Sam Levinson


Recordings from a Close Encounter with Three Members of J-Pod

On Saturday, September 1, 2007, we recorded vocalizations from a group of three orcas from 16:42 to 18:03 in the evening. The whales had been identified as being part of J-pod earlier in the day by the Seacoast Expeditions pager network. We had a hydrophone array deployed off the port-side stern of the Gato Verde. Each of the four hydrophones in that array was spaced 10m apart, and the entire array was deployed about 10m from the stern and weighted down with a weight so that it remained underwater while the boat was underway. We were one to two kilometers away from shore at False Bay, traveling south and paralleling the whales.


We observed one whale off of our stern about 150m away and a very small whale (probably a calf) less than 100m away from us to the northeast. The calf followed the Gato Verde, staying off our stern until it suddenly surfaced about 20m ahead of our bow (still port-side). During this time, the whale that had been farther away from us (now accompanied by another individual) slowly moved towards the Gato Verde, until the calf joined them and they continued to move away from us.

We attempted to identify these three whales. Using our 2006 version of the Orca photo ID guide compiled by the Center for Whale Research, we were able to tentatively identify the two orcas that stayed further out as J-22 and her male offspring J-34. We were unable to positively identify the calf, but it is possible that it is J-22’s youngest calf, J-38. A whale watching boat reported seeing J-42, the youngest J-pod calf, in the area soon after the whales passed us, but we were unable to confirm that identification. It is also more likely that the calf would be J-38 if in fact J-22 were present with J-34 in such close proximity.


During this encounter, we recorded vocalizations from these whales using the hydrophone array. We examined and localized the calls from one minute of the recording using the Ishmael sound localization program to determine which of the whales made each call (Figures 1 and 2). Using the Beam Reach Call Tutor program, Ford’s (1987) killer whale call catalog, and the spectrograms in Ishmael, we attempted to categorize each of the calls produced. We used the absolute bearings derived from Ishmael (with the very tip of the port-side stern set as (0,0) for our coordinate axes) and the Pythagorean Theorem to determine the actual distance from the Gato Verde at which each call was recorded (Table 1).


Of all the calls recorded during this minute, we were able to localize 11 of them (numbered 1-11 in Table 1). The first eight were all matched closest to S2. Each of these calls was recorded from 54-91m of the Gato Verde, which is the range at which the calf approached the vessel; we therefore attributed the first eight calls (all S2) to the calf. The eighth of these calls had an odd buzz-like ending that did not match the other S2 calls performed by this whale, but it most closely matched an S2 call, and we therefore categorized it as such.


Calls 9 and 11 were of the same type, but we could not be sure which discrete call it was. It was characterized by a buzz at the beginning that developed into a longer single syllable. We could not positively match it to any of the calls typically used by J-pod using either the call tutor for sample sounds or using Ford’s (1987) catalog to compare the spectrograms. It is possible that this call could have been S4, but we were not certain

Call 10 was composed of several buzz-like sounds that did not match any of the discrete calls in either the catalog or the call tutor program.


It appears that during this encounter, the calf approached the Gato Verde while repeating an S2 call. When it got within 60m of the vessel, another whale (one of the two that were paralleling us further off) called to it with the single syllable (S4?) call. The calf responded with a very odd buzzing call, and the single syllable (S4?) was repeated, this time from much closer.
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Figure 1. The spectrograms of the calls recorded between 17:28:54 and 17:29:54 with each of the four hydrophones in the array.
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Figure 2. Screen capture display from Ishmael 1.0 of localization of eight of the 11 calls in the 60 sec sound file 09_01_2007_17_28_54.wav.

	Call number in 1-minute sequence
	Bearing (x-direction) (m)
	Bearing (y-direction) (m)
	Absolute distance from Gato Verde (m)
	Call Type

	1
	-91.0555
	-3.95178
	91.0772
	S2

	2
	-89.4797
	-6.8924
	89.7448
	S2

	3
	-75.8114
	-10.5912
	76.5476
	S2

	4
	-70.7457
	-14.5295
	72.2223
	S2

	5
	-85.1716
	-8.81435
	85.6265
	S2

	6
	-75.6916
	-8.94337
	76.2181
	S2

	7
	-53.1812
	-11.9573
	54.5089
	S2

	8
	-57.958
	-8.55472
	58.6127
	S2 (odd ending)

	9
	-397.062
	29.1276
	398.1289
	Single syllable (S4?)

	10
	-29.3462
	-10.3666
	31.1234
	Unidentified buzz

	11
	-249.101
	4.09567
	249.1347
	Single syllable (S4?)


Table 1. Bearings, distance, and call types for each of the calls recorded from 17:28:54 to 17:29:54.
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