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     	 Killer Whales (Orcinus orca) Sighted West of Ni'ihau, Hawai'i
 
	 Joseph R. Mobley Jr., Lori Mazzuca, Alison S. Craig, Michael W. Newcomer, and Scott S. Spitz
 

 
 
  Abstract
 A rare sighting of five killer whales (Orcinus orca), including one juvenile, occurred on 20 March 2000 during an aerial survey of waters west of the Hawaiian island of Ni'ihau. The sighting occurred ca. 11 km west of Kamalino Bay on Ni'ihau, at 21° 49´N, 160° 20´W. Killer whales are not unknown in Hawaiian waters, but the most recent confirmed sighting on record for Hawaiian waters was in 1979.
 
 
   On 20 March 2000 during an aerial survey of marine mammals in Hawaiian waters, four large delphinids and one juvenile were sighted approximately 11 km west of Kamalino Bay on Ni'ihau (21° 49´N, 160° 20´W) in waters approximately 1830 m (1000 fathoms) deep. The animals were circled for 7 min at an altitude of 244 m, during which time two photographs (Figure 1) were obtained through a belly window using a Pentax 645 camera with a 206-mm lens. Simultaneously, altitude measurements were obtained with a radar altimeter (Collins 50A). Positive identification of species at the time of sighting was hampered by glare. One observer (M.W.N.) commented that the animals appeared "unusually robust." In the absence of positive identification, the sighting was recorded as "unidentified delphinids."
 Subsequent inspection of the photographs revealed clear diagnostic features of killer whales (Orcinus orca), including evidence of white eye patches on three individuals, white anus patch on two individuals, a relatively tall dorsal fin on one individual, and light gray saddle marking behind the dorsal fin of one individual. The clearest diagnostic feature evident in the photographs was the characteristic wide, paddle-shaped flippers that are almost as wide as they are long (Leatherwood et al. 1988). Leatherwood et al. (1988) noted that killer whales can sometimes be confused with false killer whales (Pseudorca crassidens) and Risso's dolphins (Grampus griseus). However, the paddle-shaped flippers distinguish them from both of these species, and the dark coloration and larger body size (≤ 9 m) distinguish them from Risso's dolphins (≤4 m). By knowing the precise altitude via the radar altimeter, combined with the use of a calibrated camera system, we were able to apply standard photogrammetric techniques (Baker 1960, Perryman and Lynn 1993) to the two photographs. We estimated that the adults ranged in length from approximately 4.7 to 6.5 m, and the juvenile was approximately 3.8 m in length.
 In the first photograph, the four adults were arranged two abreast, with the juvenile trailing behind. In the second photograph, taken several minutes later, the adults were spread farther apart and the juvenile appeared to be swimming either canted to one side or inverted (based on the greater proportion of white coloration) just behind and below the right pectoral flipper of the largest adult. It is likely that this adult was a male, due to the larger flippers and flukes (Dahlheim and Heyning 1999).
 Killer whales are not unknown in Hawaiian waters, but are sufficiently rare to be worthy of note. The earliest record appeared in the Honolulu Star-Bulletin of 26 February 1938 (cited in Tomich 1986), which described a sighting off Olowalu, Maui. Because [End Page 301]
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  Figure 1.
 Top. The four adult killer whales as they were first sighted on 20 March 2000, with the juvenile trailing behind (bottom center). The adult farthest left is presumed to be male, based on the size of the paddle-shaped flippers and tall dorsal fin. Bottom. An enlargement of a second photograph showing the male with the juvenile swimming behind the right-hand flipper.
 
 
 
 [End Page 302]
 photographs were not included in the report, verification of species is uncertain. Richards (1952) examined photographs of an animal stranded on 25 January 1950 at South Point, Hawai'i, and identified it as a male killer whale. Shallenberger (1981) reported sightings of killer whales off the Wai'anae coast of the island of O'ahu in January 1978 by a University of Hawai'i research vessel, and a sighting of killer...
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