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The unique dorsal fin and saddle patch of each orca enables tracking by photo-
identification. Credit: Yvon Gouedard

Orcas live in stable, structured social groups. And their survival directly
depends on it, as a CNRS and University of La Rochelle research team
has just demonstrated. Between 1996 and 2002, half of the Crozet
Islands orca population was killed off by an illegal fishing operation
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targeting Patagonian toothfish, with the orcas removing the fish from the
line during hauling.

The orcas' survival rate has yet to return to its former level. Using data
from a photo-identification programme begun in 1987, the scientists
were able to show that surviving orcas from a decimated family adopted
"erratic" social behaviour, moving from group to group. The weaker
these social ties, the greater the animals' likelihood of dying. As these
orcas are probably not completely accepted by the new groups they join,
they are likely to be given less access to food than the regular members
of the social unit—and eventually die.

These findings—published in the Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences (20 May 2019)—are the first to reveal the long-term
consequences of events affecting the survival and social organization of
a mammalian species.

  More information: Marine Busson et al. Role of sociality in the
response of killer whales to an additive mortality event, Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences (2019). DOI:
10.1073/pnas.1817174116
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