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REPORTED CAUSESOFDEATHOF CAPTIVEKILLERWHALES
(Orcinus orca)®™

SAM H. RIDGWAY, Biosciences Department, Naval Ocean Systems Center, San Diego, California 92152, USA.

Abstract: Inquiries were made to all oceanaria that maintain killer whales in North
America. Causes of death determined at necropsy included mediastinal abscesses,
pyometra, pneumonia, influenza, salmonellosis, nephritis, Chediak-Higashi syn-
drome, fungus infection, ruptured aorta, cerebral hemorrhage and a perforated post-
pyloric ulcer. Captive females appear to have a higher rate of mortality than males.

Growth rates for whales that died were greater than for those that survived.

INTRODUCTION

Over 30 killer whales (Oreinus orca)
have been captured for public display in
major North American oceanaria since
1965. The oceanaria have done a public
service by making it possible for large
numbers of people, who otherwise would
never have the opportunity, to see these
magnificent animals. In addition, oppor-
tunities for research that could not
otherwise be done have been provided.

Although over 50 killer whales from
the waters of the State of Washington
and British Columbia have been taken
for oceanaria around the world, 2 many
of the facilities receiving whales were
inadequate. Most of the exported whales
have died. This survey was limited to six
major North American oceanaria that
have adequate facilities and standards of
care. A previous survey completed In
1976 focused on the rates of mortality,?
but did not consider causes of death in
detail nor were growth rates subjected to
analysis. Very little information is
available on disease in wild killer
whales. Therefore, it seemed useful to
update the previous survey and examine
in more detail the causes of death and
growth rates in these extremely valuable
display animals,

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Inquiries were made of the six major
oceanaria in North America where killer
whales are kept to determine sex, date of
capture or acquisition,” length and
weight at acquisition, date of death,
length and weight atdeath or the nearest
recorded figures to March, 1978, and
cause of death. Acquisition data was
double checked by telephone calls to Mr.
Bob Wright of Victoria, B.C., Canada, or
Mr. Don Goldsberry of Seattle,
Washington, who were involved in most
of the killer whale captures and kept
records of the capture and disposition of
each whale.

RESULTS

The results of this survey are presented
in Tables 1 and 2.

Two of the whales were taken in a sick
and apparently dying condition from
beaches in the Pacific northwest. One of
these whales was found stranded on a
beach near Seattle, Washington, in
March, 1973. It was successfully treated
for mandibular abscess (pers. comm., Dr.
T. Gornall) and was maintained by Sea
World, Inc., San Diego, California.
Another emaciated female that had suf-
fered a gunshot wound was recovered on

U This work was supported 1n part by Office of Naval Hesearch Contract NE136-286.

[z] ;
Two of these whales were stranded specimens.
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Yonoouver Island in Aegust, 977, The
animal was succeasiully treated and has
apparenily rogained health (pers, comm.,
D A Hoew, Vietoria, B.C.

The sverage wearly growth mite for
twelve af the whales that diet was 32 cm
per year, Sixteen of the living whales hnt
an aversge vearly inceease in length of
anly 24 em. The averape incroase in
length was slightly gresber for mdes (29
emdvenrt tham for females in the stucdy,
averaging 26 cm per vear, Living males
averiared @ 26 cm ovearly increage in
length while living females nvermped 13
em. In eomparison the femeles that died
shawed a yearly increase in Length of 31
e while the vwo dead males for which
cicka are available grow wt ;\'l\.‘\.'.l.r":'}' riabes ol
43 nnd 24 om, respectively.

DSCUSSION

Of the 13 fermales that died, theee wore
dinrnased ax having dizorders of the
wragenital system (lable 1), One whnle
that diedd after n stillhirth was apporent-
Iy pregnani ar capiuge. Another female
that died of pyometra and seplicenia
wits pregnant it death {pers. comme., D
[, Kennoyl

T swhales wore diagnosed oz having
influenza that resulied in death. Ko
viruses wers slnted . The dingnosis was
based an & histery of acute fibrinous
pneumanin from which no pathogenic
boeteria could be isolated (pera. eomm.,
e Lo Cormell), Influesea of viral ofigin
must be perarded sy =01 unproven in
killer whales bul those dodne necropsies
an aueh animils should be pware aof the
po=sibilities and attempl the appropriate
vullures.

Hinee nithernsclerasis has been
raprried from wild Killer whales® it is npl
surpri=ing thal two of the lagger, and
pussibly older,  females  disd  rom
hemorrhnges associated with vascoular
lesians, Une af these whales died of o
cornheal |'|l!:'|'|l:lrr]t:l.|.':l.' and anather leam a
ruopbured  acrte associated  wilh
nthemscleratio lesions,

FFour whales hnd preumonia at necrop
gy tin addition o the influenzn cases
alveady  mentioned),. e of  theae
aninals died within o manth of eaplure
and the pneumonin was sespocted 2o
have Beon the pesult of transport, & pawo-
wiek-pld killer whale, the Nirt ever oon-
ceEivied  an captivity,  wins hom ol
Marineland of the Pacific in Fehruary,
1477, This whale was born afier & pro-
benged and appoarently diffieall lalor
perincl. During 16 divvs of life the colf wis
unresponsive o its mother and seldam
nursed {poes, comm., Mr T, Oitend
Nocrapsy  pevealed  sub-acute  focal
pueamen, acute adrenal hemarchage,
nowel  stnsis  {pers. comm., D Gl
Sweoney) and cerobral edema,

A white” Killer whale kept at o Cana-
dian oceanarium was abserved o have
tlae fainl chost of e useal markings or
hodv coluration which is seen in same
species with Chedink:-Higashi syndmme,
an inherited autosarmal vecessive trait, A
tlond soear confirmmed that the animal
was pesitive for the syndrome” Humans
and animals with thiz trait gre highly
puzeopiible to infectiion’ and vzeally die
at nn early e, This while dicd not long
alter the diagnesiz, Althongh  whifs
whalon |'|'|ia|,'|1t make attractive l.|:ih-j:-|a'|_'.'
specimens, any such animals should
hwe Bloml smenrs cxamined for Lhis
dizgense bafore a decizsion ia made o keep
thiemn foe dizplay.

Twe whales died of medinstinel
abseesses, Inoone of these n metal abjec
that appenred o he o lorgre caliber pifle
Bullet was fownd at the cora of the alsoess
dpers eoanm., e Lo Cornells The whia
prabably wis shot leng before capiore
Fipnzed on appesrnnoe, the nhscoess
prabably developed sporndicnily during
the =i wears ihe animal lived in
caplivily.

Aoyvouny made had an oanemin and
Tanees infection (Candida albicans that
apparently resnlted in ils death, while a
smaller female died fooan o peelerabod
=l py o ulcer.
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Hipe and Welman,” inoa sorvey of all
killer sehades daken in the Pacilic
noctheest, founed that 7 whales wore
imaduee ol capiure they had amoch lower
rate af survivel thoan immmatures This
mare lmited dato wonld tend 40 suppert
thedr conclu=ion. [ the growp considenasd
here, five whales waould hivee been judged

matiere from bedy lenpth dnte Pooar of

theze have died, Theee is listle difference
i caplure leneths between living and
demd whales tf we cnst out these five,
riving o averags aaptare lenglh of 335
oy for living whales and 576 cm for those
that died,

[t iz apparent Crom the data that the
u::]l*.iw' fimnalis hoave had a -;.'l‘.*-J'.Hi.ti.l.'ra.l'.lL'r'
higher rate of mortnlity thaonmales. Also
it appears that females that dicd hod B
higlher wvendy growdil rate than these

Acknowledgementa

aurviving, Thizs finding deserves further
sl.ulil_'.'. :"Ll'ﬂl.'ll:l:q 1l quesLinns that sheuld
b sk are (10 I il st bele ek gover-
feeding produced the increazed growth
rates and increazed auscepribility to dis-
pinge? (20 Are the whales more suscepdilsle
todlisense during perieds of rapid growth
ag . they are approaching sexual
malazily? (50 Why are females mors
likely to die than moles?

i and Bidpway® have shown that
the rates of mortality Tar killer whales in
rfer Morth Ameriean sepanars wers
rolntively low (7006 venrly For females
and 2,1% vearly for males) from 1963
1576, Mortalities 10 the two vears since
thast study wics completed wauld raise e
female martality skghtly nnd decrense
the cate for males which iz extremely law,

| thiank the following orgienizations and ind ividuals Ger thetr contrbations of data
that made thizs report possible: Sen World, Inc (10r, Lanny Carnell nnd 3r. Dan
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Martneland of Niagera Falls (Mre. Don Macgoarsie), Sepland of the Pactfie (Mr. Bob
Wrightl, the Vancouver Public Aguariom {Me. (il Hewlett), Marinelnnd of the Paribie
(e, Tem Ouen and Mre. Bill Walker), and Marine-World/Africn UISA (Mre. Michael
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