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Animal of the Month 
 

Killer Whale (aka Orca) Orcinus orca 

1. Animal Type: Mammal 
2. Conservation Status: Endangered (Southern resident population only—Others: Status unknown) 

a. Range/Habitat 
i. From the open sea to coasts, from equator to polar areas. 
ii. The most distributed of all cetaceans, it occurs in all oceans and seas. 

3. Size   
a. Male: 10 tons and 19’ long 
b. Female: 7.5 tons and 16’ long 
c. At birth: 6 ½ feet to 8 feet  

4. Social Structure 
a. Killer whales are a social species living in pods of 3-25  
b. Killer whales use their calls to coordinate hunting behavior and to maintain contact with other members of their pod. 

Clicks are used by all toothed whales for echolocation, and they may also be used to communicate.  
i. With orcas, several resident pods may join to form a community.  Each pod has a unique dialect, similar to 

other pods in its community.  It is quite different from the dialects of other pods with which they are not in 
contact. 

ii. Studies of the orca show the subtlety and variety of whale language.  They use discrete calls – distinct sounds 
separated into characteristic types that can be heard 5 miles away.  Those in the northwest use between 7-17 
calls each.  They make different noises when playing or socializing. 

5. Reproduction 
a. Gestation period is thought to be 12-16 months, with most calves born between October and March. 
b. Orcas have long childhoods, reaching maturity about 15 years old. 
c. A female can produce as many as 5 calves over a 25 year period. 
d. Up to 40 percent of claves die at or near birth, in which the mom can produce one sooner. 
e. Shortest period between births – 2 years.  Longest is 12. 

6. Behavior 
a. Nocturnal vs. Diurnal: Diurnal 
b. Shy vs. Curious: Killer Whales are curious and vigorously explore their environments. 
c. Jumping Ability: Killer whales are frequently active at the surface, engaging in acrobatic behaviors such as breaching, 

spyhopping, and tail-slapping.  They may jump high enough to completely remove their body from the water. 
d. Water speed: up to 48.4 kph (30 mph) 
e. Unique Behaviors:  

i. Killer Whales hunt collaboratively.   
ii. Killer whales imitate others, and seem to deliberately teach skills to their kin. This is most strikingly seen when 

killer whales deliberately beach themselves to catch seals. 
iii. Killer Whales on occasion scratch the backs of others. 
iv. Resting behaviors differ depending on whether the killer whale is by itself or part of a pod. If it is alone, it will 

rest by staying near the surface, with dorsal fin, blowhole and part of the head out of the water. Usually this 
only lasts for a few minutes at a time, but there have been reports of killer whales resting this way for up to 
eight hours. Killer whales in pods sleep differently. The pod will form a tight circle, and their breathing and 
movements will synchronize. They take several breaths at the surface, and then submerge for a period of time 
before surfacing again. The time spent submerged increases as the "sleep" becomes deeper, and they may take 
up to ten breaths near the surface before submerging for as long as ten minutes. 
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v. A family of orcas will divide the labor for group activities, each performing a separate task as the group 
harasses and attacks a solitary baleen whale, tearing away its flesh. 

f. Diet:  very diverse; often other marine mammals, dolphins, large whales, seals, fish, birds, dugongs, and turtles 
7. Captivity 

a. Frequency in captivity: Rare (relative to their worldwide population) 
i. Worldwide Captive Orcas (as of October 20, 2010) 

• 6 - Sea World of California, San Diego 
• 7 - Sea World of Florida, Orlando 
• 6 - Sea World of Texas, San Antonio 
• 1 – Miami Seaquarium 
• 1 – Six Flags Discovery Kingdom, Vallejo, California 
• 2 – Marineland of Canada, Niagara Falls, Ontario 
• 1 - Acuario Mundo Marino, Buenos Aires, Argentina 
• 7 – Kamogawa SeaWorld, Chiba-Prefecture, Japan 
• 1 – Port of Nagoya Public Aquarium, Nagoya, Aichi-Prefecture, Japan 
• 4 – Marineland Cote D’Azur, Antibes, France 
• 1 – Dolfinarium Harderwijk, Harderwijk, Netherlands 
• 4 – Loro Parque, Tenerife, Spain (on loan from Sea World Parks)  

b. The most recent estimates of killer whale population indicate a minimum wild population of 50,000 while only 41 
currently live in captivity worldwide. Captive orcas live in 12 different facilities across the planet and nearly half of the 
total captive population is located in Sea World Parks within the United States. 

c. Noteworthy exhibits 
i. SeaWorld Orlando Breeding and Research Pool 

1. 1.7 million gallons  
2. Includes overwater and underwater guest views 
3. Designed by PGAV and opened around 1997 

d. Controversy: Keeping orcas in captivity has been an increasingly controversial subject over the years. While 
institutions such as Sea World maintain justifiable value in the practice, there are a wide range vocal opponents that 
include journalists, activists and organizations. The importance of keeping the animals happy and healthy cannot be 
understated, as opponents are constantly on the watch for any incidents/premature deaths to build the case against 
captivity. The thoughtful design of an artificial home is an important part of avoiding these incidents. It is impossible 
for an artificial environment to properly mimic the open ocean; however, it can help foster some instinctual behavior 
of the animals and contribute to their well-being. For instance, design that gives the animals exposure to hereditary 
family groups as in the wild would be beneficial. 

e. Articles Related to Killer Whales in Captivity: 
i. “A Review of the Scientific Justification for Maintaining Cetaceans in Captivity” 

http://www.zoocheck.com/Reportpdfs/WDCS%20Scient%20Just%2098.pdf 
1. In validating the practice of maintaining captive orcas, good arguments have to be made to defend in 

the face of criticism. Institutions that maintain orcas have many justifications, but this 1998 article 
explores the scientific research position. The conclusion is that scientific research does not justify 
holding orcas in captivity. A more successful position would continue to be one of educating the public 
by use of a small captive group to appreciate and conserve the large wild population. 

8. Husbandry Regulations and Recommendations 
a. APHIS 

i. MHD: 48’ (14.63m)  
ii. Pool Minimum Depth: 12’ (3.66m) 
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iii. Minimum Volume: 
1. Volume per 2 Killer Whales: 4605 gal (615.6m3) 
2. Volume per Each Additional Whale: 2303 gal (307.89m3) 

iv. Minimum Surface Area: 
1. Surface Area per 2 Killer Whales at Min. Depth: 1811 sf (168.2m2) 
2. Surface Area per Each Additional at Min. Depth: 905.5 sf (84.12m2) 

b. AMMPA 
i. Pool Minimum Depth: 17.2’ (5.25m) 
ii. Minimum Volume:  

1. Volume per 2 Killer Whales: 504,853 gal (1911 m3) 
2. Volume per Each Additional: 283,980 gal (1075 m3) 

1. Additional volume may appear within ancillary pools as long as animals have daily 
access to main pool 

iii. Water Temp: No warmer than 65 deg F (18 deg C)   
9. Enrichment 

a. Untested Enrichment Ideas 
i. Provide changing lights on pool surfaces  
ii. High pressure inlets for environmental change 
iii. Offer multiple surface textures for rubbing  

b. Zoo Approved Enrichment Ideas 
i. Swim and Jump Over the Rope Sessions  
ii. Rocket Hop Activity   

1. Orca will practices with a target.   
2. The trainer places the object on a pole and holds it over Orca’s head.   
3. The reward will be given if orca touches the object. 

iii. Head, fin, and tummy rub and scratch as reward   
iv. Nose-to-Nose Kiss 

c. Training 
i. Never reinforce the bad behavior.  If it continues, ignore them for a few minutes, and redirect if bad 

behavior continues.   
ii. All based on relationship sessions 

10. Fun Facts:  
a. Orcas are they only whales that regularly kill and eat other mammals and sea birds.  Those in the northwest 

have two types of populations. 
b. They cannot chew prey, but swallow whole or rip off large chunks. 
c. A full grown orca can launch itself more than 20 feet into the air. 
d. Females live 20 years longer than males.  Sometimes an estimated 80 years.  They can live well beyond 

reproductive years – shared by humans, elephants, and apes.   
e. Often referred to as the wolf of the sea.  They share their larger kills with other members of the pod.  They can 

spy-hop, then over end the ice, tossing the victim into the water.  They also herd their prey.  
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