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All about Orcas

Orcas are some of the most magnificent creatures in the

ocean. They are part of the same group, or order, of sea

mammals as whales, called Cetaceans. Orcas are some-

times called “killer whales” because of how they may work

together to hunt whales. But orcas aren’t really whales—

they’re actually the largest member of the dolphin family.

Orca Facts

rcas grow to be about 30 feet (9 m) in length, and in the wild they

often live for thirty to fifty years—sometimes even longer. Their

typical black-and-white markings not only make them easy for us

to recognize but also give the orcas some camouflage when underwater.

Be sure to notice the patches of gray,  known as saddles,  behind their

dorsal fins. These saddles are distinctive markings that vary from orca to

orca.
It’s estimated that there are fifty thousand orcas around the world.

Although orcas can be found in many different regions and climates,

they are most prevalent in the colder waters of the ocean. Groups of

around
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twenty  orcas,  known  as  pods,  often  consist  of  generations  of  family

members  that  stay  together  and  develop  their  own  unique  forms  of

communication. The oldest female in a pod will be the leader. Although

orcas enjoy eating a wide variety of sea creatures (such as seals, sharks,

and fish), individual pods will sometimes develop a taste for one type of

fish or sea mammal over another.

Orcas have developed a distinct language through a process known

as echolocation. They’ll send out a call and then listen for how that call

echoes off objects in their environment in order to identify and locate

those objects. Orcas also create specific types of calls that help them

identify family members and pod mates as well as communicate about

dangers and available prey.

Orcas  have  developed  an  interesting  strategy  for  sleeping  while

they’re in the water. Instead of drifting off and losing consciousness, as

humans do, an orca will simply turn off half of its brain at a time! Orcas

can’t breathe automatically like we do when we sleep; an orca breathes

only when it needs to. Keeping half of its brain alert allows it to take a

breath while the other half of its brain rests. Orcas will alternate which

half of their brain goes to sleep, giving each part of the brain a chance

to rejuvenate.
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Types of Orcas

n the North Pacific  Ocean,  where orcas are most  widely

studied, three types of orcas have been identified. Resident

orcas in that part of the world are found from Russia to

al-ifornia  and prefer  to  eat  fish.  Scientists  classify  resident  orcas

into smaller groups, the most well  known being the southern

resident  orcas  (found  from  San  Francisco  to  southeastern

Alaska)  and  northern  resident  orcas  (found  from  southern

British Columbia to southeastern Alaska). There is also a group

in  southern  Alaska  and  another  in  western  Alaska  and  the

northernTransient orcas live in smaller groups along the coast of

Pacific  Northwest.  Their  dorsal  fins  tend  to  stand  straighter

than those  of  resident  orcas.  Transient  orcas  like  to  hunt  in

groups and will feed on a wider variety of animals than resident

orcas. Offshore orcas, which live miles from land, are smaller

and have rounder dorsal fins.

The Challenges Orcas Face

rcas  are  experiencing  increased  threats  to  their  environ-

ment. They can become entangled in fishing nets, sickened

from chemicals dumped into the ocean, and disoriented

from the noise of passing ships and the detonation of explosives.

The depletion of fish and the other animals orcas feed on forces

orca pods to travel farther for food and compete with other orcas

and other species for what’s available.
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Several  specific  events  have  had  fateful  impacts  on  certain

groups of orcas. In 1989, the oil tanker Exxon Valdez  spilled as

much as 11 million gallons of crude oil into the ocean waters off

Alaska,  killing  off  one  group  of  transient  orcas  in  the  Pacific

Northwest. Finally, the capture of orcas for display at marine parks

has caused a serious reduction in other orca populations, especially

the southern resident orcas of the North Pacific Ocean. Only half as

many orcas in that group are alive today as there were a century

ago, and they are struggling to maintain this number.

Scientists continue to monitor orcas so we can understand more

about their unique abilities and how they can be protected from

hazards caused by humans. Satellite tracking tags placed on certain

orcas  can  be  followed  to  show  where  they  migrate  during  the

winter,  what  they  eat,  and  exactly  how  far  they  travel.  Digital

recording tags  allow researchers  to  learn more about  the sounds

orcas  send  and  receive  and  how they’re  affected  by  man-  made

noise.  Blood  samples  taken  from orca  mothers  and  babies  show

whether  contaminants  are  being  passed  when  babies  nurse.

Photography and monitoring  devices  help  scientists  measure  the

number  of  orcas  in  different  populations  so  they  can  determine

whether conservation work is helping these populations increase.
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