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Echolocation, calls and strategy used by Southern Resident Killer Whales (Orcinus orca) during foraging.

Wilfredo Santiago Benítez1, Dr. Scott Veirs2 and Dr. Val Veirs2

Introduction

Killer Whales around the world differ in prey, size, behaviour, social organization and others that make them easy to identify. Some populations specialize on fish foraging while other specialize on marine mammals. But in general orcas are the top predator, with an extreme range in food items reported taken, including squid, octopus, bony and cartilaginous fish, including sharks, sea turtles, seabirds, sea and river otters, dugongs, pinnipeds, and cetaceans, as well as occasional reports of terrestrial mammals such as deer, moose, and pigs (Heyning and Dahlheim 1988; Guinet 1992; Jefferson et al. 1991 and Baird 2000). . Killer Whales around the world differ in prey, size, behavior, social organization and others that make them easy to identify. 

Research on the acoustic of Killer Whale (Orcinus orca) echolocation and foraging have been rare during the years when these animals have been studied in the wild in the waters of Washington and British Columbia. Not until the late 1990’s did research begin to produce results about this unknown chapter on the orcas. Some populations specialize on fish foraging while other specialize on marine mammals. Orcas that forage on fish relay more on echolocation and calls that the ones who prey on marine mammals. Recent experiments that focus on echolocation (Au et al., 2003) concluded that the foraging behavior of Orcinus pursuing salmon is very different to the foraging behavior of killer whales feeding on herring on Norway (Nottestad et. al., 2002 and Au et. al., 2004). Even the strategies used to forage and the use of echolocation and calls are different. Barret-Lennard et al. (1996a) suggested that all of these differences arise from the differences in prey taken, since marine mammals can hear echolocation clicks and potentially evade capture while the fish generally cannot. Residents appear to locate prey underwater using a combination of echolocation and passive listening, and both vision and echolocation are probably important during prey capture (Barret-Lennard et al., 1996a). 
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