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Hakai Coastal Initiative Postdoctoral Fellowship in  
Sea Star Wasting Disease 

 

 

                  
 
Applications are invited for a multi-year Hakai Coastal Initiative postdoctoral fellowship at 
The University of British Columbia investigating the cause of sea star wasting and the 
transcriptomics of disease resistance. Experiments will be conducted in Washington state. 
 
Overview: Novel and wide-scale disease outbreaks that are driving declines in host species 
have increased globally and are predicted to increase with the changing environment. Starting 
in 2013, a mass sea star mortality event extended from Baja California to Alaska, known as sea 
star wasting disease. Initial metagenomic and experimental work suggested that mortality was 
caused by a virus, although the causative agent remains elusive. 
         
The global population of the sunflower star (Pycnopodia helianthoides) declined by 90.6% in 
the epidemic and is now listed on the IUCN red list as critically endangered (Gravem et al. 
2020). More knowledge of the causative agent and mechanisms of disease resistance is needed 
to support recovery and conservation of imperiled P. helianthoides. In collaboration with 
researchers at The Nature Conservancy, Friday Harbor Laboratories, and The University of 
British Columbia, the Hakai postdoctoral fellow will lead transcriptomic and metagenomic 
studies on microbial discovery and disease resistance in sea stars. Opportunities to collaborate 
more widely within our network of experts on sea star recovery, virus discovery and 
invertebrate immune responses are encouraged. 
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Postdoctoral responsibilities and requirements:  
• Lead microbial challenge experiments with multiple sea star species in Washington State 
• Lead pathogen discovery and immune transcriptomics research on sea star challenge 

experiments  
• Interface with Hakai staff who provide research and logistical support 
• Practical experience with nucleic-acid technologies and analysis and interpretation of 

transcriptomic data is essential 
• Experience with pathogen discovery is an asset 
• Capacity to lead projects with collaborators, communicate effectively, and finish projects 

on time 
 
Project advising team: 
Dr. Curtis Suttle (UBC), Dr. Drew Harvell (Friday Harbor Laboratories), Dr. Alyssa-Lois 
Gehman (Hakai Institute and UBC), Dr. Walter Heady (The Nature Conservancy) 
 
Additional details:  
We encourage diverse applicants to apply for this position; equity and diversity are essential to 
research excellence. We encourage applications from members of groups that have been 
marginalized on any grounds enumerated under the B.C. Human Rights Code, including sex, 
sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, racialization, disability, political belief, 
religion, marital or family status, age, and/or status as a First Nation, Metis, Inuit, or 
Indigenous person.  
 
The Hakai Institute is an independent research organization based in British Columbia with 
many scientists studying the fish, invertebrates, microbes, and seaweeds of coastal ecosystems.  
The position is based at the Vancouver campus of The University of British Columbia, which 
lies on the on the traditional, ancestral, and unceded territory of the Musqueam people.  
 
The postdoctoral fellow is expected to be able to travel to Washington state and to Quadra 
Island to participate in experimental work, and accommodation at field stations will be 
provided. They may have additional opportunities to join field excursions and to visit other 
field stations. 
 
 
To apply: 
Please send a cover letter, CV, the names of two referees, and sample research publications to 
Dr. Alyssa Gehman (alyssa.gehman@hakai.org). Your cover letter should address your 
motivation to excel in this project, and the particular skills and experience you can bring to the 
work. Review of applications will begin on December 1 and we hope to fill the position for a 
start date of February 1, 2022 (negotiable).  
 
 


