
Fomin S.V.

Kamchatka branch of the Pacific Geographical Institute, Far-Eastern Branch 

RAS, Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, Russia

Fomin Sergey

kalan_87@mail.ru

The first confirmation of killer whale (Orcinus

orca) predation on sea otter (Enhydra lutris)

in the Commander Islands, Russia

Waters of the North Pacific are inhabited by two ecotypes of killer whales: resident and

transient, which differ in appearance, genetics, acoustics, social structure, and food

specialization. Transient killer whales have been documented feeding on cetaceans, true seals,

eared seals, and walruses in the region, but predation on sea otter are still discussible. The

main reason is very limited data of actual evidence of killer whales preying on the sea otters.

There are a few references in Russian literature reflecting the killer whale and sea otter

interactions in Russia, but it is impossible to definitively characterize them as a predation.

Studying the stomach contents of stranded killer whales allows to unequivocally document

their prey. A reliable fact of transient killer whale predation on sea otter were documented in

Alaska when bones from five separate sea otters were found in the digestive tract of a killer

whale in 2003. Such facts were not known from Russian waters.

The finding is the first direct evidence of predation killer whales on sea otter in the waters of the Commander Islands. Taking into account number

of sea otters consumed by a single whale the predation could be a significant factor in sea otter mortality in the region and one of the possible

reasons the species decline in the area.
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Results

We found a dead killer whale, presumably a transient ecotype, in the spring of 2020, while exploring the coast of northwestern Bering Island in

the Commander Islands. The carcass was in a moderate stage of autolysis. However, we were able to examine the whale’s GI tract where seven

sea otters were found. They all were swallowed whole probably during a short period of time shortly prior whale’s death.
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