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Abstract

The present study reports a case of leucism in South American Lungfish Lepidosiren paradoxa captured in
Corrientes, Argentina. It was observed a change in cutaneous pigmentation, and it was concluded that it was leucism and
not albinism, since there was a decrease of tegumentary melanin pigment and normal pigmentation in the retina.
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Introduction

Within the animal kingdom, several species are
endowed with the ability to change the body color, by
means of some behaviors that contribute to their survival.
Several factors can influence the coloration of animals,
some animals change their body coloration to camouflage
themselves, others to draw the attention of the opposite
sex, others to avoid the predator's action (12).

Some animals have a color or color pattern so
marked that when an individual appears in nature with
different coloring than normal, this modification seen as an
abnormality. Among the anomalies which alter the color of
the animals, albinism is the most well-known, but it is
easily confused with leucism, which distinguishes itself by
the loss of cutaneous pigmentation, which is partial in the
latter, with the retina normally keeping its pigmentary
epithelium (8). Leucism generates a white color to animals
differing from the usual color of the species. It can be
partial or total, with only some parts of the body of the
animal with white coloration, or the entire body region
with such coloring (10).

The South American Lungfish (Lepidosiren
paradoxa) is found in marshes and slow waters of the
Amazon and Paraguay rivers and in the lower basins of the

Parand River in South America. This species, by having
lungs, can perform gas exchange with the air, being the
only member of the family Lepidosirenidae (6). The
juvenile animals feed of larvae of insects and snails, while
some adults are omnivores, adding algae and shrimps to
their diet and crush them with their highly mineralized
dental plates. The daily habitat of the fish disappear during
the dry season, a time that they lurk in the mud and form a
hole in the shape of a camera to a 30-50 cm beneath the
surface in the mud, leaving some holes on the surface so
that the air enters. The skin has important functions,
producing a layer of mucus to seal moisture and decrease
its metabolism, as well as participate in the breathing of
the animal (4).

Case report

Three juvenile copies of L. paradoxa were caught
by sports fishermen in an area with mud and water scarce
in Esteros del Ibera, province of Corrientes, Argentina.
The length of the animals was 110, 107 and 125 mm. One
of them showed changes in skin pigmentation, with the
whole-body surface of white-pinkish color, but its eyes
were pigmented (Fig. 1 and 2). In the literature review,
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only one case was found of albinism in L. paradoxa and no
case of leucism (1).

There are studies that suggest that the pigment
anomalies in wild animals may be an indicator of various
environmental situations as an effect of contaminants (3,
9). Since the pigment cells as the melanophores are derived
from the neural crest (7, 11), it is possible that some kind
of environmental stress, produced by contaminants such as
heavy metals is capable of damaging the neural crest and
change the distribution of melanophores (2, 5).

Figure 1. Two specimens of L. paradoxa, the superior
with leucism and the inferior with normal pigmentation.
Bar=1.5 cm.

Flguré 2. Detail of the ocular area where 1t is poss1ble to
see the pigmented eye and several melanophores (arrow).

On the other hand, these fishes live quite isolated,
and it is possible that the populational insulation increases
the occurrence of inbreeding propitiating the manifestation
of chromatic aberrations. However, it is not possible to
ensure that this is the cause, once it is necessary to conduct
further studies on the genetic variability of the species
studied to prove this hypothesis.
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