
KILLER WHALES: THE CAPTIVITY OF ORCAS FOR HUMAN ENTERTAINMENT  
Mai Cua Yang 

Environmental Studies Department  

College of Saint Benedict and Saint John’s University  

Advisor: Troy Knight  

Academic Advisor: Richard Bohannon  

Killer whales (orcas) are the most intelligent and largest sea mammals, and serve top predators in the ocean 

ecosystem. Moby Doll was the first captive orca in 1964 and was exhibited in the Vancouver Aquarium. She 

died after 87 days in captivity. A year later Namu was captured as the first orca performer at Seattle Marine 

Aquarium in Washington for $8,000. From there, the capture of orcas were considered ethical mainly for four 

reasons: (1) entertainment, (2) education, (3) research, and (4) rehabilitation for injured orcas. However, when 

orcas are in captivity they develop signs of high stress, aggressive behaviors and exhibit loneliness. Here, I ask 

the question: Is the captivity of orcas ethical or unethical? 

If the captivity of orcas is unethical, what is the next step for those in captivity? The  

immediate return of captive orcas to the ocean is impossible with the absence of their  

wildlife skills. Many orcas were breed in captivity instead of captured from the wild. The 

best solutions for captive orcas are: (1) to stop using orcas as performers, (2) to stop the 

breeding program in marine/amusement parks, (3) to build stricter regulations by the 

government for the health and care of orcas, and (4) to stop purchasing orcas  

internationally.  

After conducting a literature review of peer reviewed 

articles, books and documentaries I weighed the pros 

and cons of orca captivity (Table 1). The Marine 

Mammal Protection Act mandates that whales be  

captured humanely. An expert in the field of marine 

mammals, Ric O’Barry, stated that’s not possible, 

when the youngest orcas are dragged away from their 

pod, the pod is negatively impacted. Evidence has 

been found that within a year of capture, orcas’  

mental and physical health quickly weakens  

compared to wild orcas.    
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Beneficial use of Captive Orcas Unethical Reasons  

Entertainment/ Economic  

 Bring in revenues 

 Offers people job opportunities  

Harm to individual whales: 

 When orcas are in close environment with  

others that are not in their family pod this  

increase aggressive behaviors and fights  

 Orcas strictly swim with only their family pod 

 The vibration of noise bounces from the tank 

which harms the sensitive orcas’ hearing  

Education Program: 

 Offer education programs for young  

children to directly learn and appreciate the 

marine mammals 

  Expose and encouraged visitors to learn 

more about orcas and other animals   

Harm to whale pods and the species: 

 Female orcas give birth to one calf during  

pregnancy period, not every year 

 Orcas will only mate in a healthy living  

conditions which may alter their mating period  

Research: 

 Help researchers and scientists to study 

about orcas and the ecosystem  

Harm to ecosystems:  

 Orcas are the top predators in the ocean with 

the removal this will affect the food chain 

Rehabilitation: 

 Help treat and care for injured orcas  

 A better chance of survival if rescued and 

then quickly return into the sea  

Harm to humans:  

 Injured and killed professional trainers  

 There are no record of wild orcas harming 

 humans, expect their prey  

Introduction 

Methods 

Solutions  

Orcas in captive die more frequently than wild orcas due to wrong treatment techniques, 

common viral and bacterial infections, and improper care of calves when born. Wild 

male orcas live up to 30 years and 50 years for females, however, captive  

orcas do not live much longer than 20 years. This is unethical mainly for four reasons: 

(1) harm to individual whales, (2) harm to the whale pods, (3) harm to ecosystem and  

(4) harm to humans beings.  

Fig. 1 A wild family pod with straight dorsal fins.  

Fig. 2 A captive male orca with dorsal collapse fin.  
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