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Gina Marie Contolini (marine biologist and ecologist) 

  

Gina Contolini is a Kelp Restoration Research Ecologist at Greater Farallones 

Association and Greater Farallones and Cordell Bank National Marine Sanctuaries. 

These national marine sanctuaries are located north and west of San Francisco Bay 

in San Francisco, California and are considered both an extraordinarily diverse 

marine habitat and a dynamic hub for research and conservation, tourism, 

recreation, and exploration. Gina has a BS in Biology from Gonzaga University in 

Spokane, Washington and a PhD in Ecology and Evolutionary Biology from the 

University of California, Santa Cruz.  

Her science journey began when Gina was born in the San Francisco Bay Area in 

1990. She grew up in Lake Oswego, Oregon. Her father, Dr. Robert Contolini, was 

a physical chemist at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory (LLNL) and her 

mother Judy, who was a stay-at-home mother, has a bachelor’s degree in 

mathematics. Gina was destined to become a scientist! She first became interested 

in biology when she was a child exploring tidepools on the Oregon coast with her 

family! Ever since she had wanted to study biology. At first, she thought she would 

be a veterinarian but in college, she realized she wanted to study ecology. She 

didn’t realize she would be a marine biologist until she had the opportunity to do a 
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research project on fiddler crabs and absolutely loved it! Her professor at Gonzaga 

University, Dr. Brook Swanson, trained her in several research projects including 

studying the carapace thickness and mating behavior in male fiddler crabs. She 

learned about the National 

Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration (NOAA) 

through an internship and 

realized she could study the 

ocean for her career and 

couldn’t imagine anything 

more fun and rewarding! 

Marine biology was not 

offered at Gonzaga, but she 

studied biology with many other women in the class. Her biggest challenge was 

trying to finish an entire year of organic chemistry! 

Gina received her BS in Biology in May, 2012. Immediately after college, she 

found seasonal part-time jobs doing outdoor sports.  

Her favorite job was being a sea kayak tour guide and 

naturalist in northwestern Washington state. She also 

participated in two different three-month research 

internships before starting graduate school at UC Santa 

Cruz. She knew she would attend graduate school when 

she decided to major in biology at Gonzaga. She 

understood that graduate school was the best option for 

someone like her who wanted a career in the natural 

sciences. She had always wanted to have a PhD so she 

could be a true expert in her field, and it wasn’t 

intimidating to her because her father had a PhD in 

Physical Chemistry, so she thought it was just a normal 

life choice! 

After finishing graduate school, she had a hard time looking for a job because she 

was mostly looking at academic positions which were very competitive, and she 
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was not even sure she wanted an 

academic position. She loves her 

current job doing kelp restoration 

because she gets to spend lots of 

time at the ocean on boats and scuba 

diving to observe and monitor kelp 

ecosystems. She gets to apply the 

research skills she learned in 

graduate school and answer 

meaningful applied ecological 

questions. She works with a small 

team of dedicated marine biologists 

to restore iconic kelp ecosystems. It is a very rewarding job! She gets to mentor 

students and participate in graduate research committees. She works for a small 

ecological nonprofit firm that is closely partnered with the NOAA’s Office of 

National Marine Sanctuaries. It is a nice blend of academic, nonprofit, and 

government research. Gina and her team are starting to see kelp grow back at their 

restoration sites. In her previous job, she wrote a detailed status report for canopy-

forming kelp in the state of California. 

https://marinespecies.wildlife.ca.gov/kelp/true/ 

https://marinespecies.wildlife.ca.gov/kelp/true/


 
4 

 

Her current career goal is to get kelp ecosystems to fully recover in Northern 

California. After that she wants to continue to do ecological research that answers 

important applied questions and improves ocean management decisions. 

WORK-LIFE BALANCE 

Gina plays 

recreational and 

competitive 

ultimate frisbee 

which is a big-

time commitment 

but forces her to 

take care of her 

body and mind by 

being both 

physically 

demanding and 

keeping her mind 

busy with non-

work-related fun 

things and people. 

She and her 

husband Derek are 

members of the 

Bearly Buzzed Ultimate Frisbee team. She also plans family vacations a few times 

a year and makes sure that she doesn’t work overtime.   

MENTORING OTHER WOMEN SCIENTISTS 

Gina mentors women scientists all the time. She was recently on a graduate thesis 

committee for a young woman whom she had mentored both as an undergraduate 

and master’s graduate student studying kelp ecology. Gina said it was very 

rewarding to see her mentee get an advanced degree! Gina also mentors summer 

student interns who are mostly women. Marine biology is female dominated so it is 

easy to find women scientists in this field.  
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This photo has an all women crew of marine biologists.

 

ADVICE FOR NEW GRADUATES 

When something seems impossible, it’s not – it just means that nobody took the 

time to figure it out yet! 

HOW CAN WE GET GIRLS INTERESTED IN SCIENCE? 

Find out what they’re already interested in and show them how they can do more 

of that with science. 
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HER SCIENCE JOURNEY 

1990 -Gina Contolini was born in the San Francisco Bay Area 

1996- Moved to Lake Oswego, Oregon 

2008- Graduated from Lake Oswego High School 

2012-Received BS Biology degree at Gonzaga University 

2019-Received PhD in Ecology and Evolutionary Biology at UC Santa Cruz 

2020- Worked at California Sea Grant Kelp Management Extension Fellow 

2022- Kelp Restoration Research Ecologist at Greater Farallones Association and 

Greater Farallones and Cordell Bank National Marine Sanctuaries 

 


