
· Keith et al (2023) Trends in Ecology & Evolution 38
· Keith et al (2023) Proceedings of the Royal Society B 290
· Keith et al (2018) Nature Climate Change 8
· Couzin & Heins (2023) Trends in Ecology & Evolution 38
· Reynolds et al (2025) Trends in Ecology & Evolution 40

The Department
Lancaster Environment Centre forms one of the largest and most prestigious groups of interdisciplinary environmental researchers in the world, with over 200 staff spanning the Environmental, Biological and Social Sciences. It is the largest department in Lancaster University and a key player in the strategic development of the institution. The co-location of the NERC Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (UKCEH) on the Lancaster campus adds critical mass in environmental research, and together with LEC forms the Centre of Excellence in Environmental Data Science (CEEDS), strengthening national environmental data science capability. LEC currently admits about 240 undergraduate and 100 postgraduate students each year. The successful applicant would be part of the LEC-REEFS research group, comprising ~25 coral reef scientists (www.lec-reefs.org).
The University
Lancaster is consistently ranked in the top 10 across all major UK university league tables and in the top 1% globally (QS). The University has a strong and rapidly developing AI research ecosystem. The Data Science & AI Institute (DSAIL) drives cross-campus interdisciplinary collaboration in AI methods, Mathematics for AI in Real-World Systems (MARS) innovates the mathematics underpinning AI, and Lancaster's participation in ELLIS North West England and the Alan Turing Institute positions the University as a national hub for interdisciplinary AI. Established in 1964, Lancaster currently has over 12,000 students and has had £450 million invested in the campus over the last ten years, including solar farm installation and other significant steps towards achieving net zero for energy use.
The City and the Region
The main campus lies 3 miles outside the City of Lancaster and is easily accessible via road, rail and bicycle (15-30 minutes by bus or bicycle). Lancaster was recently ranked one of the top 10 most vibrant cities in the UK thanks to its arts scene and student population. The City of Lancaster also enjoys a long and diverse history dating as far back as 1193, and has a well-maintained iconic city centre and medieval castle. The campus is just 30 miles south from the beautiful Lake District National Park, with extensive opportunities for hiking, running, swimming, cycling, and climbing. It is very well connected by road and rail, with Manchester (and its international airport) one hour away, and trains to Glasgow, Edinburgh, or London in under three hours.

Further information
Informal enquiries – for example questions about the scope of the research or working arrangements – are welcome to Dr Sally Keith (sally.keith@lancaster.ac.uk). Such enquiries are not necessary as part of the application and will not inform any of the decision process. Applications without any prior enquiry are also welcome and will not be disadvantaged.
