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In highly social top predators, group living is an ecological strategy
that enhances individual fitness, primarily through increased foraging
success. Additive mortality events across multiple social groups in
populations may affect the social structure, and therefore the fitness,
of surviving individuals. This hypothesis was examined in a killer
whale (Orcinus orca) population that experienced a 7-y period of
severe additive mortality due to lethal interactions with illegal fishing
vessels. Using both social and demographic analyses conducted on a
unique long-term dataset encompassing periods before, during, and
after this event, results indicated a decrease in both the number and
the mean strength of associations of surviving individuals during the
additive mortality period. A positive significant correlation between
association strength and apparent survival suggested that the fitness
of surviving individuals was impacted by the additive mortality event.
After this event, individuals responded to the loss of relatives in their
social groups by associating with a greater number of other social
groups, likely to maintain a functional group size that maximized
their foraging success. However, these associations were loose; indi-
viduals did not reassociate in highly stable social groups, and their
survival remained low years after the mortality event. These findings
demonstrate how the disruption of social structure in killer whales
may lead to prolonged negative effects of demographic stress be-
yond an additive mortality event. More importantly, this study shows
that sociality has a key role in the resilience of populations to human-
induced mortality; this has major implications for the conservation of
highly social and long-lived species.
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Sociality, or group living, is widespread in mammals. To per-
sist, this propensity to engage with conspecifics must enhance

individual fitness (1–6). Group living may benefit individuals
through food sharing, cooperative foraging, defense against
predators, and caring for juveniles; thus sociality has an adaptive
value, enhancing survival and other demographic parameters
such as reproductive success (7–14).
Natural selection for group living should maximize individual

fitness and result in an optimal group size which maximizes the
net average energy gain per individual. Optimal group size can
depend on the quality of the environment (resource availability,
type of prey), on demographic parameters like the numbers of
potential partners, or on the abundance of predators (1, 6, 8, 12, 15–
17). In social mammals, sociality usually enhances the survival of
group members (4, 6, 18–23), and individuals try to maintain the
optimal size of the group (8, 16, 17). However, anthropogenic ac-
tivities can dramatically alter the social organization of group-living
species and thus counterbalance the benefits of group living; this
might affect the fitness of individuals (24–26). The loss of individ-
uals within groups caused by hunting or harvesting can indirectly
affect the survival of remaining members (21, 26–29). For example,
the poaching-related mortality of African elephants (Loxodonta
africana), a highly social species with a matrilineal social system,

greatly disrupted association patterns, increasing calf mortality
and male reproductive skew, ultimately leading to local population
extinctions (24, 30).
In the marine environment, social species such as odontocetes

(toothed whales) may experience additive mortality events
caused by anthropogenic activities, primarily through harvesting
or lethal interactions with fisheries. These interactions involve
incidental bycatch or lethal responses from fishers when odon-
tocetes directly remove and consume fish caught on fishing gear
(31–36). Such behavior, known as depredation, may cause fishers
to use firearms or explosives to repel odontocetes from fishing
gear. This type of response has been primarily documented in
poorly regulated legal fisheries and illegal unregulated un-
reported fisheries (37, 38), generating severe additive mortality
of individuals within depredating populations (39, 40). While the
effects of additive mortality events have been primarily examined
with respect to the demography of odontocete populations, little
is known about the consequences of these events for the social
organization of individuals, or about how a disrupted social or-
ganization may further impact demography after these events.
These two questions were here investigated on the killer

whales (Orcinus orca) of the Crozet Islands (South Indian
Ocean; 46°S, 51°E), which have been monitored since the 1970s.

Significance

Sociality provides various demographic and ecological benefits
to animals. However, social systems can be greatly disrupted if
populations experience an additive mortality event. Here, we
investigated how the social structure of a highly social species,
the killer whale, was impacted by a human-induced mortality
event (lethal interactions with illegal fisheries), and how these
social impacts affected the survival of individuals. Using a
unique long-term dataset, we showed that the loss of indi-
viduals in social groups resulted in weaker associations among
surviving individuals, which may have modified their fitness
during and after the additive mortality event. This study
therefore highlights the importance of sociality in the resilience
of populations to demographic stress and has major implica-
tions for the conservation of highly social species.
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The killer whale is a highly social odontocete species, with in-
dividuals organized into stable social groups (41–43). This social
system involves alloparental care and cultural inheritance of
ecological knowledge, foraging preferences, and hunting strate-
gies (42, 44–48). Killer whales often forage in groups, and in
some populations, group size was shown to determine the suc-
cess of prey capture and the size of the prey (11, 16, 49). The
killer whale is also one of the species most involved in depre-
dation interactions with fisheries worldwide (50). At the Crozet
Islands, early studies initiated in the 1970s and 1980s showed
that killer whales associated in stable social groups with limited
dispersal from these units. The social groups’ structure was as-
sumed to be matrilineal based on long-term observations (42,
43). These studies described the social groups as composed of
two to seven individuals, with a generalist diet including seals,
birds, cetaceans, and fish, and using unique group hunting
strategies such as intentional stranding, which was shown to be
socially transmitted from old females to offspring (11, 42, 47, 49).
Later, these killer whales were reported to depredate Patagonian
toothfish (Dissostichus eleginoides) from the local commercial
longline fisheries that began in the mid-1990s, with a high level
of interactions with fishing vessels (42 ± 14% of longline sets on
average) (37, 38, 51–53). From 1996 to 2002, the Crozet killer
whale population experienced substantial additive mortality, with
the death of individuals from multiple social groups, mainly
caused by lethal responses from illegal fishing vessels that used
firearms and explosives to deter killer whales during depredation
interaction events (37–40, 54).
Leveraging a unique long-term photoidentification dataset,

the present study elucidates the impact of additive mortality
events on the social structure of a long-lived, highly social species
using longitudinal individual life histories. Using social network
analyses, we investigated association patterns among individuals
over time to assess how a period of severe demographic stress
impacted the survival and sociality of Crozet killer whales. Under
the assumption of optimal group size, we hypothesized that the
rapid loss of individuals due to lethal responses of illegal fishers
decreased the survival of remaining individuals and forced these
individuals to interact with other social groups. The acute fisheries-
induced additive mortality that took place at the Crozet Islands
provides an opportunity to test this hypothesis and to assess the
importance of sociality on the survival of a highly social predator.

Methods
Photoidentification Data. Individual photoidentification data have been
collected since 1964 from two zones: Possession Island (46°24′S, 51°46′E) in
the Crozet Archipelago and aboard longliners operating in the Crozet Ex-
clusive Economic Zone (55). Photographs were checked for quality, georefer-
enced, and archivedwith an observation number. An observation corresponded
to a period of continuous presence of killer whales in the same area paired
with photoidentification effort, which ended either because the whales left or
because photoidentification was stopped (e.g., due to bad weather). Individ-
ual killer whales were identified from unique fin shapes, saddle patches, and
the presence of any natural marks (56). Photographs were assigned a quality
index (Q) ranging from 0 (low) to 2 (high) based on distance, focus, lighting,
and angle criteria. Individuals were assigned a distinctiveness index (M),
ranging from 0 (not distinctive) to 2 (highly distinctive), depending on the
number and the size of marks. Only photographs with Q ≥ 1 and M ≥ 1 were
used to avoid bias due to uncertain identifications (40, 51). However, for each
observation, the total number of photographs taken was used as an index of
the photographic effort, which may influence the proportion of individuals
identified out of all individuals present during that observation. Individuals
photographed only once during the study were excluded. The number of
usable individual identifications varied between years, primarily because the
photographic effort was opportunistic. As a result, years with negligible
photographic effort (<10 photographs, i.e., all years before 1987, and years
1991, 1992, and 1995) were excluded. In total, 6,087 observations between
1987 and 2014 were analyzed.

Social Analyses. To investigate social relationships among individuals, we used
the half weight index (HWI), which is buffered against bias caused by un-
detected individuals during an observation period (57–59). The HWI quan-
tifies the association frequency between a pair of individuals and ranges
from 0 (never together) to 1 (always together). Two individuals were con-
sidered associated when they were identified in the same observation.
Permutation tests (with 20,000 permutations of group membership within
sampling periods) were used to assess the statistical significance of associa-
tion (random, preferred, or avoided) (58). This procedure was repeated
thrice to ensure the stability of the P value. When the SD of the observed
HWI was significantly higher than that of the permutation HWI, associations
were preferred (58). The mean HWI (the sum of the HWI of an individual
divided by the number of individuals it had associated with) and the mean
sum of the associations (equivalent to an index of gregariousness) were
calculated for each individual over the study period (1987–2014; 221 iden-
tified killer whales) and for three subperiods depending on periods of
presence of illegal vessels fishing Patagonian toothfish in Crozet. These
subperiods are: (i) preillegal fishing (1987–94; 71 identified killer whales); (ii)
illegal fishing (1996–2002; 57 identified killer whales); and (iii) postillegal
fishing (2002–14; 147 identified killer whales). Social analyses were performed
using the software SOCPROG 2.7 (60).

Generalized additive mixed models (GAMM) were used to investigate
changes in the mean HWI over the study period with a beta likelihood, which
is adapted for continuous variables bounded between 0 and 1 (61). Photo-
graphic effort was included in all models with an interaction with the year
(62). Year was added as a fixed variable to test for difference over time, and
individual identity was included as a random variable. Periods (preillegal
fishing, illegal fishing, and postillegal fishing) were also added as a fixed
variable. GAMMs were fitted with package mgcv version 1.8–22 in the
software R 3.4.2 (63, 64). The best model was then determined by Akaike
Information Criterion (65).

Demographic Analyses. To investigate the effects of social relationships, social
group composition, and size on survival probability we used capture–mark–
recapture (CMR) models. Apparent survival rates (i.e., the complement of
mortality and emigration out of the study area) and recapture probabilities
of marked individuals over the whole study period (1987–2014) were esti-
mated using the Cormack–Jolly–Seber model (CJS) (66). Sampling occasions
were defined as years (n = 25) and an individual was considered captured in
a sampling occasion if it was photoidentified during at least one observation
conducted in the corresponding year. The CMR dataset included 221 indi-
viduals. The CJS model Φ(t)p(t) is a time-dependent one, where the survival
probability (Φ) and the recapture probability (p) vary over time. The un-
derlying assumptions of the CJS model are (67, 68): (i) recapture probability
(p) is the same for each individual at occasion t; (ii) survival probability (Φ) is
identical for all of the marked individuals between occasion t and t + 1; (iii)
individual markings do not change and are not overlooked; (iv) observations
(capture occasions) are short compared with the time interval between
successive observations (capture occasions); (v) emigration is permanent; and
(vi) individuals are independent regarding survival and capturability.

Accurate inferences from the CJS model require that these underlying
assumptions hold. Assumptions (iii) and (iv) were considered validated be-
cause of the photoidentification protocol. Temporary emigration is docu-
mented in the Crozet population, but these events are believed to be short
compared with the intervals between capture occasions. Furthermore, only
six individuals have been sighted in another population and resighted in the
Crozet population, representing 2.7% of the total population studied.
Therefore, assumption (v) was considered validated and analyses were not
considered biased by temporary emigration (69). Goodness-of-fit tests were
used to check assumptions (i) and (ii). These tests were performed on the CJS
model Φ(t)p(t) with the program U-CARE 2.3.4 (70) and did not reveal
transience effects (Test 3.SR: χ2 = 13.72, df = 16, P = 0.620), indicating that
assumption (ii) was fulfilled. Goodness-of-fit tests, however, revealed a trap-
dependence effect (Test 2.CT: χ2 = 44.09, df = 18, P < 0.001), suggesting
violation of assumption (i): animals were more likely to be resighted if they
have already been sighted once. This “trap happiness” was accounted for in
our starting model by differentiating the recapture probabilities of indi-
viduals captured at time t − 1 from those not captured at time t − 1.

Since killer whales live in social groups and form clusters, individuals
cannot be assumed independent, and assumption (vi) was potentially vio-
lated. To model this dependence within social groups, we investigated the
dependence of fate (apparent survival and recapture probabilities) between
members of social groups using social groups as a random effect (71). To
quantify between-social groups variation in survival or recapture probabili-
ties, we considered the following model: logitðθijÞ= β0 + αj , where β0 is the
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mean survival or recapture probability on the logit scale and the αjs are
independent and identically distributed as a univariate normal distribution
Nð0, σ2Þ, where σ2 is the variance of the social group random effect.

Because capture probability may be effort dependent, we added annual
photographic effort as a time-varying covariate on capture probability. We
tested for the effects of association frequency between pairs of individuals
(HWI) and social group size on apparent survival. For the effect of HWI, we
built a model where survival Φ between 1987 and 2014 was modeled as a
function of HWI using a logit link function: logitðϕijÞ= β0 + β1 ×HWIi, where
β0 is an intercept, β1 is a slope, and HWIi is the HWI for individual i calculated
between 1987 and 2014. When β1 <0 or β1 > 0, the covariate HWI has a
negative or positive effect, respectively, on survival probability. For the ef-
fect of social group size, we built a model where social group size was in-
cluded as a group effect since social group size was an integer variable
ranging from 1 to 9. The inclusion of fixed (observation effort, HWI, and
social group size) and random effects (time and group ID) was assessed using
a Bayesian model selection approach and the widely applicable information
criterion (WAIC). All models (see complete model list in Table 2) were fitted
with Jags version 4–8 and package rjags (jags code in SI Appendix; ref. 72).
We used weakly informative priors: normal priors centered on zero with
scale set to 1.5 for intercept parameters and scale set to 0.5 for slope pa-
rameters. Half-normal priors with scale set to 0.5 were used for SD param-
eters. Three chains were run with a warmup of 10,000 iterations, followed
by another 10,000 iterations (with a thinning factor of 10). Parameter con-
vergence was assessed with Gelman–Rubin r̂ statistics. Posterior inferences
were based on the pooled sample of 3,000 values (1,000 per chain).

Data Availability. The datasets analyzed in this study are available in Figshare
at https://figshare.com/s/f1147c49815b57963144.

Results
Social Analyses. Permutation tests indicated that associations
between individuals were not random (P < 0.0001). The gener-
alized additive mixed model including the period dummy vari-
able (three levels: preillegal fishing, illegal fishing, and postillegal
fishing) had a lower AIC (AIC = −3,432.84) than the model in-
cluding the year (AIC = −3427.16). Both the mean HWI and the
mean sum of associations decreased from the preillegal fishing
period (0.10 ± 0.05 and 7.80 ± 3.46, respectively) to the illegal
fishing period (0.05 ± 0.03 and 4.14 ± 1.88 respectively; Table 1).

While the mean HWI decreased further during the postillegal
fishing period (0.04 ± 0.02), the mean sum of associations during
the postillegal fishing period (7.54 ± 3.21) returned to values close
to the preillegal fishing period level (7.80 ± 3.46).

Demographic Analyses. Recapture probability was time dependent,
and trap dependence was best modeled as an additive effect
(Table 2). There was no effect of photographic effort on recapture
probability (Table 2). Survival declined from 0.959 ± 0.032 during
the preillegal fishing period down to 0.868 ± 0.034 during the il-
legal fishing period. This corresponded to a threefold increase in
mortality rate (from 0.041 to 0.132). Since the killer whale pop-
ulation during the preillegal fishing period was estimated at 98
individuals (95% confidence interval: 70–156; 39), this corre-
sponded to the disappearance of 61 (44–98) killer whales during
the period of illegal fishing. Survival probability was positively
related to HWI (Fig. 1 and Table 2). Social group size positively
affected survival (standardized effect size: 0.29 [0.11–0.48]), but
variation in survival was best explained by HWI (standardized
effect size: 0.65 [0.44–0.85]; Table 2). Model with a social group
random effect on survival was not supported by WAIC: survival
probabilities of individuals associated in social groups could be
assumed independent once the effect of HWI was considered. For
recapture, there was high heterogeneity in recapture rates between
social groups (estimated group-level SD: 1.26 [0.92–1.68]).

Discussion
This study shows the significant consequences of an additive
mortality event on the social structure of a highly social species.
The rapid loss of individuals across multiple social groups
resulted in a lower survival of the remaining individuals paired
with a disruption of the existing social organization. Together,
these findings demonstrated the important link between de-
mographic parameters and sociality, and how the disruption of
social systems may lead to prolonged negative effects for years
after a period of demographic stress.
The additive mortality generated through lethal responses

during interactions of killer whales with illegal fishing vessels in
Crozet waters resulted in the decrease of two key sociality pa-
rameters in killer whales. After this additive mortality event, the
surviving individuals had a low HWI (an index of associations
among individuals), but a high sum of associations (an index of
gregariousness). These results suggest that the surviving Crozet
killer whales may have increased their number of associations
with other individuals opportunistically (i.e., through weaker
bonds) in response to losing individuals from their social groups.
For example, before illegal fishing took place, the C001 social

Table 1. Social parameters of the Crozet Islands killer whale
population before, during, and after illegal fishing

Period HWI Sum of the associations

Preillegal fishing (1987–94) 0.10 ± 0.05 7.80 ± 3.46
Illegal fishing (1996–2002) 0.05 ± 0.03 4.14 ± 1.88
Postillegal fishing (2003–14) 0.04 ± 0.02 7.54 ± 3.21

Values are mean ± SD

Table 2. Model selection for the survival and recapture of Crozet killer whales using data
between 1987 and 2014

Model Survival Recapture k (SE) WAIC (SE) Slope (SE)

M0 I t * m 59.8 (2.8) 1,449.8 (46.4)
M1 I t + m 48.9 (2.7) 1,437.4 (47.6)
M2 I effort + m 20.7 (1.0) 1,852.9 (45.2)
M3 HWI t + m 45.4 (2.7) 1,370.2 (46.7) +0.774 (0.100)
M4 Size t + m 46.4 (2.7) 1,393.3 (46.6)
M5 r(socialgroup) t + m 57.8 (3.0) 1,377.2 (47.6)
M6 HWI + r(socialgroup) t + m 53.0 (2.8) 1,340.6 (46.8) +0.925 (0.133)
M7 size + r(socialgroup) t + m 55.5 (2.9) 1,362.0 (47.1)
M8 I t + m + r(socialgroup) 94.9 (4.3) 1,314.1 (45.2)
M9 HWI t + m + r(socialgroup) 81.8 (3.9) 1,261.8 (45.3) +0.731 (0.100)
M10 HWI + size t + m + r(socialgroup) 80.0 (3.8) 1,252.7 (45.2) +0.645 (0.103)

Fixed effects considered were: i, constant parameter; t, time effect; m, trap-dependence effect; HWI,
association index effect; size, social group size effect. r(socialgroup) represents the social group random effect; k
is the estimated number of parameters in the model; + is an additive effect; * is an interaction effect.
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group was composed of five individuals, including four females
and one male (Fig. 2). One of the oldest females (C003) of the
group died in 1998 during the illegal fishing period. This event
was followed by remaining individuals creating new, but weak,
bonds with individuals from other social groups. Toward the end
of the illegal fishing period in 2000, male C001 and female C005
died. In 2010, C002, the second oldest female of the initial unit
C001, died too, leaving C004 as the only individual remaining in
that unit. In recent years, C004 associated with others new in-
dividuals, through strong bonds with C006 and weak bonds with
C189 and C190 (Fig. 2).
This behavioral response of increased interactions with out-

group individuals, which was reported in other social mammals
such as baboons (Papio hamadryas ursinus) (73), may be explained
by in-group individuals trying to maintain a functional group size.
As reported in many social predators, group size is a critical driver

of foraging success, net energetic gain, and therefore survival. In
group-foraging African wild dogs (Lycaon pictus), increased group
size increased both prey size and the success of prey capture at-
tempts (74). False killer whales (Pseudorca crassidens) are social
animals whose cooperative hunting techniques may fail to sustain
a high enough foraging success following a social disruption such
as an additive mortality event (75, 76). Cooperative hunting
techniques are also found in killer whales, which often forage in
groups using various techniques including coordinated attacks (9,
11, 16, 49, 77–79). Group foraging is common among the Crozet
killer whales, whose diet includes large prey such as southern el-
ephant seals (Mirounga leonina) and baleen whales (42, 43).
However, in the present study, group size was not the primary

determinant of adult killer whale survival. Models indicated that
the strength of associations was a better predictor of survival,
suggesting a major influence of other sociality factors. Among
these, alloparental care is assumed to play an important role in the
survival of juveniles. In group-living mammals like meerkats (Suricata
suricatta), the growth of pups is positively correlated to the number
of carers per pup, demonstrating the importance of a sufficient
group size (22). In sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalus), sociality
was shown to be primarily driven and maintained by kinship se-
lection and the alloparental care function provided by closely re-
lated adult females to calves within matrilineal females/immatures
social units (80, 81). The likely alteration of this female sociality
caused by the rapid loss of individuals was proposed as one of the
factors potentially contributing further to the decline of some
populations (80, 82, 83). Female killer whales are also known to
take care of their kin, protect them during attacks, transmit
ecological knowledge like hunting techniques, and share prey
with them (9, 47, 84–87). These factors may have driven the
remaining Crozet killer whales to try to restore an efficient
group size.
While individuals may have increased their interactions with

individuals from other groups to overcome reduced group size,
these interactions were loose and individuals in the social groups
most impacted by illegal fishing did not reassociate in stable
groups. The positive correlation between HWI and survival
suggests that the inability of these individuals to rebuild long-term
high association levels with others after the additive mortality event
decreased their survival, likely through a decrease in their foraging

Group size HWI

2.5 5.0 7.5 0.00 0.02 0.04 0.06
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Fig. 1. Relationship between apparent survival probability ðϕÞ of Crozet
killer whales and group size or the HWI over 25 y. The light blue area rep-
resents the 95% confidence interval.
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Fig. 2. Graphical summary of the findings: consequences of an additive mortality event on the social structure and survival of killer whales (example of the
C001 social unit). Individuals are named with the code “CXXX”. The social unit is represented with pink color; full lines represent strong associations, whereas
dashed lines represent weak associations. Dead individuals are represented in faded color with a cross and the year of their death. An arrow labeled with
“Survival” next to an individual indicates a decrease in the survival of that individual.
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success. We speculate that the surviving individuals did not reas-
sociate in stable groups for two reasons. First, reassociating with
other social groups may disrupt an already-optimal group size and
increase costs such as intraspecific competition (8, 17) or disease
transmission (88). Second, in a kin-based social system such as a
matrilineal system, kin selection—which implies enhancing fitness
of relatives (5)—may prevent new individuals from permanently
joining other groups with which they share low relatedness. Such kin
selection processes were reported in killer whales and translated
into group-specific dialects and apprenticeship or prey sharing be-
haviors directed toward relatives only (45, 49, 88–94).
Consequently, the decreased survival of lone individuals, or

those in reduced groups, that were unable to reassociate in stable
groups, may have contributed to the low overall adult apparent
survival of the Crozet population after illegal fishing (40). Sur-
vival may have been further decreased by the loss of individuals
with key roles in the demographic performance and functionality
of groups (28, 29). For instance, in matrilineal social systems of
African elephants, the leadership and ecological knowledge of
matriarchs influences the survival of other group members (24,
28, 30). In killer whales, leadership by postreproductive females
was found to positively affect the fitness of kin, probably through
the transfer of ecological knowledge, and this effect was especially
prominent during periods of food shortage (44, 46). The age of
most female killer whales that died during the period of illegal
fishing at Crozet and the role of these females in groups are not
known. However, with a 60% decline in killer whale abundance
from 1988 to 2000 (39), it is likely that some groups did lose key
individuals, further decreasing the fitness of surviving individuals

in the Crozet population. Additionally, factors such as age, sex,
body size, dominance, or presence/absence of close kin may also
have played a role in the variation in HWI and survival during the
study period. However, we did not have sufficient information on
these factors to allow their inclusion in the analyses.
In summary, this study (i) highlighted the critical role of social

structure in the response of highly social species to additional
mortality events; and (ii) stressed the importance of stable as-
sociations and group size in social animals. The disruption of the
latter two features directly affected the survival of individuals,
likely through a decrease of foraging success. Together, these
results have major conservation implications as they indicate that
the recovery of small populations of highly social species is con-
ditioned on both the severity of an additive mortality event and
the extent to which social units are disrupted.
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