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The State of Washington lists Killer Whales as endangered species. 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
The population of killer whales in Washington's Puget Sound has been declining, and the population 
dropped nearly 20 percent in a matter of only five years. That dramatic fall prompted the State of 
Washington to list these Killer Whales as an endangered species last April. Federal officials are now 
proposing a similar action.  
 
Harriet Allen is the endangered species manager with the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife. 
She says it's the job of each state to monitor and protect animals that live in its borders. If a species starts 
to decline rapidly, the state can list the species as "endangered" to alert the public and the federal 
government that the population is in trouble.  
 
"The important thing about our lists are the raising of awareness and the prioritizing of recovery actions 
for those species. By putting species on our state list, it alerts all the agencies in the state and the public 
to the plight of those species."  
 
State law in Washington says that once a species is listed as endangered, the state has to develop a 
recovery plan. That isn't easy because the problems affecting the killer whales are not clear. Allen says 
researchers are investigating three potential causes.  
 
"One is the historic decline in prey populations -- the salmon that they feed on. Another is contaminants -- 
they're one of the most heavily contaminated marine mammals in the world. And then third, is the 
unknown impacts and increase in whale watching and vessel traffic."  
 
Allen says this population of killer whales in Puget Sound use marine waters in the United States and 
Canada. The Canadian government has listed this group of killer whales as endangered. Federal 
authorities in the United States proposed a similar listing in December. A final ruling might be made at the 
end of this year. 
 
SOURCES: " NOAA Fisheries Proposes to List Puget Sound Killer Whales under the ESA," press release 
from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Dec. 16, 2004; online as PDF at: 
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/docs/KW_ESA_proposal_release.pdf 
 
"Washington Adds Orca to State List of Endangered Species" news article in The Seattle Times, April 5, 
2004; online at: 
http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/localnews/2001895743_orcas05m.html 
 
National Marine Mammal Laboratory Killer Whale fact sheet: online at: 
http://nmml.afsc.noaa.gov/education/cetaceans/killer1.htm 
 
NOAA Marine Mammal Program webpage; online at: 
http://www.nwfsc.noaa.gov/research/divisions/sd/marinemammal.cfm 
 
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, Final Killer Whale Status Report:; Executive Summary; 
online at: 
http://wdfw.wa.gov/wlm/diversty/soc/status/orca/index.htm 
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Female killer whales spend decades as grandmothers and biologists wonder why. 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Female killer whales tend to outlive their male counterparts by at least 30 years. The males 
usually die after they've passed their peak reproductive age. But female whales can live up to 50 
years after they've stopped having calves. This dramatic gap in life expectancy has scientists 
wondering if grandmothers have a special function in social groups of killer whales. 
 
Linda Jones is a marine mammal expert with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration in Seattle. Jones says male killer whales mature around the age of 15 and they die 
in their 20s. But the females live much longer, and they live long after their prime reproductive 
years have come to an end. 
 
"Females mature at about 13 to 15 years. At about 40 years they no longer reproduce, but there 
are females that are over 90 years old. So they can live a very long time in this post-reproductive 
phase. Why would a society have these post-reproductive females? What do they contribute to 
the population?" 
 
One possible explanation is that these grandmothers help raise the young.  Jones says post-
reproductive females in other species fill that role, but this has not been studied with killer 
whales. 
 
People don't know for sure why the grandmother whales stick around so long, but Jones says it's 
important to figure that out. Some populations of killer whales are declining. She says the old 
females might provide clues about how pods of killer whales function and survive. That 
information might help people do a better job of protecting these marine mammals. 
 
SOURCES: "Washington Adds Orca to State List of Endangered Species" news article in The 
Seattle Times, April 5, 2004; online at: 
http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/localnews/2001895743_orcas05m.html 
 
National Marine Mammal Laboratory Killer Whale fact sheet; online at: 
http://nmml.afsc.noaa.gov/education/cetaceans/killer1.htm 
 
NOAA Marine Mammal Program webpage; online at: 
http://www.nwfsc.noaa.gov/research/divisions/sd/marinemammal.cfm 
 


