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False Killer Whales in Hawai‘i

by Robin Baird, Ph.D.

PHOTOS TAKEN UNDER NMFS SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH PERMIT NO. 731-1774

A false killer whale grinds a fresh mahimahi.
–Dan McSweeny photo <www.cascadiaresearch.org>

Whale Buoy
■ In the last couple of years, we’ve deployed
satellite tags on individuals in three different
groups of false killer whales off the North Kona
Coast, and the tags have lasted an average of
a month. During that time the individuals ranged
regularly onto the windward side of the Big
Island and among the islands as far as Kaua‘i,
but there is a conspicuous lack of movements
along the entire southeast coast of the Big
Island between South Point and Hilo.
I’m interested in finding out from anyone
who may fish out of Hilo or Miloli‘i or launch
at any of the sites along the southeast coast of
the island how fishing there may compare to
other areas around the Big Island. The tagged
false killer whales spent a lot of time off the
Hamakua Coast and the North Kona area, so
it would be particularly interesting to compare
fishing to those areas.
The other question I have is whether anyone
has actually seen false killer whales along that
coastline. There are no records from aerial
surveys or ship surveys (although there have
been few ship surveys, and it so rough along
that coastline that most aerial surveys have
been pretty limited).
False killer whales are feeding on a wide
variety of game fish–mahimahi, ono, yellowfin
tuna, skipjack tuna, albacore tuna and swordfish–so comparisons with sport or commercial
catches should be a pretty good indicator of
how the feeding is for them.
Thanks very much,
Robin W. Baird, Ph.D.
Cascadia Research Collective
<rwbaird@cascadiaresearch.org>
P.S. If you are interested you can download a
report showing some of these movements at
<http://www.cascadiaresearch.org/robin/
falsekillerwhale.htm>.

False killer whale with a satellite tag in its dorsal fin.
–Daniel Webster photo

Offshore false killer whales on Jaggar Seamount.
–Erin Oleson photo

■ False killer whales are a tropical and subtropical large odontocete (toothed whale) typically found only in the open ocean. They are
uncommon everywhere, but in Hawai‘i waters
they utilize near-shore waters. Studies of this
population have been ongoing since 2000.
From this work, evidence has emerged that the
insular population is genetically differentiated
from false killer whales in offshore Hawai‘i
waters (Chivers et al. 2007). Photographs obtained by researcher Dan McSweeney (of the
Wild Whale Research Foundation) from the
mid-1980s and 1990s have been used to demonstrate that this population has long shown
fidelity to the area (Baird et al. 2008). The most
recent population estimate for the insular population is just 123 individuals (Baird et al. 2005).
Like the killer whale (not particularly closely
related but with a similar skull), false killers are
long-lived (into their 60s), slow to reproduce
(having one calf only every six or seven years),
and do not start reproducing until their teens.
Thus, false killer whale populations would be
very slow to recover from any anthropogenic
impacts. Also like killer whales, false killers are
upper-trophic level predators, thus are likely to
accumulate high levels of toxins and be impacted by competition with human fisheries.

Recent evidence indicates the insular population of false killer whales in Hawai‘i has
declined dramatically over the last 20 years
(Reeves et al. 2009). Five years of aerial surveys undertaken from 1993 through 2004 by
Joe Mobley of the University of Hawai‘i West
O‘ahu have shown a steep decline in sighting
rates. Group sizes of the largest groups documented in surveys undertaken by Steve Leatherwood and Randy Reeves in 1989 were almost four times larger than the entire current
population estimate (Reeves et al. 2009).
A significant decline has been noted in the
sighting rate of false killer whales around the
main Hawaiian islands in aerial surveys undertaken by Joe Mobley of the University of
Hawai‘i West O‘ahu (with thanks to Joe Mobley
for providing survey and sighting details). These
surveys were undertaken at the same time of
the year each year covering the entire main
Hawaiian islands.
False killer whales are closely related to
pygmy killer whales, short-finned pilot whales
and melon-headed whales, all of which are also
found in Hawaiian waters.
continued next page...

False killer whales with yellowfin tuna.
–Dan McSweeny photo <www.cascadiaresearch.org>

A group of false killer whales from the insular
population.–Deron Verbeck photo <iamaquatic.com>
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...continued

False killer whale carrying prey, followed by wedgetailed shearwaters.
–Erin Oleson photo

A false killer whale from the offshore population
leaping while chasing prey.
–Robin Baird photo

A small population of about 123 false killer whales
resides near the Hawaiian Isles.–Robin Baird photo

