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Northern Resident Killer Whale Population Update 
 
 
The northern resident killer whale population is listed as Threatened in Canada.  
Population censusing by photo-identification is a key research activity outlined in the 
action plan for resident killer whales (Fisheries and Ocean Canada 2016) and has been 
conducted on the northern resident population each year since 1973.  
 
Dedicated and opportunistic census efforts are conducted year-round, but results are 
often incomplete due to the large range and inconsistent travel patterns of matrilines in 
the population. Maximum population size estimates are calculated each year, but deaths 
are only confirmed after a ≥1 year lag period, consistent with methodology described in 
DFO (2023). Uncertainty due to unobserved matrilines each year may result in 
calculated population sizes changing retroactively in future censuses. 
 
During the census period, the northern resident killer whale population showed periods 
of growth and decline but overall, has grown at an annual average mean rate of 2.2% 
(Towers et al. 2015, 2020; DFO 2023). In 2025 the maximum population size was 
estimated to be 372 individuals.  
 
Between 2020 and 2024 demographic updates were provided on the NRKW ID app 
(Figure 1). Due to internal delays in capacity to make updates to the app prior to the 
beginning of the 2026 census we have listed updates from the 2025 census below in 
Table 1.  
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Figure 1. The identities of new calves, missing and dead northern resident killer whales  
confirmed by year 2020-2024.  
 

 
Table 1. The identities of new calves, missing and dead northern resident 
killer whales confirmed in 2025.  
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