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About Antarctic Field Guides
About the project
The Antarctic Field Guides is a collaborative tool offering free access to
information that can help you identify Antarctic organisms. Thanks to the
initial efforts from Prof. Andrew Clarke (British Antarctic Survey) and Dr
Stefano Schiaparelli (University of Genoa and Italian National Antarctic
Museum), it allows users to build a tailor-made, customized guide, to be
taken in the field or simply browsed. The pages are generated on-the-fly
from the contents of authoritative, quality controlled data resources
(SCAR-MarBIN and ANTABIF), and ensures the user to access up-to-date
information about the group of organisms he/she is particularly
interested in. Even if the primary focus is for scientists, the AFGs are
open and free for all to enjoy.

About the data and its usage
The content of the AFGs is under the CCBY licence. You are welcome to
share or remix the content of the AFGs. For the moment, we kindly ask
you to cite the source as "The SCAR Antarctic Field Guides. World Wide
Web publication, available online at http://afg.biodiversity.aq"

Some media content is under the Creative Commons Attribution -
Noncommercial - Share Alike 3.0 License.

Project implemented by SCAR-MarBIN and ANTABIF. www.afg.org page 3 of 4

http://www.scarmarbin.be
http://www.biodiversity.aq
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://afg.biodiversity.aq
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/deed.en


Description
Orca or Killer whales are the largest members of the dolphin family.
Found in all waters, these splendid, toothed whales are sometimes called
the 'wolves of the sea' because of their closely-related pack-like behaviors.
Gracing the southern seas in abundance, Orcas tend to travel in small
close-knit, family pods but can be found in groups of up to 50 individuals.
Orcas have not been caught commercially since the early 1980's as a
result of protective measures imposed by the International Whaling
Commission (IWC). However, Orcas are still captured in small numbers
for display at zoos and marine parks. This is an emotional and
controversial issue to be sure, but not one of conservation significance
as Orca populations are currently thought to be stable.

Probably the most striking feature of Orca whales is their unique
coloration pattern. A dazzling contrast of jet black above and bright white
markings beneath help make the Orcas both visually appealing and easily
identifiable. Add to that their sleek, streamlined shape and imposing
dorsal fins (especially in the adult male) and the result is a truly
magnificent animal of the sea.

Orca whales are excellent swimmers and can perform impressive
acrobatics in the water. They can often be observed breaching, a
behavior in which the whale speeds to the surface and leaps completely
out of the water, falling back with a spectacular splash. Or they may be
seen 'spyhopping'--poking their heads straight out of the water to get a
better look at their surroundings. 'Tail slapping' is another common
activity possibly meant as a kind of warning to other members in pod.

Orcas are very efficient and sophisticated predators who often hunt in
groups, attacking prey much as wolves attack larger caribou or moose,
then sharing the spoils. They eat fish, squid, sharks, birds (including
penguins), seals, sea turtles, octopi, and other whales. An Orca will tip up
small ice floes to dislodge resting seals while other Orcas wait beneath
the surface for the kill. They have even been observed attacking young,
but still huge, Blue whales. Aside from human beings, Orcas have no
natural enemies. They can dive to depths of up to 100 feet in pursuit of
prey but prefer to hunt at or near the surface of the water.

Orcas are very social animals. The bonds between pod members are
strong and last for life. Orcas share the responsibility of protecting
young, and caring for the sick or injured.

Orca breeding occurs mostly in the winter to early spring. The gestation
period is about 16-17 months. Newborn Orca calves instinctively swim to
the surface within ten seconds for their first breath, helped along by
mother's flippers. Calves are about seven feet long and weigh up to 400
pounds at birth. The mother and calf may stay together for a year or
longer. Female orcas reach maturity at 6-10 years old, and males at 12-
16 years old.

Size
25 to 30 feet long

Scientific name

Orcinus orca
Animalia Chordata Mammalia Cetacea Delphinidae Orcinus
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