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ORCA ANATOMY
The orca (Orcinus orca) is a medium-sized cetacean, adults can measure between 4 and 9 metres maximum. The average size of the Iberian orca is smaller than
other populations, being between 4 and 6 metres.

They have a contrasting black and white colouring. In the case of neonates, the light parts show an ochre or orange tone, and light brown in the dark part, which
disappears with age. Along the body, they have different patches that can vary in shape and colour, and can even identify different populations.

Description
Orcas has a voluminous body. Blunt head with a slight beak in the upper anterior region, formed by the jaws and premaxillae. Mandible slightly recessed at the
chin with respect to the jaws.

They show a marked sexual dimorphism in the dorsal fin, being tall and straight in males, and falcate and smaller in females. Pectoral fins are thick, broad and
oval, with rounded edges, which are also bigger in males. The caudal fin is large and with a central commissure, between the lobes, very marked. In males, the
distal ends of the caudal fin are curved downwards.
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Dorsal-lateral colouring pattern

Orcas usually have a black dorsal cape that runs from the head to the saddle
and down the sides. Behind and below the saddle, they have a dark cape that
runs down the sides and only joins in the ventral area at the caudal peduncle.
Iberian orcas do not show much contrast between one layer and the other.

In the posterior region of the base of the dorsal fin there is a grey spot called
saddle patch, the name is derived from the appearance and position of the
seat used by a rider on the back of a horse, also called saddle. It has a sinusoid
shape, being wider in the dorsal region, narrowing in the lower area, showing
a rim that is directed towards the front of the body. In most individuals of
Iberian orcas, the saddle continues with a thin curved line that crosses the
flank and goes towards the eye. If the orca is viewed from above, this spot is
shaped like a Y.



Ventral colouring pattern

The white ventral patch starts under the corner of the mouth and the chin. It
narrows in the pectoral area and runs backwards to the umbilical area where
it narrows again. It then extends upwards and backwards and elongates to the
genital-anal area.

The genital-anal area is a continuation of the ventral white patch, where it
surrounds the genital and anal openings forming a trident by dividing into
three lobes ascending laterally on each flank and running backwards, the
lateral area. Over the genital, anal and mammary openings are black spots
that enhance the definitive distinctiveness.

The caudal area, is the ventral part of the caudal fin which is white, except for
the posterior edge, which is black, as well as the end of the peduncle or
peduncular area.

Eye patch

Behind and above each eye is the eye-patch, consisting of a white elliptical or
oval-shaped element, elongated lengthwise and variable in appearance. In its
anterior part there are occasionally uneven borders with inward edges (black
tips towards the white oval) or outward edges (white tips towards the outside
of the oval), the whole of these tips is called the crown. Both the general
shape of the eye-patch and the number, size and shape of bumps can help to
identify the individual, since they remain practically unchanged throughout
life.

Under each eye, in its anterior part, there is an eye notch which may also
have unequal edges and therefore may serve as a secondary distinguishing
feature between individuals.
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THE CATALOGUE
This catalogue presents the orcas recorded in the waters of the Iberian
Peninsula. Although images obtained between 1999 and 2023 have been
analysed, only from 2010 onwards the photographic coverage is annual and
homogeneous. For this reason we do not include individuals, particularly
calves, that we assume they died before 2010. Most of the photographs were
taken by whale watching companies in the Strait of Gibraltar and Algarve,
with images also coming from scientific campaigns and opportunistic private
contributions in other areas.

For the identification of each individual, all its characteristic parts have been
used. Normally the easiest parts to photograph are the dorsal fin and the
saddle patch, as they remain longest out of the water. For the dorsal fin, the
shape and presence of nicks or cuts were used, for the saddle patch its shape
or presence of scratches (Bigg 1982). In addition, eye-patches have been
used. Most of the scratches are caused by teeth of other killer whales, they
are called tooth rakes or “rake marks”.

Each individual has been assigned a unique identification number (ID)
consisting of the letter of its community (based on known genealogical
relationships, or animals observed together for several years), followed by
three digits. Next to the ID is the sex when know. Below each ID is the date of
birth and death, known or estimated (~). It is also noted whether the animal
interacts with the longline tuna fishery in the Strait of Gibraltar, and/or
whether it interacts with sailing vessels. In addition, the most identifying
characteristics of each individual, if necessary distinguishing between right (R)
and left (L) sides.

The genealogical relationship is also detailed, in which the animals that
appear in red are individuals believed to be dead, and when interacting with
sailboats, their ID is underlined and in bold. The author of each photograph is
in their lower left corner. At the beginning of each community there is a sheet
detailing information about what is known about the community.

Background information

The catalogue was compiled with the collaboration of 29 organisations and
more than 27 people. A total of 21,000 images were analysed, from which
231 were selected, which form part of this catalogue and define a total of 66
individuals, of which a maximum of 49 would be alive.
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SUMMARY
In this catalogue 6 orca communities are defined, generally these
communities are seen along the whole Iberian Atlantic coast. However, both
Community C and Community E are only seen in the Strait of Gibraltar and
southern Portugal.

There are a number of individuals without an assigned community that are
probably transient individuals on the peninsula, and therefore should not be
counted as belonging to the Iberian orca subpopulation. Therefore the
current census in 2023 of this subpopulation consists of at least 37
individuals, of which only 18 individuals are considered adults.
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