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Whales dive deep for profitable prey 
Reconstruction of deep-sea squid communities reveals profitable hunting zones for 
extreme-diving whales  
 
31 March 2021/Kiel/Amsterdam/Texel. An international research team has investigated why 
dolphins and whales perform record-breaking dives to several kilometres deep. For the first 
time they were able to match hunting behaviour to the prey present in the hunting zones. The 
study of researchers from the Netherlands and Germany is now published in the scientific 
journal 



 

 

 
 

 

attempts per hour. At first sight, extreme diving thus seems to be less successful than more shallow 
dives, in terms of number of potential prey. 
 
Whale predators hunt different prey. Or don’t they? 
The researchers then presumed that both whale species likely hunt different squid species. To test 
this hypothesis, innovative research extracting squid DNA from the seawater (environmental DNA - 
eDNA) was applied, directly in the whale species’ hunting habitat.  
 
By sampling the seawater at different depths off Terceira Island at the Azores, researchers could 
determine which squid live at the depths where the whales hunt. “The small amounts of squid eDNA 
in those water samples were analysed in the laboratory and compared to the known DNA of squid 
species”, says Véronique Merten of GEOMAR, Helmholtz-Centre for Ocean Research Kiel in 
Germany. An unexpected find however, was that squid communities did not strongly differ between 
the hunting zones of the two whale species, even though Cuvier’s beaked whales foraged much 
deeper. “Both predators have access to a similar selection of squid species”, says Visser, “and we 
also know that these are part of their diet. It is thus likely that both predators hunt the same prey, but 
at very different depths”. 
 
“A crucial piece of the puzzle may be the unique reproductive cycle of squid. To increase the chances 
of reproductive success, many squid species migrate to deeper waters when they mature, to mate 
and spawn. This is a strategy to avoid predators. These squids with more developed or mature 
reproductive glands are larger than the individuals at shallower depths. It is also likely that they are 


