Determining Relationship patterns in young Southern Resident Killer Whales, Orcinus orca, calves with mothers and other members of the pod: with whom are calves interacting aside from their mothers and for what intervals?
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INTRODUCTION

Killer whales are top predators that rely on highly stable social structures. Matriarchs make up the top tier of social organization. The Southern Resident Killer Whale population in the Pacific Northwest is a group of fish-eating killer whales. Whales form highly stable bonds to their mothers from birth. Killer whales, like other delphinids, are highly dependent upon matrilineal association. Both male and female offspring travel with their mothers through out their lives, and natural, permanent dispersal has never been documented in 30+ years of observation (Biggs et. al, 1990; Ford et al, 2000).

Various social behaviors frequently occur among pod members. Hunting often takes place in cooperative efforts in which fish are corralled and eaten in turn. Female orcas with young calves have been documented to give their calves to an “aunt” or other relative to “baby-sit” whilst she participates in such excursions. The details of this behavior are not well known. It is yet to be discovered for what periods of time and how often such “baby-sitting” occurs. I will consider which particular relatives a mother leaves her calf with and for what length of time.
A study of this topic should be done to better understand animal interaction between different members of the pod and to specifically gain understanding of the dependence of highly ranked individuals on other members of the group considered “lower” than herself.

This study would help the scientific community realize the importance of a single individual to highly hierarchical, co-dependent matrilineal groups of Southern Resident Killer whales.

METHODS AND EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN
In this experiment, the primary method for data collection will be through observation of surface associations between Southern Resident Killer Whales throughout the greater Puget Sound and the vicinity of the San Juan Islands. Identification of individuals will be made by photo ID of animals catalogued in a public database. Since the mother of each calf is known with relatively strong assurance, we can calculate the time the calf shares with mother and with various other members of the pod.

Data sites (location of pod) will be noted, however are insignificant to results. Once all the data is collected, I will calculate the percentage of time the calf spends with mother as well as with other members of the pod. I will note who each animal is and the relationship of the whale to the mother. I hypothesize that closer female relatives will be entrusted most often with the calf. Depending on the age of the calf, I would correlate the frequency of visits with other animals.
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