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Killer whales (Orcinus orca) have been exten-
sively studied for their complex social structures
and remarkable hunting prowess across their
cosmopolitan distribution (Baird, 2000; Ford
& Reeves, 2008). Their versatile diet includes
a wide variety of sharks, rays, finfish, marine
mammals, and other vertebrates, including docu-
mented instances of predation on sperm whales
(Physeter macrocephalus) in diverse oceanic
regions (Jefferson et al., 1991; Pitman et al.,
2001). Pitman et al. (2001) documented three
instances of groups of killer whales hunting, kill-
ing, and preying upon groups of sperm whales.
They are also known to prey on larger baleen
whales, including blue whales (Balaenoptera
musculus; Ford & Reeves, 2008; Ford, 2019;
Totterdell et al., 2022), gray whales (Eschrichtius
robustus; Ljungblad & Moore, 1983), humpback
whales (Megaptera novaeangliae; Pitman et al.,
2015), bowhead whales (Balaena mysticetus;
Willoughby et al., 2020), and smaller species like
Antarctic minke whales (Balaenoptera bonaeren-
sis; Seyboth et al., 2024).

Despite extensive documentation of killer whale
behavior in various oceanic regions (Baird, 2000),
the Caribbean Sea remains relatively unexplored
in terms of predator—prey dynamics between killer
whales and sperm whales. Killer whales in the
Caribbean have been reported to feed on sperm
whales, short-finned pilot whales (Globicephala
macrorhynchus), and dwarf sperm whales (Kogia
breviceps) (Dunn & Claridge, 2014; Kiszka et al.,
2021). There is an abundance of research focused
on killer whale feeding ecology and behaviors in
many regions, including the Pacific Northwest,
British Columbia, Southeastern Alaska, Norway,
and Argentina (Hoelzel, 1991; Simili et al., 1996;
Baird, 2000; Saulitis et al., 2000; Ford & Ellis,

2006), leaving the Caribbean as an understudied
area in terms of these predator—prey relationships
(Bolafios-Jiménez et al., 2014, 2023).

Information on killer whales and sperm whales
in the western Caribbean Sea is particularly scarce.
Reports of the occurrence of both species in the
western Caribbean come from opportunistic obser-
vations of tourist SCUBA dive boats. For exam-
ple, both species were reported in opportunistic
observations gathered from the public and scien-
tists in Belize (Ramos et al., 2016), the Mexican
Caribbean (Nifio-Torres et al.,2015), and Colombia
(Franco & Delgadillo, 2021; Avila et al., 2022).
Killer whales have also been observed off the Bay
Islands in Honduras (Bolafios-Jiménez et al., 2014,
2023) and in the Bahamas (Dixon et al., 2023). The
rarity of observations in these waters highlights
the significance of any firsthand accounts to fill
the void in understanding the ecological roles and
relationships of these marine mammals within the
Caribbean ecosystem.

Herein, we describe a single event involv-
ing a group of three killer whales preying on a
sperm whale (under 6 m total length) in the off-
shore Caribbean Sea waters of Honduras. The
event took place on 24 November 2023 at 1130 h,
northwest of Guanaja Island, approximately
16 km offshore of the community of Mangrove
Bight (approximate location: 16° 37' 43" N, 85°
56" 39" W). The interaction was observed by
three recreational anglers during a fishing trip.
The anglers were trawling for bonito (family
Scombridae) when at a distance they observed
splashing and surface activity. They moved closer
and encountered a group of three killer whales
attacking a sperm whale (Murphy Moore, pers.
comm., 7 August 2024). The group included a
mother—calf pair, determined based on the calf’s
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proportionally smaller size, light gray color, and
persistent swimming next to one adult (Figure 1A;
Baird, 2000), and a male adult, based on the
large pointy and triangular shape of its dorsal fin
(Figure 1B; Emmons et al., 2019). The account
was documented through photos and videos using
smartphones by one of the anglers (Figure 1A-F;
Supplemental Video S1; the supplemental video

for this short note is available on the Aquatic
Mammals website). Additionally, two of the three
anglers were interviewed briefly via phone call
(Mark Moore, pers. comm., 4 December 2023;
and Murphy Moore, pers. comm., 7 August 2024).

The anglers initially observed the group of
killer whales at a distance of ~10 m from their
skiff, which had an outboard motor. According

Figure 1. Images of killer whales (Orcinus orca) consuming a sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) in the waters off
Guanaja Island, Honduras, in the Caribbean Sea: (A) the mother and calf killer whales surfacing near the vessel; (B) the
dorsal fin of the other killer whale as it took a breath near the deceased sperm whale; (C) the floating sperm whale with the
killer whales swimming nearby; (D) the white patchy bottom jaw of the dead sperm whale; (E) a killer whale returning to
the body to take off pieces of flesh; and (F) a zoomed-in shot of the sperm whale’s lower jaw. (Photo credits: Mark Moore)
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to the anglers, the attack was already under-
way when they arrived as the killer whales were
observed coordinating their attack on the sperm
whale in waves. Its species was confirmed with
clear images of the whale’s lower jaw and head
(Figure 1E & F). Initially and for approximately
30 min, the adult killer whales took turns biting
the sperm whale and dragging it underwater. They
were also observed trying to pin the sperm whale
down, using their bodies to restrict its movement
and keep it underwater. The sperm whale was
observed surfacing and breathing, but immedi-
ately after, the killer whales would resume the
attack. During this time, the young calf remained
in proximity to one of the adult killer whales (pre-
sumably the mother) and was not observed engag-
ing in the attack. After ~30 min, the killer whales
were not observed at the surface for about 20 min,
remaining primarily submerged. Following this,
the anglers observed large chunks of blubber and
blood coming to the surface (Figure 2A-C).

The anglers remained at the scene after the
death of the sperm whale. The two adult killer
whales were observed directly interacting with a
dead sperm whale and, despite vessel proximity
(10 m), continued feeding. A section of the sperm
whale’s blubber and skin was seen floating on the
water’s surface and was recovered by the anglers
for inspection (Figure 2C). The anglers observed
the killer whales for about 1 h after the sperm
whale’s death. During this time, they observed
the two adult killer whales taking turns feeding

on the sperm whale carcass (Figure 1D & E). As
the anglers tried to get closer to observe the killer
whales feeding, the large male began vocalizing
and charging directly at the anglers’ vessel. After
these behaviors, the anglers decided to withdraw
from the site while the killer whales were still
actively engaged in feeding on the sperm whale
carcass.

Killer whales in tropical waters are hypoth-
esized to be generalist hunters (Weir et al., 2010;
Bolafios-Jiménez et al., 2014) compared to spe-
cialist ecotypes found in temperate and cold
waters (Baird et al., 2006). While direct evidence
for fish predation is still lacking, there is strong
indirect evidence from several locations through-
out the Caribbean Sea (Bolafios-Jiménez et al.,
2014). Confirmed prey items for killer whales in
the Caribbean Sea are few but include leatherback
sea turtles (Dermochelys coriacea; Caldwell &
Caldwell, 1969), pygmy sperm whales (Kogia
breviceps; Dunn & Claridge, 2014), and dwarf
sperm whales (Dunn & Claridge, 2014). Our
report is the first to offer documented witness
of sperm whale predation by killer whales in the
western Caribbean Sea.

Marine mammals may play an important part
of the diet of killer whales in the Caribbean Sea.
Other marine mammal species that have been
reported to be attacked by killer whales in the
region, but with no confirmed predation, include
short-finned pilot whales, pantropical spotted
dolphins (Stenella attenuata),and Bryde’s whales

Figure 2. Images of a large piece of the deceased sperm whale’s flesh observed floating at the sea surface (A & B) and
recovered on the boat (C). (Photo credits: Mark Moore)
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(Balaenoptera brydei/edeni; Bolafios-Jiménez
et al., 2014). Using stable isotopes, Kiszka et al.
(2021) determined that large, toothed whales,
including sperm whales and short-finned pilot
whales, contribute indirectly to 20% of killer
whale diets in the eastern Caribbean Sea.

This probable predation event showcased a
likely cooperative hunting strategy employed
by the killer whales as they targeted the sperm
whale. Previous studies have emphasized the
orchestrated efforts of killer whale groups in
overpowering and subduing larger prey through
coordinated effort (Jefferson et al., 1991). In the
three instances of killer whales hunting sperm
whales reported by Pitman et al. (2001), killer
whale groups were of varying sizes from five
to 35 individuals and involved complex hunt-
ing tactics to effectively hunt sperm whales. The
group size observed of three individuals is con-
sistent with the average group size reported for
the Caribbean region (X = 4.1; Bolafios-Jiménez
et al., 2014) and other tropical regions, including
West Africa (X = 5.6; Weir et al., 2010), Hawaii
(X = 4.2, Baird et al., 2006), and the Bahamas
(X =4.2; Dunn & Claridge, 2014). Comparable
group sizes have also been reported in marine
mammal-eating killer whales in Scottish waters
of the North Atlantic Ocean (X = 5.5; Beck et al.,
2012) and in the Northeast Pacific Ocean (X =
4.2; Baird & Dill, 1995).

Since the video footage begins once the sperm
whale is already dead, we cannot independently
corroborate that this represents an actual predation
event and must rely on the eyewitness account of
the anglers. However unlikely, it is possible that
this encounter instead involved scavenging on a
dead or dying sperm whale rather than a predation
event. Killer whales are highly specialized preda-
tors and are known to shift their diets. According to
a broad search of whaling literature, killer whales
were known to often scavenge carcasses of baleen
whales that were made available by the whal-
ing industry (Whitehead & Reeves, 2005). It was
hypothesized that scavenging killer whales were
specialists, and that the cessation of the whaling
industry triggered a diet shift from scavenging to
direct predation on living whales (Whitehead &
Reeves, 2005). Alternatively, some killer whales
may scavenge for prey remains following group
hunts as speculated to occur with the type B pack
ice killer whales in the waters of the Antarctic
Peninsula (Pitman & Durban, 2012). While there
have been no documented reports of scavenging
killer whales in the Caribbean, the apparent gen-
eralist nature of tropical killer whales suggests that
such behavior cannot be entirely ruled out.

This documented event of killer whale preda-
tion on a sperm whale in the Caribbean Sea serves

as a critical addition to the existing knowledge of
cetacean interactions within this region. The scar-
city of such observations underscores the need for
continued research efforts and future monitoring
initiatives to unravel the complexities of marine
mammal predator—prey dynamics in understudied
areas of the Caribbean Sea. For example, dedicated
studies of sperm whale and killer whale distribu-
tion and diet in the western Caribbean Sea through
biopsy work and satellite tagging would provide
a better understanding of the importance of this
region to both species.

Note: The supplemental video for this short note is
available in the “Supplemental Material” section of
the Aquatic Mammals website: https://www.aquatic-
mammalsjournal .org/supplemental-material.

Acknowledgments

We owe many thanks to Murphy Moore and Mark
Moore, two of the anglers on the boat, who kindly
provided their time and permission to use Mark’s
footage for this short note. Additionally, we would
like to thank Daniel Ebanks for putting us in touch
with Murphy Moore, who provided the most
detailed account of this event.

Literature Cited

Avila, 1. C., Farfas-Curtidor, N., Castellanos-Mora, L.,
do Amaral, K. B., Barragdn-Barrera, D. C., Orozco,
C. A., Leon, J., & Puentes, V. (2022). The Colombian
Caribbean Sea: A tropical habitat for the vulnerable
sperm whale Physeter macrocephalus? Oryx, 56(6),
814-824. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605321001113

Baird, R. W. (2000). The killer whale: Foraging special-
izations and group hunting. In J. Mann, R. C. Connor,
P. L. Tyack, & H. Whitehead (Eds.), Cetacean societ-
ies: Field studies of dolphins and whales (pp. 127-153).
University of Chicago Press.

Baird, R. W., & Dill, L. M. (1995). Occurrence and
behaviour of transient killer whales: Seasonal and pod-
specific variability, foraging behaviour, and prey han-
dling. Canadian Journal of Zoology, 73(7), 1300-1311.
https://doi.org/10.1139/295-154

Baird, R. W., McSweeney, D. J., Bane, C., Barlow, J.,
Salden, D. R., Antoine, L. K., LeDuc, R. G., & Webster,
D. L. (2006). Killer whales in Hawaiian waters:
Information on population identity and feeding habits.
Pacific Science, 60(4), 523-530. https://doi.org/10.1353/
psc.2006.0024

Beck, S., Kuningas, S., Esteban, R., & Foote, A. D. (2012).
The influence of ecology on sociality in the killer whale
(Orcinus orca). Behavioral Ecology, 23(2), 246-253.
https://doi.org/10.1093/beheco/arr151

Bolafios-Jiménez, J., Kiszka, J. J., Bouveret, L., Ferrer, G. R.,
Ramos, E. A., Henriquez, A., Luksenburg, J., Bernus, J.,


https://www.aquaticmammalsjournal.org/supplemental-material/

Killer Whale Predation of Sperm Whale 35

Bricefio, Y., & Criollo, L. S. (2023). The killer whale in the
Caribbean Sea: An updated review of its ecology, exploi-
tation, and interactions with fisheries. Aquatic Mammals,
49(2),184-194 . https://doi.org/10.1578/AM 49.2.2023.184

Bolafios-Jiménez, J., Mignucci-Giannoni, A. A., Blumenthal,
J., Bogomolni, A., Casas, J. J., Henriquez, A., Iniguez
Bessega, M., Khan, J., Landrau-Giovannetti, N., Rinaldi,
C., Rinaldi, R., Rodriguez-Ferrer, G., Sutty, L., Ward,
N., & Luksenburg, J. A. (2014). Distribution, feeding
habits and morphology of killer whales Orcinus orca in
the Caribbean Sea. Mammal Review, 44(3-4), 177-189.
https://doi.org/10.1111/mam.12021

Caldwell, D. K., & Caldwell, M. C. (1969). Addition of
the leatherback sea turtle to the known prey of the killer
whale, Orcinus orca. Journal of Mammalogy, 50(3),
636. https://doi.org/10.2307/1378803

Dixon, O. F. L., Gallagher, A. J., & Towner, A. V.
(2023). Novel aerial observations of a group of killer
whales Orcinus orca in The Bahamas. Frontiers in
Marine Science, 10, 1265064. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fmars.2023.1265064

Dunn, C., & Claridge, D. (2014). Killer whale (Orcinus
orca) occurrence and predation in the Bahamas.
Journal of the Marine Biological Association of
the United Kingdom, 94(6), 1305-1309. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0025315413000908

Emmons, C. K., Hard, J. J., Dahlheim, M. E., & Waite,
J. M. (2019). Quantifying variation in killer whale
(Orcinus orca) morphology using elliptical Fourier
analysis. Marine Mammal Science, 35(1), 5-21. https://
doi.org/10.1111/mms.12505

Ford, J. K. B. (2019). Killer whales: Behavior, social orga-
nization, and ecology of the oceans’ apex predators.
In B. Wiirsig (Ed.), Ethology and behavioral ecology
of odontocetes (pp. 239-259). Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-030-16663-2_11

Ford, J. K. B., & Ellis, G. M. (2006). Selective foraging
by fish-eating killer whales Orcinus orca in British
Columbia. Marine Ecology Progress Series, 316, 185-
199. https://doi.org/10.3354/meps316185

Ford, J. K. B., & Reeves, R. R. (2008). Fight or flight:
Antipredator strategies of baleen whales. Mammal
Review, 38(1), 50-86. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-
2907.2008.00118.x

Franco, L. C., & Delgadillo, O. (2021). A new sighting of
killer whale, Orcinus orca, in Caribbean inshore waters
off Colombia. Ciencias Marinas, 47(1), 61-70. https://
doi.org/10.7773/cm.v47i1.3129

Hoelzel, A. R. (1991). Killer whale predation on marine
mammals at Punta Norte, Argentina; food sharing, pro-
visioning and foraging strategy. Behavioral Ecology
and Sociobiology, 29, 197-204. https://doi.org/10.1007/
BF00166401

Jefferson, T. A., Stacey, P.J., & Baird, R. W. (1991). A review
of killer whale interactions with other marine mammals:
Predation to co-existence. Mammal Review, 21(4), 151-
180. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2907.1991.tb00291 x

Kiszka, J. J., Caputo, M., Méndez-Fernandez, P., &
Fielding, R. (2021). Feeding ecology of elusive
Caribbean killer whales inferred from Bayesian stable
isotope mixing models and whalers’ ecological knowl-
edge. Frontiers in Marine Science, 8, 423. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fmars.2021.648421

Ljungblad, D. K., & Moore, S. E. (1983). Killer whales
(Orcinus orca) chasing gray whales (Eschrichtius
robustus) in the northern Bering Sea. Arctic, 36(4),361-
364. https://www.jstor.org/stable/40509596; https://doi.
org/10.14430/arctic2291

Nifo-Torres, C. A., Garcia-Rivas, M. D. C., Castelblanco-
Martinez, D. N., Padilla-Saldivar, J. A., Blanco-Parra,
M. D. P, & de la Parra-Venegas, R. (2015). Aquatic
mammals from the Mexican Caribbean: A review.
Hidrobiologica, 25(1), 127-138.

Pitman, R. L., & Durban, J. W. (2012). Cooperative hunt-
ing behavior, prey selectivity and prey handling by pack
ice killer whales (Orcinus orca), type B, in Antarctic
Peninsula waters. Marine Mammal Science, 28(1), 16-36.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-7692.2010.00453 x

Pitman, R. L., Ballance, L. T., Mesnick, S. I., & Chivers,
S. J. (2001). Killer whale predation on sperm whales:
Observations and implications. Marine Mammal
Science, 17(3), 494-507. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-
7692.2010.00453 x

Pitman, R. L., Totterdell, J. A., Fearnbach, H., Ballance,
L. T., Durban, J. W., & Kemps, H. (2015). Whale
killers: Prevalence and ecological implications of
killer whale predation on humpback whale calves off
Western Australia. Marine Mammal Science, 31(2),
629-657. https://doi.org/10.1111/mms.12182

Ramos, E. A., Castelblanco-Martinez, D. N., Nifo-Torres,
C.A.,Jenko,K., & Gomez,N.A. (2016). Areview of the
aquatic mammals of Belize. Aquatic Mammals, 42(4),
476-493. https://doi.org/10.1578/ AM 42.4.2016.476

Saulitis, E., Matkin, C., Barrett-Lennard, L., Heise, K., &
Ellis, G. (2000). Foraging strategies of sympatric killer
whale (Orcinus orca) populations in Prince William
Sound, Alaska. Marine Mammal Science, 16(1),94-109.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-7692.2000.tb00906 .x

Seyboth, E., Bassoi, M., de Lima, R. C., & do Prado,J. H. F.
(2024).Killer whale predation on an Antarctic minke whale
in the northern Antarctic Peninsula. Anais da Academia
Brasileira de Ciéncias, 96(Supp. 2), €20230731. https:/
doi.org/10.1590/0001-3765202420230731

Simild, T., Holst, J. C., & Christensen, I. (1996). Occurrence
and diet of killer whales in northern Norway: Seasonal
patterns relative to the distribution and abundance of
Norwegian spring-spawning herring. Canadian Journal
of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences, 53(4), 769-779.

Totterdell, J. A., Wellard, R., Reeves, 1. M., Elsdon, B.,
Markovic, P., Yoshida, M., Fairchild, A., Sharp, G., &
Pitman, R. L. (2022). The first three records of killer
whales (Orcinus orca) killing and eating blue whales
(Balaenoptera musculus). Marine Mammal Science,
38(3), 1286-1301. https://doi.org/10.1111/mms.12906



36 Ochoa et al.

Weir, C. R., Collins, T., Carvalho, 1., & Rosenbaum, H. C.
(2010). Killer whales (Orcinus orca) in Angolan and Gulf of
Guinea waters, tropical West Africa. Journal of the Marine
Biological Association of the United Kingdom, 90(8),
1601-1611. https://doi.org/10.1017/S002531541000072X

Whitehead, H., & Reeves, R. (2005). Killer whales and
whaling: The scavenging hypothesis. Biology Letters,
1(4),415-418. https://doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2005.0348

Willoughby, A. L., Ferguson, M. C., Stimmelmayr, R., Clarke,
J. T., & Brower, A. A. (2020). Bowhead whale (Balaena
mysticetus) and killer whale (Orcinus orca) co-occurrence
in the U.S. Pacific Arctic, 2009-2018: Evidence from
bowhead whale carcasses. Polar Biology, 43, 1669-1679.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00300-020-02734-y



	_Hlk176341388
	_Hlk166408071
	_Hlk165638550
	_Hlk166402258
	_Hlk166246009
	_Hlk90208736
	_Hlk176516609
	_Hlk176338366
	_Hlk160786991
	_Hlk165906489
	_Hlk491958042
	_Hlk165906292
	_Hlk176517127
	_Hlk176336983
	_Hlk60930141
	_Hlk147140005
	_Hlk176702139
	_Hlk153724946
	_heading=h.gjdgxs
	_heading=h.tyjcwt
	_heading=h.3dy6vkm
	_heading=h.4d34og8
	_Hlk179356807
	_Hlk179355316
	_Hlk179804435
	_Hlk179357525
	_Hlk179798829
	_Hlk179828155
	_Hlk179354721
	_Hlk52796508
	_Hlk179354374
	_Hlk131152502
	_Hlk131153961
	_Hlk179797862
	_Hlk179272046
	_Hlk179815997
	_Hlk179797880
	_Hlk179272097
	_Hlk131156810
	_Hlk179356373
	_Hlk179804278
	_Hlk179355630
	_Hlk150951716
	_Hlk160889676
	_Hlk160889342
	_Hlk161328063
	_Hlk161327182
	_Hlk160887204
	_Hlk160887418
	_Hlk160887806
	_Hlk160888089
	_Hlk161340299
	_Hlk161342498

