
 

Mama's boys: Elder orca moms protect sons
from fights

July 22 2023, by Issam AHMED

  
 

  

An adult male orca with tooth rake marks is seen in a photo courtesy of the
Center for Whale Research.

A male orca's best friend is his old mother.
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That's according to a new scientific paper published Thursday in Current
Biology, which found female killer whales that have undergone
menopause prevent their sons—though not their daughters—from
getting injured in fights.

Lead author Charli Grimes told AFP what drew her to the subject was
just how rare menopause is in the natural world. Most animals with
ovaries remain capable of reproducing until they die, with humans and
five species of toothed whales the only known exceptions.

"A big question in our own evolutionary history is, how and why has
menopause evolved?" she said.

"In human societies, older females play a role in moderating conflict,
and now this latest research has found that that might also be the case in
killer whales," added the animal behavior scientist at the University of
Exeter.

The study looked at Southern Resident killer whales, which live off the
Pacific coast of North America.

These whales live in matriarchal social units—typically consisting of a
grandmother, her male and female offspring, and her daughters'
daughters. Female killer whales survive up to 90 years in the wild, and
live more than 20 years beyond menopause.

Males will outbreed with females from other pods, but both males and
females will stay within the social unit of their birth. Sons remain
especially close to their mothers throughout their lives.

Bite marks

For their research, Grimes and colleagues examined the accumulation of
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"tooth rake marks"—scarring left behind when an orca bites another
during rough play or fighting.

"These marks are really great for quantifying social interactions that are
otherwise really difficult to observe, since most of the behavior takes
place below the surface," she said.

The Center for Whale Research in Washington state has carried out
photographic censuses of Southern Resident killer whales since 1976,
identifying individuals by their unique dorsal fins and saddle patches.

Orcas have no natural predators, and this subspecies feeds exclusively on
salmon, as opposed to prey that can bite back. This means the tooth
marks could only be inflicted by their own kind.

By analyzing thousands of photos in a computer program, the team
found males who lived with post-reproductive mothers had 35 percent
fewer tooth rake injuries compared to males who lived with breeding
mothers, and 45 percent fewer than those who lived without their
mothers.

It's thought that ceasing breeding frees up time and energy for mothers
to protect their sons.

How exactly the post-menopausal moms are helping isn't yet clear, said
Grimes. It could be that older females use their knowledge of other pods
to steer their sons away from troublemakers.

Or, they could be intervening more directly when a fight is brewing,
perhaps using vocalizations to call off their sons. It's not thought that
they get involved in fighting themselves, since they have very low rates
of scarring.
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Pass the fish

Daughters, however, were not found to have fewer tooth rakes with their
mothers around.

Females are probably less involved in conflict to begin with, said
Grimes. Sons moreover breed with multiple females, meaning there is a
higher chance of their mother passing on their genes.

Ruth Mace, an anthropologist and biologist at the University College
London who was not involved in the study, told AFP that the idea that
post-reproductive life had evolved so women can help children is well
established in humans.

"So it is very interesting that this is also being established in killer
whales," she said.

"It's (a) remarkable study, utilizing an extremely valuable long-term
dataset," added Stephanie King, who specializes in dolphin research at
the University of Bristol and was also not involved.

Prior work has shown older female orcas share their own fish, pass on
ecological knowledge of where and when to find food, and improve their
grandchildren's survival rates.

An outstanding question is how exactly they bring about some of these
benefits—something Grimes and her colleagues hope to answer by
flying drones over the orcas, documenting what they do under the waves.

  More information: Charli Grimes, Postreproductive female killer
whales reduce socially inflicted injuries in their male offspring, Current
Biology (2023). DOI: 10.1016/j.cub.2023.06.039. www.cell.com/current-
biology/f … 0960-9822(23)00824-2
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