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EncounterwithaSchoolofPygmyKillerWhales(Feresa
attenuata)inEcuador,SoutheastTropicalPacific
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Abstract

On1September2003,aschoolofabout70pygmy
killer whale (Feresa attenuata) of several sizes
(lengthsvaryingform1to2.5mapproximately)
was sighted. The sighting was made around the
LaPlataIsland(01º34'S,80º99'W),Machalilla
NationalPark,Ecuador,atadepthofabout47m.

Theschoolofdolphinswastravelingataspeed
of around 30 km/h. During the whole length of
theobservation,whiletheanimalsweretraveling,
theyconductedrunningleapsandhardsplashwith
theirwholebodiesoutsideofthewater.Onsome
occasions, theirheadswereoutsideof thewater
and theywerebowriding in thewavesproduced
bytheboat.Individualsofaboutoneminlength
wereobserved;thesewereprobablycalves.

We observed the individuals staying close
togetherinthebowarea,andthesoundstheypro-
ducedwere audible above thewater.The length
of thewhistleswasaround5s.Thespecieswas
observed at a 3 km distance from the Isla de la
Plataandabout33kmfromthecontinentalcoast
ofEcuador.
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Introduction

The pygmy killer whale (Feresa attenuata) is
found in tropical and subtropical waters world-
wide (Caldwell&Caldwell,1971;Leatherwood
etal.,1982;Leatherwood&Reeves,1983;Reeves
etal.,2002;Ross&Leatherwood,1994). In the
Eastern Tropical Pacific, the first record was a
juvenilecapturedin1967duringcommercialtuna
fishingoperations300to400nmioffCostaRica
(Perrin&Hubbs,1969;VanWaerebeek&Reyes,
1988).

In1984,VanWaerebeek&Reyes(1988)dis-
coveredthemummifiedremainsofapygmykiller
whale inPucusana,Perú(76°48'W,12°30'S).

On 1 April 1989, Lyrholm et al. (1992) regis-
tered a school of 200 to 300 individuals around
the Galapagos Islands (91° 56' W, 0° 11' N). In
Ecuador, the first register was in 1992 when a
youngpygmykillerwhalestrandedonthebeach
ofSanPedro(80°44'W,0°50'S)intheprovince
ofGuayas(Félixetal.,1995).

Otherobservationsweremadebypersonnelof
the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS)
of the United States between 1971 and 2000
(Kinzey et al., 2000, 2001; Van Waerebeek &
Reyes,1988a;Wade&Gerrodette,1993).Ofthe
last25directobservationsofpygmykillerwhales
between 1971 and 1985 in the Eastern Pacific,
none were made along the Ecuadorian coast
(Van Waerebeek & Reyes, 1988). Wade &
Gerrodette (1993) indicate 29 sightings from
1986until1990andsixsightingfrom1999until
2000(Kinzeyetal.,2000,2001).Threesightings
weremadenearEcuadorianwatersbutinoceanic
watersandthe lastreportedsightingof thisspe-
ciesinthenorthofEcuadorwasin2000with27
animalsat80°12'W,01°42'Non9November
2000(Figure1).

Little is known of the behavior, distribution,
andecologyofthepygmykillerwhale(Caldwell
&Caldwell,1971;Leatherwood&Reeves,1983;
Reevesetal.,2002;Ross&Leatherwood,1994).
Although this species is widely distributed, it is
seldom sighted in the wild (Carwardine, 1998).
Therefore, in this note, we present data on the
behavior and distribution of this species in the
EasternTropicalPacificasitwasobservedduring
thefirstsightingintheshallowwatersonthecon-
tinentalcoastofEcuador.

MaterialsandMethods

TheschoolofFeresaattenuatawereencountered
froma10mlongwhalewatchingvessel,equipped
withtwooutboardenginesof130hp.Theobserv-
ersontheboatwereexperiencedandtookdetailed
field notes of the encounter. Observations were
madefromthebowof theboat,aswellas from
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the sides, and GPS positions (using a handheld
Garmin GPS) were taken frequently during the
sightingevent.

Results

On1September2003,aschoolofabout70pygmy
killer whale (Feresa attenuata) of several sizes
(lengthsvaryingfrom1to2.5mapproximately)
was sighted. The sighting was made around the
LaPlataIsland(01º34'S,80º99'W)atadepthof
about47m(Figure1).Theschoolofdolphinswas
travelingataspeedofaround30km/h1;thegroup
wasspreadoutoveranareaofapproximately1.5
km.

Pygmykillerwhalesaresimilarinsizetomany
other delphinids of the ETP (Leatherwood &
Reeves,1983;Leatherwoodetal.,1982;Reeveset
al.,2002;Ross&Leatherwood,1994).Theyare
mostreadilyconfusedwithmelon-headedwhales
(Peponocephala electra) and, to a lesser extent,

because of their larger size, with false killer
whales (Pseudorca crassidens). In the case of
thissighting,identificationwasunambiguousand
basedon thecloseproximityof theanimalsand
thespecificcharacteristicsofthespeciesthatwere
observed.Itwaspossibletoobservetheformerect
andfalcateofthedorsalfin,theblackcoloration,
andthewhitepartaroundthemouth(Castro,pers.
obs.).Thepectoralfinswerenotpointedbutwith
roundedtips(Soledispa,pers.obs.);furthermore,
photographswere takenof the formof thehead
as seen fromabove. It hada rounded form, and
smallscarswereseenonthebody(Castro,pers.
obs.)(Figure2).

During the whole length of the observation,
whiletheanimalsweretravelingtheywerejump-
ingwith theirwholebodyoutof thewater.The
jumps were horizontal with high speed, and on
someoccasions, theyentered thewaterwith the
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Figure1.Recordsofpygmykillerwhales(Feresaattenuata)intheSoutheastTropicalPacific:

1–MummifiedremainsofapygmykilllerwhaleinPucusana,Perú(VanWaerebeek&Reyes,1988)
2–StrandinginGuayas,Ecuador(Félixetal.,1995).
3–Schoolof200to300individualsaroundtheGalápagosIsland(Lyrholmetal.,1992)
4–Schoolof27individuals(Kinzeyetal.,2001)
5–Schoolof70individualsaroundLaPlataIsland(Castro,inthispublication)

1Speedcalculatedinrelationtotheboat



head or with the lateral sides of the body. This
aerial behavior was described as running leaps
andhardsplashes.Also,theheadsoftheindivid-
ualadultsandsubadultswereoutsideofthewater,
and theywerebowriding in thewavesproduced
bytheboat.

Reproductivehabitsofthepygmykillerwhales
are not well known, although mating occurs in
springintheGulfofMexico(Würsigetal.,2000).
Intheschool,individualsofaboutoneminlength
andtheirdorsalfinswereobserved;itispossible
these were calves. These animals did not come
close to theboatbutperformedrunningleaps in
thesamedirectionastheadultsandtheboat.

Wewere able to approach the schoolwithout
problems. During the first min, some adult dol-
phins approached the one side and swam paral-
leltotheboat.Afterabouttenmin,theindividu-
als started tobow ride thewaves in the frontof
the boat, frequently changing position between
thesidesof theboatandthebackof theboat to
againstayinthebowwavefor20minmore.We
observedthattheindividuals(90%)werestaying
close together in the bow area, and the sounds
theyproducedwereaudibleabovethewater.The
lengthofthewhistleswasaround5s.

Discussion

Thepygmykillerwhale lives indeepandwarm
waters (Carwardine, 1998; Reeves et al., 2002).
Theschoolofabout70animalswasobservedat
adepthofabout47minthecontinentalcoastof
Ecuador. In the Galápagos, this species is con-
sidered rare andnormally seen inwatersdeeper
than1,800m(Day,1994).Thelastsightingofthis
specieswasmadebyU.S.NMFSpersonnelon9
November2000atadepthof200m; theschool
sizewas27animals(Kinzeyetal.,2001).

Van Waerebeek et al. (1988) indicated that
although this species is normallyoceanic, it has
beenseenbythePeruviancoastduetothechar-
acteristic form of the continental shelf and the

dynamics of the Peruvian sea. In Ecuador, the
cause for the sightings in rather shallow water
could be similar to the ones described in Van
Waerebeeketal.whereoceanicspeciescanoccur
in areas of little depth because the continental
platformisveryclosetothatofLaPlataIsland.

In captivity, the animals show a surprising
amountof aggressionwhich led to the idea that
theyfeedonothermammals(Leatherwoodetal.,
1982;Mitchell,1975;Northridge,1985;K.Pryor,
1991; T. Pryor et al., 1965). K. Pryor (1991)
reportedthatwhencapturingandstudyingindivid-
uals(Feresaattenuata)incaptivitytheirbehaviors
aremorelikeawolfthanadolphin.Theygrowl,
snap, and would not hesitate to attack a person
or another cetacean. Moreover, they have been
reported to attack other delphinids incidentally
caughtintunanetsintheEasternTropicalPacific
(Mitchell,1975;Northridge,1985;Würsig,2000).
Neverdidweobserveaggressivebehaviorwithus
orwithotherdelphinids.
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