O. orca abundance, distribution, seasonal presence, predation and strandings in the waters around Kamchatka and the Kommander Islands: An assessment based on reported sightings 1992-2000
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In spite of wide-ranging O. orca presence in the waters of Kamchatka and the Commander Islands, published information is scarce due to the high cost and difficulty of working from ships in the North Pacific off far eastern Russia. In this work, we used Arc View software to analyze data about O. orca collected mainly by Sevvostrybvod surveyors and observers from 1992-2000 inclusive. Over 9 years, we report 274 encounters with 1,619 animals around Kamchatka and the Commander Islands. O. orca seasonal presence was as follows: 14 encounters (61 animals) during the winter period, 44 encounters (196) in spring, 126 encounters (726) in summer and 90 encounters (636 animals) in autumn months. However, without the calculation of level of effort throughout the year, the seasonal O. orca distribution is only approximate. Most common group size was 2-5 individuals (42.5% of encounters), while lone animals were 13.3% of encounters. The largest group consisted of 57 individuals. As a rule, observers do not report the sexual composition of groups.


Kamchatka peninsula:

Most often, O. orca were found in areas along eastern Kamchatka with intensive marine traffic from the cape Bezymiannyi on the north to the cape Piratkov in the south (37 sightings of 507 animals) including Starichkov Island,  bays Sarannaya, Viluchinskaya, Jirovaya, Falshivaya, Russkaya, Asacha and  the capes of  Opasniy, Kekurniy, Piramidniy, Polosatiy; in the region of cape Shipunskiy (4 sightings of 31 animals),  Vestnik bay (15 sightings  of 48 animals).
. There were 7 reported events of O. orca predation on sea mammals including walrus, Odobenus rosmarus, northern fur-seal, Callorhinus ursinus, ,  two attacks on northern minke whale, Balaenoptera acutorostrata, and three attacks on humpback whales, Megaptera novaeangliae. A total of 4 O. orca carcasses were found: an adult male (1999), a young female (2000) and two O. orca of unknown sex and age (1997 and 1999).

Commander Islands:

Here, O. orca are most often observed around northern fur seal (Callorhinus ursinus) rookeries; the most reported sightings were around capes Yushina (7 sightings of  18 orcas), Severo-Zapadnyi (4  sightings of 10 animals), South-east rookery (9  sightings of 94 animals),  bays Nikolskaya (8 sightings  of 23 orcas), Poludennaya (6 sightings  of 94 orcas) and Gladkovskaya (6 sightings of 9 animals).
There were 3 recorded events of O. orca predation on marine mammals, twice on northern fur-seals, Callorhinus ursinus. Two dead adult O. orca: male (1994) and female (1997) were found on Bering Island.

In addition, off Kamchatka, since 1999, O. orca have been preying on Pacific halibut, Hippoglossus stenolepsis and black halibut, Reinchardtins hippoglossoides, stealing from the bottom nets and longlines of fishermen. The scale of the damage has increased annually, and this problem requires urgent attention.

On the basis of these reported sightings alone (without considering current photo-ID or other work on O. orca), a preliminary estimate of abundance in summer for both Kamchatka and the Commander Islands would be at least 700-800 animals.

