Dear Arts and Sciences Faculty and Staff:

I am pleased to announce that Assistant Professor Dr. Michael Heithaus accepted the College’s offer to become Director of FIU’s Marine Science Program, effective Dec. 28, 2007.  The Marine Science Program is a two-year-old interdepartmental program that presently includes faculty from the Dept. of Biological Sciences and the Dept. of Chemistry & Biochemistry.  The program is based in the new Marine Science Building on FIU’s Biscayne Bay Campus.  Dr. Heithaus succeeds the Interim Director of the Marine Science Program and Professor of Biological Sciences, Dr. Joel Trexler.
Dr. Heithaus studies the behavioral ecology and conservation of “charismatic marine megafauna,” including sharks, sea turtles, dolphins, dugongs (Australian relatives of the manatee), and seabirds.  He is among the researchers who pioneered the use of an underwater video camera, popularly known as the “Crittercam,” that can be attached directly to the backs of large vertebrates to allow them, in effect, to film their own behavior.  Dr. Heithaus uses the theories of animal behavior and community ecology to develop hypotheses that he and his students then test in the field at sites ranging from the Florida Keys to Shark Bay in Western Australia.  Thanks to this work, we now realize that habitat use decisions by large marine vertebrates are determined not only by the availability of food, but also by the “fear factor” --- the risk of exposure to predation by sharks.  Dr. Heithaus joined the Dept. of Biological Sciences in 2003, after postdoctoral research at the Mote Marine Laboratory in Sarasota, FL.  He received his Ph.D. in 2001 from Simon Fraser University, Canada.  His research has been supported by the National Science Foundation and the results have been published in leading journals in animal behavior and ecology (such as Animal Behavior and Ecology), as well as in the prestigious pages of Nature and the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.  At FIU, his work has been recognized by a 2007 Faculty Excellence in Research Award.  Through his association with the National Geographic Society, Dr. Heithaus also frequently appears on television (including an interview on “The Tonight Show” with host Jay Leno) and in NGS documentary features.
Please join me in congratulating Dr. Heithaus as he assumes his new duties as Director of the Marine Science Program.
Kenneth G. Furton, Dean
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