
The Orca
The orca is also called a killer whale.  These two terms are widely

known. Some even call them blackfish!  The orca  is a toothed whale
belonging to the oceanic dolphin family. They are the largest of the
dolphins.  Killer whales are found in all oceans, from the frigid Arctic
and Antarctic regions to tropical seas.
There are many different types of killer whales, but most types are

classified into four groups based on physical features.
• The first group looks like the typical killer whale, with a large black
and white body and medium sized white eye patches.  These whales
live in open water and feed mostly on minke whales.
• The second type is a bit smaller, with a larger white eye patch. In-
stead of black patches, their dark spots are a medium grey color, and
the white on their bodies is stained a slight yellow.  It has a dark gray
patch called a "dorsal cape" stretches back from its forehead to just
behind its dorsal fin.  This type feeds mostly on seals.
• The third type is the smallest type.  It lives in larger groups than the
others.  The eye patch is distinctively slanted forwards rather than
parallel.  It’s primarily white and medium gray with a dark gray dorsal
cape and yellow tinged patches.  The only observed prey is the
Antarctic cod.

• The fourth type is based on
photographs of a 1955 mass
stranding that took place in
New Zealand.  Plus there were
six at sea sightings since 2004.
It has an extremely small white
eye patch, a shorter than usual
dorsal fin and a bulbous head
(similar to the pilot whale).  It is
assumed their diet include fish
as groups have been pho-
tographed around longline ves-
sels.
Orcas have a layer of insu-

lating blubber (7.6 to 10 cm
thick), which keeps their bod-
ies around 96 to 100 degrees
Fahrenheit.  Killer whales can

weigh up to six tons!  Males are typically 20-26 feet long and females
are around 16-23 feet long.  Killer whales have 40 to 50 teeth that are
up to four inches long.  In the wild, killer whales can live for about 29-
50 years, while captive whales only live for about 25 years.
Killer whales in the wild are considered one of the most powerful

predators.  Killer whales live in family groups called "pods" with up to
40 individual killer whales.  There are two types of killer whale pods.
One is transient and preys on marine mammals. The other is consid-
ered residential and seems to prefer fish.  Both types of killer whale
pods hunt cooperatively, similar to a wolf pack.  An average-sized orca
may eat about 500 pounds of food a day. Whales use echolocation to
hunt, which means they send out sound waves until it bounces back
and tells them where things are located.
Males nearly always mate with females from other pods. Killer whales

give birth every three to five years in the wild, although in captivity they
have been known to give birth every two years.  Baby orcas are born
up to 8 feet long and weigh from 300 to 400 pounds.  Killer whale fam-
ilies are protective of young and adolescent females and assist one
another in caring for them.  They also tend to live in the same pod as
their mother. 
Whales make a lot of communicative sounds, and each pod has dis-

tinctive noises that its members will recognize at a distance.
Orcas are considered to be very intelligent and trainable mammals,

and so have been chosen as the stars of many aquarium shows, such
as those at Sea World and Marineland.
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