
Western Washington University Western Washington University 

Western CEDAR Western CEDAR 

College of the Environment Internship Reports College of the Environment 

2023 

NSEA Intern NSEA Intern 

McKenna Varela 
Western Washington University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://cedar.wwu.edu/cenv_internship 

 Part of the Environmental Sciences Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Varela, McKenna, "NSEA Intern" (2023). College of the Environment Internship Reports. 131. 
https://cedar.wwu.edu/cenv_internship/131 

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the College of the Environment at Western CEDAR. It has 
been accepted for inclusion in College of the Environment Internship Reports by an authorized administrator of 
Western CEDAR. For more information, please contact westerncedar@wwu.edu. 

https://cedar.wwu.edu/
https://cedar.wwu.edu/cenv_internship
https://cedar.wwu.edu/huxley
https://cedar.wwu.edu/cenv_internship?utm_source=cedar.wwu.edu%2Fcenv_internship%2F131&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/167?utm_source=cedar.wwu.edu%2Fcenv_internship%2F131&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://cedar.wwu.edu/cenv_internship/131?utm_source=cedar.wwu.edu%2Fcenv_internship%2F131&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:westerncedar@wwu.edu


STUDENT SIGNATURE _______________________________________ 

DATE:  ___________________________________________________ 

/ŶƚĞƌŶƐŚŝƉ�Title:��

Organization Worked For: 

Student Name:  

Internship Dates:�

Faculty Advisor Name

�ĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ

I grant to Western Washington University the non-exclusive royalty-free right to archive, 
reproduce, distribute, and display this Report document in any and all forms, including 
electronic format, via any digital library mechanisms maintained by WWU. 

I represent and warrant this is original work, and does not infringe or violate any rights of 
others. I warrant that I have obtained written permissions from the owner of any third party 
copyrighted material included in this document. 

I acknowledge that I retain ownership rights to the copyright of this work, including but not 
limited to the right to use all or part of this work in future works, such as articles or books.  
Library users are granted permission for individual, research and non-commercial reproduction 
of this work for educational purposes only. Any further digital posting of this document requires 
specific permission from the author. 

Any copying or publication of this document for commercial purposes, or for financial gain, is 
not allowed without my written permission. 

McKenna Varela









 McKenna Varela 

 Internship Report 
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 Nooksack Salmon Enhancement Association Internship Report 

 The Nooksack Salmon Enhancement Association, otherwise known as NSEA, is a 

 non-profit organization based here in Bellingham, Washington, with the goal of protecting wild 

 salmon for future generations. The organization does this in a multitude of ways, including 

 educating both adults and young children, hosting “Work Parties´ that involve riparian zone 

 restoration, and partnering with local companies to spread awareness within the community. 

 I chose to work for this organization because its morals and goals lined up exactly with 

 mine: to protect and conserve the Pacific salmon in the Pacific Northwest. I have spent time 

 working in the field of fisheries management back in Alaska, and wanted to find an organization 

 here in Bellingham that would bring me to working with salmon in the Lower 48. I knew that in 

 engaging with the members of NSEA, I would learn more about the ins and outs of how fisheries 

 and hatcheries are managed here in Washington, as well as make connections with professionals 

 in the field. 

 The main focus of my position throughout this internship was to engage with the 

 community members who volunteer on Saturdays from 9am - 12pm. Usually, there were only a 

 handful of volunteers, maybe between 30 - 40; they would all have questions about the work we 

 do, the importance of the riparian buffer along streams, and how each intern found their way to 

 NSEA. I would arrive at NSEA's campus early to pack up gear, arrive at whichever site was 

 previously planned, and then set up the tools and outreach gear throughout the worksite. These 

 tasks all involved a great deal of teamwork, communication, and proactivity. The quicker we 

 could pack/unpack gear, the smoother the Work Party would go. Normally, I would be assigned 

 to tool packing, and would take on a leadership role throughout the packing process by 

 organizing the bed of the truck or by driving the vehicle to the site. 

 Once volunteers arrived, I would intercept them as assigned, usually with another intern, 

 and we would run through land acknowledgements, tool safety, and a demonstration of whatever 

 was necessary for the site before sending the volunteers off to achieve the goal of the Work Party. 

 At the beginning of the season, between February to about mid-March, the main focus was 



 planting native species, like douglas fir, maples, cedars, and other shrubs. From mid-March until 

 June, the main focus was removing the invasive Himalayan blackberry. Once the volunteers were 

 trained on whichever skill was necessary for the site, my tasks would evolve into a casual 

 engagement with the volunteers. Some common questions we were prompted to ask by our 

 supervisors were, “How did you hear about NSEA?´ or “Is this your first Work Party?´ 

 Volunteers would either eagerly engage back to me, or hyperfocus on reaching the goal of that 

 Work Party rather than speaking to me. 

 During my shift, I was allocated break times; even during these, I would hang out around 

 the outreach table we set up near the work site. There, I spoke with the volunteers about their 

 own careers and whatever they were willing to share about their personal lives. It was a great 

 way to connect with the regulars we saw every weekend and to begin building a connection with 

 the other volunteers. Although, many times the community members were more interested in 

 being around those they came to the Work Party with. 

 In general, I am the type of person to naturally fall into a leadership role in both 

 professional and personal settings. That being said, it takes me a while to assess a situation and 

 to gauge my knowledge and experience to others around me. In general, once I feel as if I¶ve 

 gained enough experience to comfortably guide those around me, my growth into a leadership 

 position feels exponential. Throughout this internship, it has been so rewarding to watch myself 

 go from an uneasy, new intern and into a confident, experienced leader while working with the 

 community volunteers. When I first started with NSEA, I felt very intimidated by the veteran 

 interns who could teach and lead the volunteers with such ease. I remember feeling so insecure at 

 my first Work Party in my ability to hold the volunteer¶s attention, yet every time I was listening 

 to my coworkers, they had my full attention! It just took some time to gain the confidence 

 necessary to truly embody the type of leadership I wanted to exude. 

 Throughout this entire internship, I was simultaneously taking a class geared towards 

 sustainable leadership. Although the content of that class is not directly related to conservation 

 work, like the NSEA¶s goal, I was still able to apply the leadership skills I learned about in class. 

 For example, I learned about the worldviews people already carry with them as they walk 

 through life; I would spend so much time dwelling on how I can¶t change people, yet that class 

 period focused on how I can create formative experience for others, which won¶t change any 

 they¶ve had in the past, but can potentially change their future narrative. So, throughout the 



 internship I tried to engage with the community, especially younger members, as a way to 

 generate experiences tied to conservation work. Usually, I would put this into practice by asking 

 the younger volunteers to tell the group what they knew about Pacific salmon and their habitat; 

 that is, if they seemed interested in sharing. Many times, they were proud to show off what they 

 know, and the other volunteers were supportive of them. This aspect of my job was my favorite, 

 and I will continue to practice this in the future. 

 For the most part, the volunteers I worked with were already enthusiastic about 

 restoration and conservation, and didn¶t need extra motivation to do the work necessary to reach 

 the end goal of the Work Party. It was always refreshing to be surrounded by members of the 

 community who share my love for the environment, so much so that they volunteer their 

 weekend time to the cause. Although this position was technically “work,´ I often left the Work 

 Party feeling better than when I arrived. My ability to make a difference, on top of the 

 volunteer¶s passion, left me with a feeling of hope. This feeling is hard for me to come by ever 

 since working in the natural sciences, and I¶ve made an effort to start conversations surrounding 

 climate anxiety in my classes. I hope that I can create the space to validate the worries of the 

 public through my professional positions, and remain positive for those newly interested in 

 participating in conservation work. 

 This experience with the Nooksack Salmon Enhancement Association has been priceless, 

 and I have learned so much about myself as a leader and Washington fisheries throughout my 

 time with them. I hope to continue working with organizations geared towards conservation and 

 restoration, and to work with the community to increase engagement with the surrounding 

 environment. Even if I can¶t change the experiences and viewpoints of the public¶s past, I¶ve 

 learned that I can create better interactions in the future. NSEA taught me how much change a 

 community can make, and has proven to me that a small change is better than no change at all. I 

 will continue to maintain this mindset as I move forward in both my professional and personal 

 careers. 
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