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Now Hunting Fur Seals in South Africa
Orcas
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In the wild waters of South 
Africa, a change of diet has 
occurred among a resident 
population of orcas. Perhaps 
because they are finding less 
of their usual prey offshore, 
they are now hunting fur seals. 
Silke and Rainer Schimpf have 
the story.

7 January 2025 – Today was an 
extraordinary day at sea. For the 
first time ever, a large pod of orcas 
(Orcinus orca) has been document-
ed hunting and feeding on fur seals 
(Arctocephalus pusillus) in South 
African waters. On a trip organised 
by Expert-Tours, this unique observa-
tion marked the first recorded inter-
action of its kind in the entire region. 
 Our journey began in Langebaan, 
near Mykonos, as we headed out 

towards the open ocean. From a 
distance, we noticed a large group 
of South African fur seals, approxi-
mately 1,000 animals, swimming in 
an agitated circle. As we cautiously 
approached, the distinctive blows 
of orcas became visible on the hori-
zon. We were amazed.
 The orcas had encircled the fur 
seals, moving counter-clockwise 
to form a “bait ball of seal meat”, 
tightly compacting the animals into 
a dense formation. The scene took 
our breath away. Around 20 orcas 
were working in coordinated pre-
cision, gradually closing the circle 
while continuously surrounding the 
fur seals on all sides. This went on 
for five hours straight until the seal 
bait ball had a diameter of roughly 
100m. Suddenly, several orcas split 
out of the formation and attacked 
from two sides at the same time.
 The fur seals, clearly in a state of 

A pod of around 20 orcas encircled a group of fur seals, pressing the circle into a 
dense “seal bait ball”. Several orcas then broke from the formation and attacked 
the seals from two sides at once. In a panic, the fur seals attempted to escape 
by leaping out of the water.

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_Shearwater_PeregrineTX
http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_Expert-Tours
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panic, leapt frantically out of the water, 
attempting to escape. But the orcas 
tricked them again and again. This 
would involve a small number of orcas 
pretending not to be interested and 
swimming past, while another group 
of orcas would come from the side or 
below and target the seals. Sometimes, 
the orcas would use their tails to strike 
and injure the fur seals, then move in 
and finish the hunt. In an utter panic, 
even the fastest fur seals in the group 
did not stand a chance.
 Two huge males were part of this orca 
pod. One of them had a dorsal fin so 
large that it easily stood 2.5m above the 
surface of the Atlantic Ocean.
 Exhaustion soon began to take its 
toll on the fur seals. Some sought ref-
uge in the centre of the bait ball for 
a brief respite, which the orcas swiftly 

exploited. Individual orcas would dive 
beneath the fur seals, launching sudden 
and precise attacks. As the orcas struck, 
panic was clearly visible in the eyes of 
the Cape fur seals! 
 From the surface, we witnessed the 
dramatic spectacle unfold. The usu-
ally agile fur seals were thrown into 
complete disarray. Oil slicks, skin frag-
ments and pieces of flesh floated to the 
surface—undeniable evidence of the 

orcas’ successful hunting technique. 
Overhead, gulls swooped down eager-
ly, scavenging for the remains.

Unique insights into orca behaviour
This observation provided valuable new 
insights into the hunting strategies of orcas 
in South African waters. It is well known 
that orcas are highly intelligent predators 
that operate in socially organised groups. 
However, the deliberate hunting of fur 

In a coordinated strategy, the orcas 
launched sudden and precise attacks. After 
five hours of this, exhaustion soon took a toll 
on the fur seals, which the orcas exploited.

Panic could be seen in the eyes of the seals. 

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_SeaLife_SportdiverSmartphoneHousing
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seals in this region has never been document-
ed before. One possible explanation for this 
behaviour could be a shortage of prey in the 
offshore areas where orcas typically hunt.
 Back in 2024, we documented another 
unprecedented event in South Africa: 
Orcas hunting and killing fully grown hump-
back whales (Megaptera novaeangliae). 
This, too, highlighted the remarkable adapt-
ability and complex hunting strategies of 
these animals (see the links below).
 Many of the orcas had scars and open 
wounds, as can be seen in the pictures. 
Hence, it is clear that this pod engages in 
more than just seal hunting. Whales, sharks 
and dolphins are known to be prey for 
orcas. If this is the case, the following point 
must be considered.
 The question is, if fur seals have rabies and 
are now being eaten by orcas, will rabies 

Fur seals clustered together in a frenzy as the orcas encircling them pressed the seals 
into a smaller and smaller area (above). Sometimes orcas used their flukes to strike and 
injure seals (right). Gulls looked on eagerly to scavenge on scraps left by the orcas.

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_RAID_blog
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spread to the orcas? Orcas feed on all 
sorts of marine life and marine mammals, 
including whales and dolphins. More impor-
tantly, they are known to travel across all 
the oceans. Could orcas contracting rabies 
in South African waters spell disaster for the 
entire global marine environment?
 A similar catastrophe is described in The 
Swarm (in German: Der Schwarm), a sci-
ence fiction novel by German author Frank 
Schätzing. It was first published in 2004 and 
quickly became a bestseller.

More on orca behaviour
See the links below for further coverage 
of the first-ever documentation of unique 
orca behaviours by Rainer Schimpf.

• First-ever observation of orcas preying 
on dolphins, Eastern Cape, South Africa, 
2008: dailymail.co.uk

• First-ever observation of a disabled orca 
being assisted by other orcas, Eastern 
Cape, South Africa, 2013: 
usa.oceana.org/blog

• First-ever observation of orcas hunting 

a humpback whale, West Coast, South 
Africa, 2024: xray-mag.com

Celebrating a milestone
This year, 2025, we celebrate 25 years of 
unforgettable expeditions, thrilling adven-
tures and dedicated service—and it has 
all been possible thanks to you, our friends, 
clients and partners. For a quarter of a 
century, we have been at your side, mak-
ing dream trips to some of the world’s most 
fascinating destinations a reality, including 
South Africa, Norway, Indonesia, Thailand, 
Mexico, the Azores and many more. 
Together, we have explored the capti-
vating world of marine animals, including 
whales, orcas, dolphins and sharks, as well 
as spectacular events such as the Sardine 
Run on both the east and west coasts of 
South Africa.
 We have been privileged to host inter-
national film crews from Walt Disney to 
National Geographic. Yet, none of our suc-
cesses, innovations or adventures would 
have been possible without you. Your 
trust, support and recommendations have 

inspired us. You have shared tips, stood by 
us through challenging times and motivat-
ed us to always give our best. For that, we 
thank you from the bottom of our hearts!
 After 25 years, our passion is as strong as 
ever. We are here with personalised service, 
in-depth expertise and decades of experi-
ence to ensure you have the perfect vaca-
tion—because you deserve nothing less. ■

Expedition leaders and guides Silke and 
Rainer Schimpf run Expert-Tours in South 
Africa. For more information, please visit: 
expert-tours.de. Rainer has extensive exper-
tise as a marine tourism tour operator spe-
cialising in diving adventures worldwide, 
with a focus on South Africa, the Azores 
and Mexico. He is passionate about marine 
mammals and large fish, particularly sharks, 
and he is renowned for his skills in whale 
watching, underwater photography and 
organising logistics for international film 
crews. He is recognised globally for his 
unique and adventurous experiences, 
including surviving a close encounter with 
a whale in 2019.

Orcas

One of the two huge male orcas in the pod dwarfs a fur seal (above) trying to flee from the 
attack. It is thought that the orcas hunted the seals because of a lack of their usual prey.

http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_Expert-Tours
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-1021016/Pictured-The-deadly-dolphin-dance-proves-killer-whales-DO-attack-cousins.html
https://usa.oceana.org/blog/disabled-killer-whale-survives-help-its-pod/
https://xray-mag.com/content/orca-attack-humpback-whale-south-africa
http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_Expert-Tours

