Orca breaches and
pounces on a humpback

whale that has become
separated from ifs super-
pod in South Africa.

Text by Silke Schimpf
Photos by Heinz Toperczer

During the past 24 years of
going out to sea as tour opera-
tors in South Africa, Silke Schimpf
and her husband, Rainer, have
encountered orcas hunting sev-
eral times, killing animals such
as seals, dolphins and sharks.
But never in their wildest dreams
could they have imagined that - = =
they and their crew would wit- ' - S E - =
ness an attack on a humpback - F = " -
whale like the one that took on.a HumpbﬂCkh
place on 1 December 2023.

It all starfed on a normal ocean safari  and all had gone well for the tourists and decided to get closer to find On the hunt rest of the superpod.

We soon realised that this was no

day out in Langebaan Lagoon. The

aim of the tour was the seal colony at

Cape Columbine near Santa Helena

Bay, on the western side of the Cape
of South Africa, about an hour's drive

north of Cape Town.
The sea was flat, there was no wind,
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and crew. En route, we had spotted
the usual ocean sunfish (Mola mola)
and a few dusky dolphins. Upon arriv-
ing at the seal colony, some of the

guests snorkelled with the friendly seals.

About an hour later, Rainer saw a
couple of vessels to the north of us
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out what they were looking at. It
was a research vessel and another
tour operator observing a superpod
of humpback whales. At a safe dis-
tance, he stopped the boat so we
could watch the amazing sight of
humpback whales feeding.

After observing this action for about
an hour, | suddenly saw them and
shouted, “Orcas!” Out of nowhere,
a pod of about 15 orcas had

appeared, heading straight for a pair

of fully-grown humpback whales,
which had been separated from the

game. The orcas were serious and
hungry and were trying to feed on
one of the humpback whales. Rainer
launched a drone and filmed the
action for the next 50 minutes.

It appeared that the lead orcas



had selected one of the hump-
back whales as their prey and were
attacking it in contfinuous waves
coordinated from within the pod.

It looked very organised and prac-
tised. Surely, this was not the first
time this pod had hunted, killed and
feasted on a humpback whale.

A first

However, it was the first time ever
such an event had been witnessed
and documented in South African
waters. Prior to this event, it was
known that orcas hunted whales, but
it had never been observed in South
Africa. It had also never been filmed
from a drone—until now.
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Coordinated attack

Again and again, the orcas came

in waves to attack, breaching and
pouncing on the humpback whale,
pushing it underwater and suffocat-
ing it by ramming it simultaneously
underwater in the throat and mouth.
The poor humpback whale had no
chance.

For about 45 minutes, the relent-
less killing blows of the organised
orca troop forced the humpback
down underwater to the point where
it simply ran out of air. It drowned.
The orcas then followed the falling
humpback down into the depths of
the Atlantic Ocean, where we knew
they would take its fongue and the
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soft part of its throat and eat it.

The only evidence we could see of
this was the floating blubber, which
had come to the surface and was
quickly scavenged by various seo-
birds, such as seagulls, terns and pet-
rels, that had arrived on the scene to
take their share of the pickings.

For the next 20 minutes or so, we
watched as the orcas surfaced
again and again. Once they had
had their fill of the humpback whale,
they moved as a group in a northerly
direction and disappeared as myste-
riously as they had arrived.

We were all left in awe.

A pod of orcas made what appeared to be a coordinated attack on a humpback
whale that was separated from a superpod of humpbacks near Santa Helena Bay in
the Western Cape province of South Africa. Over and over again, the attacks came in
waves. Orcas would pounce on top of the humpback whale, pushing it down under-
water, as other orcas rammed the humpback's throat and mouth so it eventually suffo-
cated and drowned.
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Then, a pod of humpback whales
came back to the scene. Unable to
assist and fight the orcas during the
aftack, it appeared as if they had
all come back to pay tribute to their
fallen friend, which had saved the
rest of the pod of humpback whales
by sacrificing itself, so it seemed.

Silently, the humpback whales
swam around the kill zone and then
finally moved on.

Interestingly enough, about four
days before this event, we had
found a dead humpback whale
that was missing its tongue and
the lower part of its throat. Already
then, we suspected that the orcas
were responsible. And now we

knew we were right.

Rainer and our company, Expert-
Tours, will be on the lookout and will
report any further sightings of orcas
in the area. In conjunction with Fairy
Connections, the legal permit holder
for whale watching, Langebaan
Divers and Rainer’s dive boats,
Expert-Tours 2 and Spartan, are
legally certified whale- and dolphin-
watching vessels in the area. Ocean
safaris with diving and snorkelling are
conducted properly in accordance
with regulations. The tour described
in this arficle was a combination of
all these activities. m

Expedition leaders and guides Silke
and Rainer Schimpf run Expert-Tours
in South Africa. For more information,
please visit: expert-tours.de.

WEST COAST RUN

03.11.-13.11.2024
10.12. - 20.12.2024
25.12. - 05.01.2025

EMBARK ON A JOURNEY TO UNVEIL THE
MARVELS OF THE SUPERPOD PHENOMENON
ALONG THE WEST COAST OF SAINT HELENA
BAY TOWARDS LANGEBAAN (SOUTH AFRICA).
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New research
reveals how
some whales
can sing while
holding their
breath under-
water.

How Whales Can Sing Underwater

Scientists have unlocked the
mystery of how some whale
species are capable of sing-
ing complex songs while
submerged and holding their
breath, a recent study pub-
lished in Nature reveals.

This discovery sheds light on the
unigque physiological adaptations
that allow these marine giants to
perform such vocal feats.

The research's primary focus in-
volved examining humpback
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whales' laryngeal anatomy. Re-
searchers found that specific adap-
tations in the whale's larynx enable
it to produce song even without

the continuous passage of air, con-
trary to what is typically required for
sound production in most mammails,
including humans.

Breath control and vocalization
The study highlights that whales uti-
lize a unique mechanism that recy-
cles air within their bodies to sustain
long, melodious calls. This process
allows whales to sing for extended
periods—up to 30 minutes at a
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time—without resurfacing for air. The
ability o sing while submerged is
crucial for communication, mating
and possibly navigation across the
dark oceanic depths.

Biological significance
Understanding how whales sing

is more than a curiosity. It has sig-
nificant implications for studying
whale populations and their health.
Song patterns can indicate the
presence, density and behaviour
of whales, serving as a crucial tool
for conservation efforts. The com-
plexity of whale songs also under-

WRECKS EQUIPMENT BOOKS

scores the cognitive sophistication
of these creatures, hinting at arich
social structure and communica-
tfion system.

The research also addresses envi-
ronmental concerns, such as noise
pollution, which can interfere with
whale songs and disrupt their natu-
ral behaviours. By understanding
the mechanics of how whales sing,
scientists can better advocate for
marine environments that support
healthy whale populations. m

SOURCE: NATURE
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Deciphering the Language of Whales

Research suggests sperm
whale clicks may repre-
sent a complex language
system.

significant progress in decod-
ing the communication system
of sperm whales, suggesting
that their patterns of clicks—
known as codas—may be the

closest animal equivalent to

In a pioneering study pub-
lished in Nature Communica-
tions, researchers have made

wAIRPLANE
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The Forgotten WWII Wmfbirds

Never before published in book form, see
extraordinary images of the forgotten
American WWII airplanes resting on the
bottom of the Kwajalein Atoll lagoon, from
award-winning underwater photographer
Brandi Mueller. Available on: Amazon.com
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human language.

The study delves into the so-

phisticated struc-
ture of sperm
whale codas,
consisting of a
series of clicks
used by whales
to communicate
with each other
across the vast
ocean expanses.
By employing
artificial intel-
ligence and
machine learn-
ing techniques,
scientists have
started to iden-
tify specific pat-
terns that could
correspond to
distinct phrases
and sentences,
offering unprec-
edented insights
into how these
majestic crea-
tures interact.
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Complex communication
According to the research,
each coda represents a po-
tentially unique piece of infor-
mation, which might be used
to convey complex messages
between individuals. These
findings highlight the complex-
ity of sperm whale social struc-
tures and their communica-
tion abilities, which appear far
more intricate than previously
understood.
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The team used advanced al-
gorithms to analyse thousands
of recorded codas, seeking
patterns and repetitions that
might indicate a structured
form of communication. This
method mirrors techniques
used in human linguistics,
adapted to handle the unique
acoustic characteristics of
whale sounds. .
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The study's authors are optimistic
about the future of this research.
They anficipate that ongoing
advancements in technology
and data analysis will allow

for even deeper insights into

the communication systems of
sperm whales and other ce-
taceans. This could eventually
lead to more effective protec-

Groundbreaking research suggests sperm whale clicks may represent a complex language system.

tion measures and policies to
support the thriving of these
complex marine societies.

munication is not just an aca-
demic pursuit. It significantly
impacts conservation efforts
and our broader understand-
ing of marine life intelligence.
By deciphering whale lan-
guages, researchers can

better predict and mitigate
human impacts on whale
populations, such as those
from shipping routes and un-
Implications derwater noise pollution. m
for conservation

Understanding whale com- SOURCE: NATURE COMMUNICATIONS
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