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The false killer whale (Pseudorca 

crassidens, Owen 1846) occurs in all tropical 

and warm temperate oceans of the world (Baird 

2009).  In the Caribbean Sea, sightings have been 

documented in Colombian waters to the northeast 

of Providencia Island (Pardo et al. 2009), near 

Aruba (Luksenbury 2011, 2013), off St. John, 

Cuba, St. Vincent, and Tobago (Magnucci-

Giannoni 1989).  Other sightings have been 

reported from Venezuela (Bolaños and Bohier 

1996) and near St. Vincent and the Grenadines 

(Mignucci-Giannoni 1989).  Strandings have 

been reported from Antigua (Gricks 1994) and 

Colombia (Pardo et al. 2009).  Until now, no 
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AbstrAct.– Despite years of collecting anecdotal and scientiic information of cetaceans around Puerto Rico, the 
false killer whale (Pseudorca crassidens), was never reported.  Here, we report the irst stranding and sighting event to 
take place in Puerto Rico in January, and March 2013, respectively.  Both events took place along the south coast of 
Puerto Rico.  During the sighting, cooperative prey sharing tactics were observed when two animals appeared to attack 
a common dolphinish (Coryphaena hippurus).  
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Fig. 1.  A map of southwestern Puerto Rico showing the stranding (black star) and sighting (black circle) locations. 
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records have been documented from Puerto 

Rico.  This note reports the irst stranding and 
sighting of P. crassidens off Puerto Rico (Fig. 

1).  The stranding information reported herein 

was provided by the Puerto Rico department of 

natural and environmental Resources (dneR) 

Marine Mammal Rescue Program.

On 3 January 2013, a male false killer whale 

stranded on Playa Pastillo in the municipality 

of Juana díaz along the south coast of Puerto 

Rico (17o 59’ n 66o 27’ W)(Fig. 2)(Table 1).  The 

ield biologists noted two healed wounds on the 
left side and some scratches which may have 

resulted from the stranding.  The cause of death 

was not determined; the skull was collected for 

future analyses while the carcass was buried in 

sand on site.

On 3 March 2013, during a tagging cruise 

targeting common dolphinish (Coryphaena 

hippurus) 40 kilometers southeast of Guanica 

Bay (17o 34’ n 66o 48’ W), we sighted a pod 

of false killer whales, including two adults and 

one calf (Fig. 1). This is the second conirmed 
sighting in the northeastern Caribbean Sea 

(Mignucci-Giannoni 1998) and the irst off 
Puerto Rico.  Upon ilming the release of a 100 
cm female common dolphinish implanted with 
a nylon dart tag (x14883), two individuals of the 

pod showed what appeared to be cooperative 

prey sharing tactics to disorient and attack the 

ish.  Prey sharing tactics have been observed 

for P. crassidens in Hawaii (Baird 1998).  The 

following is a narrative of the event.  

The larger of the two individuals in the pod 

were involved in the event.  The largest animal 

was observed diving deep (~20 m) while the 

second largest animal dove from the surface (0 

m), turned over upside down (4 m), and swam 

horizontally seeming to keep the common 

Fig. 2.  Photograph of a male false killer whale carcass stranded along Juana díaz, Puerto Rico. (Photo: Limary Rivera) 

Table 1. external measurements of the Pseudorca 

crassidens specimen found in January 2013 along the coast 

of Juana díaz, Puerto Rico.

Measurements Length (cm) 

Total length 380 

Dorsal fin height 33 

Dorsal fin base 30 

Caudal fin width 81 

Anterior length of pectoral 

flipper 

51 

Maximum width of pectoral 
flipper 

17 

Tip of beak to end of gape 37 

Tip of upper jaw to center 
of anus 

240 

Tip of upper jaw to leading 
edge of dorsal fin 

160 

Tip of upper jaw to center 

of blowhole 

49 
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dolphinish in its view for ~2-3 seconds (this 
may have been used as a tactic to distract the 

common dolphinish and to serve as a decoy).  
As the common dolphinish continued to swim 
towards the vessel, the largest animal rapidly 

ascended straight up from depth and vertically 

sprang towards the common dolphinish (Fig. 
3).  As the largest animal was ascending, just 

before it passed the other animal, that individual 

lifted its luke and dove down vertically; a 
maneuver that appeared to allow the larger 

individual a straight line of sight of the prey.  At 

this point the largest animal sped up and sprang 

vertically for a possible attack, broke the surface 

in a jump, and re-entered the water only to have 

slightly missed the dolphinish.  The event was 
very brief only lasting 5-7 seconds. 

Vertical attack tactics have been commonly 

observed amongst elasmobrachs (Martin et al. 

2005) and frequently reported for odontocetes 

(Baird 1998).  Martin et al. (2005) described 

various predation strategies used by great white 

Fig. 3.  Photograph of a false killer whale’s vertical approach towards a common dolphinish. (Photo: W. Merten).
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sharks (Carcharodon carcharias) including 

polaris breach and surface broach strategies 

where sharks vertically attack sea lions from 

below and partially or completely leap out of 

the water during attack.  As deined by Martin 
et al. (2005), the polaris breach and surface 

broach strategies are apparent vertical or nearly 

vertical attack strategies that white sharks use 

to bite and disorient their prey.  These strategies 

may be used as an initial attempt to stun the prey 

thereby allowing a secondary attack to pursue 

and consume the prey (Martin et al. 2005).  

These elasmobranchs differ from odontocetes, 

such as killer whales (Orcinus orca), in that the 

odontocetes have been observed to cooperate, 

and (or) use division of labor, between 

individuals during prey attacks (Baird 1995).  

From analyzing the video it seems likely that the 

animals involved in the attack were cooperating 

and playing different roles i.e. decoy and 

pursuer.  It is possible that feeding behaviors 

such as these may be used amongst individuals 

of P. crassidens when preying upon surface 

oriented ish such as the common dolphinish.  
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