Cetacean fact sheet
What are cetaceans?
Whales, dolphins and porpoises are all marine mammals that belong to the taxonomic order Cetacea.
Cetaceans have streamlined bodies with a flat tail made up of two horizontal flukes for locomotion, and
pectoral fins for steering. Many cetaceans can dive very deep and hold their breath for a considerable time
(a Cuvier’s beaked whale can dive for more than two hours) but they all must come to the surface to breathe
air through a blowhole on the top of their heads. There are about 81 known species of cetaceans and some
can be found in Puget Sound on a regular basis. Cetacean species are divided into two groups.

BALEEN WHALES
Baleen whales belong to the suborder Mysticiti. These whales lack
teeth and instead have hundreds of rows of baleen plates that hang
down from their upper jaws like the teeth of a comb. The baleen is
used to strain food from the water. Baleen whales are the largest
animals on Earth, yet they feed on some of the smallest animals in the
ocean. They exhibit annual migrations and females tend to be larger
than the males. Baleen whales have two exterior blowholes and can
often be identified by the shapes of their “blows,” which occur when
the warm air being expelled from their lungs vaporizes as it meets the
colder surface air.
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Toothed whales, which include dolphins and porpoises,
belong to the suborder Odontoceti. They use echolocation for
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the animal. The sound is received through fat-filled cavities in
the lower jaw and transmitted to the ear bones and brain. Most toothed whales are social animals and live in
groups, called pods. They don’t usually migrate and males are larger than females. Toothed whales have one
exterior blowhole, though they have two nasal openings in their skull.
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G R AY W H A L E

(Eschrichtius robustus)

Gray whales are most often seen in Puget Sound during their
annual migration, which is one of the longest of any mammal.
In the spring, they travel north to feeding grounds in Alaska.
The whales feed heavily all summer before heading south to
their breeding and calving grounds in Baja California, Mexico.
Gray whales are bottom feeders, filtering mud for amphipods
and other crustaceans with their baleen. They often favor a
side, either right or left, and consistently turn on that side to
scoop up mouthfuls of sediment. In Puget Sound, the water
is very deep and the whales need to come close to shore to
reach the shallows that contain their food source, making
them an ideal cetacean species to view from land. These whales can reach sizes of up to 40 feet in length
and may weigh 35 tons. They are gray in color with white patches where barnacles and lice have attached
themselves to the whales’ bodies. They have no dorsal fin—instead, they have a series of knuckles trailing
toward the flukes behind a dorsal hump.
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H U M P B A C K W H A L E (Megaptera novaeangliae)
Humpback whales are seen in Puget Sound at all times of the
year but most prevalently in the spring and summer. They
have the longest seasonal migration of any mammal— the
longest recorded migration was 11,706 miles (18,840 km), a
trek from American Samoa to the Antarctic Peninsula. They
spend the winter in tropical breeding and calving grounds
before heading north in the spring to colder, prey-rich waters
to feed. Many travel all the way to sub-arctic waters, but in
recent years an increasing number have been traveling to
the inland waters of the Salish Sea to feed. Humpback whales
are lunge feeders and often employ a strategy called bubble
netting which involves blowing a stream of bubbles under a school of small fish to disorient and corral them.
They then lunge from below with an open mouth to capture their prey. Humpback whales can reach lengths
of 60 feet and weigh up to 40 tons. Typically dark gray in color, individuals have variable white markings
on their pectoral fins and bellies. The hump before the small dorsal fin on their backs and extremely long
pectoral fins (up to a third of their body lengths) are identifying features.
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M I N K E W H A L E (Balaenoptera acutorostrata)
Minke whales can occur in tropical, temperate and polar
waters worldwide. Like other baleen whales, most minke
whales migrate seasonally but some populations have
resident home ranges and are not highly migratory. In the
inland Salish Sea, minke whales have an established home
range, are seen year-round and are considered “residents.”
They feed by side-lunging and their prey is highly variable
depending on their geographic location. The Pacific
Northwest population feeds primarily on small schooling fish
like capelin and herring. Minkes can be very elusive and hard
to spot. They show little of their backs when surfacing for a
breath, their blow is rarely visible, and they rarely show their flukes when diving. Minke whales are one of
the smallest of the baleen whales, reaching lengths of 30 feet and weighing 10 tons. They show a light to
dark coloration on top and are white on the bottom. Identifying features include slender, pointed pectoral
flippers and a tall, curved dorsal fin two-thirds the way down the body.
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D A L L ’ S P O R P O I S E (Phocoenoides dalli)
Dall’s porpoises are found only in the north Pacific and are
commonly seen year-round in Puget Sound. The porpoises are
usually found in groups, or pods, of two to 20 individuals but
much larger groups have been reported. They are considered
one of the fastest of the cetaceans, rivaled perhaps only by the
killer whale. Dall’s porpoises can reach speeds of over 35 miles
per hour and are playful, gregarious swimmers. They are often
seen riding the bow waves of boats and their high speed
produces the porpoises’ own bow wave called a “rooster tail.”
All porpoises have spade-shaped teeth, and Dall’s porpoises
use theirs to prey on a large variety of food items such as
schooling fish, cephalopods and the occasional crab or shrimp. Dall’s porpoises are the largest species of
porpoise in the world, reaching lengths of seven to eight feet and weighing over 450 pounds. Their bodies
are black in color with white flanks and undersides. A white strip tops a triangular dorsal fin located in the
middle of their backs.
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H A R B O R P O R P O I S E (Phocoena phocoena)
Harbor porpoises are found in both the north Atlantic and
the north Pacific ocean basins. They prefer an inshore habitat
and are seen all year in Puget Sound. These porpoises are
very shy and elusive and may be present but not noticed by
observers. They roll their bodies when surfacing and rarely
make a splash to give away their position, but on a still day
they may be revealed by the distinctive puff they make when
they breathe. Harbor porpoises do not typically approach
boats or engage in obvious playful activity such as bow riding.
Not particularly social animals, they are most often seen in
pods of two to five individuals but may come together briefly
in much bigger groups when prey is particularly predominant in an area. Harbor porpoises feed primarily on
small, schooling fish such as capelin and herring. Smaller than the Dall’s porpoises, harbor porpoises reach
lengths of only five feet and weigh under 200 pounds. Their bodies are dark gray while their undersides and
throats are white; a lighter gray shade is evident along their sides. A medium-size, triangular dorsal fin sits in
the middle of their backs.
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O R C A O R K I L L E R W H A L E (Orcinus orca)
Killer whales are found in all the world’s oceans and are
commonly seen in Puget Sound. Orcas are the largest
members of the dolphin family. Dolphins differ from porpoises
in having cone-shaped teeth and curved dorsal fins. Killer
whales are apex predators; they have no predators of their
own. The animals’ diets are highly variable and depend on
where in the world’s ocean they are found. Orcas can reach
lengths of 30 feet and weigh up to six to eight tons. They are
black with white eyespots, undersides and flanks, and have a
gray marking called a “saddle patch” directly behind the dorsal
fin. Each saddle patch is as unique as a human fingerprint and
is used by researchers to identify individual killer whales. Additional information can be found in the
Puget Sound orcas information sheet in the “teacher resource” section of our website:
SeattleAquarium.org/NetCommunity/Document.Doc?id=159.
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National Marine Mammal Laboratory (NOAA)
afsc.noaa.gov/nmml/education/cetaceans/
NOAA Fisheries—West Coast region
westcoast.fisheries.noaa.gov/protected_species/marine_mammals/cetaceans/
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