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“Struggle to Survive for an 'Urban Whale'” By CAROL KAESUK YOON 

 

IN THE HARO STRAIT, Wash. — Out of the dark waters off the west side of 

San Juan Island, three great black fins rise in unison as a trio of killer 

whales surface for air and then slowly descend to pursue a run of salmon. 

 

Powerful and wild, these huge black-and-white icons of the Pacific 

Northwest may seem immune to the activities of mere humans, like the 

scores of tourists in the 19 boats circling them this afternoon. But 

researchers report that this population of orcas off the Washington coast 

is in decline, down more than 20 percent in six years, to 78 from 99. 

Seven have died in the last year alone. And scientists say people — 

possibly even the adoring whale watchers — may be to blame. 

 

In response to a petition from environmental and whale-advocacy groups, 

the National Marine Fisheries Service announced this summer that it would 

consider the population for listing under the Endangered Species Act. Like 

salmon listed in the Puget Sound, the orcas are one population in a 

species with a much broader range. Scientists estimate that there are 

thousands of killer whales worldwide. On Sept. 26 in Seattle, federal 

scientists and orca specialists held their first meeting to discuss the 

status of the whales. A decision is expected next year. 

 

Among the whales' problems are a decline in their favored prey, 

particularly chinook salmon, which are themselves listed as endangered in 

Puget Sound. Scientists have also recently discovered that the blubber of 

the region's orcas is loaded with toxins, earning them the distinction of 

being the most contaminated whales in the world. 

 

While disagreement remains, some scientists and advocates say the hordes 

of whale-watching boats on these waters from May through October could be 

disrupting the whales' feeding and mating behavior and polluting their air 

and water. 

 

Ken Balcomb, executive director of the Center for Whale Research on San 

Juan Island, has overseen a 26- year census of this group of whales, known 

as the southern resident population, using the idiosyncratic scars and 

shapes of dorsal fins to identify individuals. He called the seven deaths 

this summer "a huge problem." 

 

"This summer was bound to happen," said Mr. Balcomb, turning to gaze out a 

window toward Haro Strait, where some of the southern resident whales were 

expected to appear soon. "These are urban whales in the most urban setting 

of any killer whale population. It's remarkable that they're still here." 

 

The 78 southern residents, along with the neighboring northern resident 

population of some 200 orcas off British Columbia, are the most thoroughly 

studied killer whales on earth, with every individual photographed and 

numbered and often affectionately named. There is the wavy-finned Ruffles, 

the tattered Raggedy, and Oreo, mother of Doublestuf. Scientists even know 



many of the family relationships of whales within the population's three 

groups, known as the J, K and L pods. 

 

Scientists also know that the southern residents hunt fish and can often 

be found chasing runs of salmon. Because a single whale can eat 100 to 300 

pounds of fish a day, researchers worry that the whales and salmon may 

both suffer, presenting the rare prospect of one endangered species eating 

another. 

 

With the shortage of salmon, researchers also worry that the orcas could 

turn more heavily to bottom fish. Many of these species are also in 

decline and are more likely to be contaminated — most notably with 

polychlorinated biphenyls, or PCB's, the same industrial chemical that 

pollutes the Hudson River in upstate New York. 

 

"I said these guys are really hot," said Dr. Peter S. Ross, a wildlife 

toxicologist at the Institute of Ocean Sciences in Sidney, British 

Columbia, recalling his first look at the data that eventually showed the 

southern residents were among the most contaminated marine mammals in the 

world. "They were very disturbing results." 

 

Originally used as a lubricant and in electrical transformers, PCB's are 

very slow to break down and can accumulate in an animal's fat stores. 

Animals at the top of the food chain, like killer whales, are at greatest 

risk. Laboratory studies have not been carried out on orcas, for obvious 

logistical reasons, but in other mammals, including humans, there is 

evidence that PCB's can disrupt the immune and nervous systems and hamper 

normal development. 

 

But with tens, perhaps hundreds of thousands of orcas the world round, how 

important is preserving the southern resident population? 

 

Dr. Lance Barrett-Lennard, a marine mammal scientist at the Vancouver 

Aquarium Marine Science Center in British Columbia, says he and his 

colleagues have found in recent studies that the population is genetically 

isolated. Individual whales are breeding only with others from the 

southern resident population, making it a distinct entity — a prerequisite 

for listing as an endangered species. 

 

DNA studies also show that females mate only with males outside their 

pods, revealing another potential problem. Because the population is so 

small and there are only three pods within it, females are severely 

limited in the numbers of possible mates. 

 

"For most females there are between one and three potential males to mate 

with," said Dr. Barrett-Lennard. "That means that a lot of the calves in 

this generation are going to be siblings and they're going to be mating 

with siblings the next generation. We're into a situation where there's 

the sort of spiraling effect. It's going to be a rapid loss of genetic 

diversity." 

 



Then there are the whale-watching boats. Any time in summer or fall, the 

easiest way to find killer whales is to search for the flotilla of slow- 

moving boats that constantly surrounds them. Researchers estimate that 

whale watching is now worth in the tens of millions of dollars a year in 

the Haro Strait; a study found that between 1990 and 1997, the number of 

whale-watching boats seen off San Juan Island increased fivefold. 

 

Researchers say it is unclear whether the boats have harmful effects on 

the whales, though some are concerned — not only about pollution from the 

boats, but also about the possibility that engine noise may interfere with 

the complex whale-song communication among these highly social animals. 

 

Federal scientists say there are likely to be many similar questions about 

the whales as the National Marine Fisheries Service considers its 

decision. 

 

For example, 26 years is a long time for scientists to monitor a 

population, but killer whales can live more than twice as long as that, 

making the census just a snapshot. As a result, it is hard to know whether 

the current decline will continue or is just part of a long-term cycle of 

ups and downs. 

 

"This could be interpreted that this is a natural fluctuation that the 

population normally deals with," said Dr. Paul Wade, a marine biologist 

with the fisheries service, who is part of the biological review team. 

"Unfortunately, there are so many other factors that are at play for this 

population, there's no way we can conclude that yet." 

 

But many researchers say the population is so small that it may be 

eliminated by chance events like new diseases or accidents like oil 

spills. 

 

Another unanswered question is where these whales spend the winter and 

what harm they may be encountering there. Two winters ago, whales from the 

K and L pods were sighted off Monterey Bay, Calif., for the first time 

ever. But no one knows whether that is a regular retreat or an indication 

of how far they must travel because their food is in short supply. 

 

No one, however, questions the whales' cultural significance. 

 

Dr. Rich Osborne, research director at the Whale Museum on San Juan 

Island, says that among coastal Indians the orca is known as blackfish and 

has been held in high regard, viewed as the human of the oceans. A common 

figure in art and folk tales, the killer whale, often seen following 

salmon runs, was viewed as a powerful but benign creature who gave access 

to salmon. 

 

Early European settlers, in contrast, hated and feared the killer whale, 

which had a reputation as a vicious predator. More recently, in the 1960's 

and 70's, killer whales, including individuals from the southern resident 

population, were captured for aquariums. These trained whales may have 

helped create the now popular image of the orca as a clever, soulful, 



playful creature — a kind of giant dolphin, in formal attire. (In fact, 

orcas are in the Delphinid or dolphin family, hence the similarities.) 

 

Today, orcas have achieved star wildlife status. The "Free Willy" movies 

helped establish them as symbols of nature unleashed, as huge draws for 

tourists and others wanting a connection, even as spiritual links, to the 

wild outdoors. 

 

"It's like having a relationship with a person," said Tom McMillen, who 

pilots the Stellar Sea, echoing a common refrain. After eight years of 

running whale-watching tours, Mr. McMillen says he knows some of the 

whales and recognizes those that like visiting his boat more than others 

and that seem to know him. He added, "Or maybe they like my dog Elmer." 

 

But even some tourists aboard his boat said they would willingly put some 

distance between themselves and the orcas if that would help protect them. 

Visiting from Boise, Idaho, to celebrate their 10th wedding anniversary, 

Todd and Amy Rustad snapped pictures and exclaimed as members of the L pod 

swam past or frolicked in the waves. 

 

"This is great," Mr. Rustad said. "But I don't think anyone would mind not 

going on these trips if they thought it was hurting the whales. 
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