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Abstract

Objectives: To complement the fauna associated with mangrove estands inventory 
in the Colombian Caribbean. Scope: Qualitative and quantitative inventory of 
specimens observed. Methodology: Direct observation,specific annotations and 
photographs of specimens. Main results:For the first time a copy of the green 
iguana (I. i. Iguana) with partial leucismo associated with mangro vestands (bobo 
or conchudo, Laguncularia racemosa and piñuelo or zaragoza, Conocarpus erecta) 
from the Colombian Caribbean coast is recorded. Conclusions: Despite therelative 
intensityof sampling and observations about iguanas, this finding represents an 
important advance in the knowledge of the family Iguanidae and, genera Iguana 
in Colombia.
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REGISTRO DE UN CASO DE ALBINISMO INCOMPLETO EN LA 
IGUANA VERDE (Iguana iguana iguana) (SQUAMATA: IGUANIDAE) 

EN EL CARIBE COLOMBIANO

Resumen

Objetivos: Complementar el inventario de fauna asociada a los rodales de manglar 
del Caribe colombiano. Alcance: Inventario cualitativo y cuantitativo de los 
ejemplares observados. Metodología:  Observación directa, anotaciones específicas 
y fotografía de los ejemplares. Principales resultados: Se registra por primera 
vez un ejemplar de la iguana verde (I. i. iguana) con leucismo parcial, asociada a 
rodales de manglar (bobo o conchudo, Laguncularia racemosa y piñuelo o zaragoza, 
Conocarpus erecta) de costa Caribe de Colombia. Conclusiones: A pesar de la 
relativa intensidad de los muestreos y observaciones sobre iguanas, este hallazgo 
representa un importante avance en el conocimiento de la familia Iguanidae y el 
género Iguana en Colombia.
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Coloration in reptiles, as in other poikilothermic vertebrates, is determined by 
chromatophores (BECHTEL, 1995). One of the different kinds of these cells are 
the guanophores, and the lack of the guanine pigment in these specific cells is the 
cause of the albinism arising. Complete albinism is expressed as a lack of 
integumentary and retinal melanin, however, true albinos can exhibit integumentary 
coloration due to the other types of chromatophores: xanthophores and iridophores 
(CLARK, 2002).

Another colour aberration, the leucism, describes specimen with reduced or absent 
integumentary pigment, but with pigmented retinas (BECHTEL, 1995). This term 
is more commonly used in the herpethological literature and considered to be the 
more correct definition in the majority of the cases (SCHMIDT, 1999; CLARK, 2002).

Knowledge of reptiles and amphibians albinism occurrence has been summarized by 
HENSLEY (1959) and subsequently by DYRKACZ (1981). Nevertheless, the majority 
of the reported species belongs to the Neartic region and is mostly snakes. Reports 
for tropical lizards are still rare, having the contribution of PÉREZ-HIGAREDA 
(1980), regarding a species of the iguanid Corytophanes hernandezi as one of the 
few publications done.    

Between February and July 1996, the fauna inventories made in the Colombian 
Caribbean mangroves, were focused on the birds (these results are summarized in 
DE AYALA (1997a, 1997b, 1997c). These observations were almost opportunistic 
because they dependent on the work the biologists-technicians group was making 
on the vegetation all along the Caribbean continental coast. Some of the inspections 
were made by using boat whistling methods along the coast, but the majority of 
the species were recorded by using standardized census methods (i.e. transects 
and trapping). 

The green iguana specimen was observed the 14th July 1996, in the “Playa de los 
Holandeses” (11º 16’ N - 73º 19’ W) (Guajira, Colombia), 500 m from the mouth of 
the  Jerez River, surrounded by floors with loamy silts, very dilute (salinity of 0 
ups and pH of 6.5), as well as mangroves sweet,  “bobo or conchudo” (Laguncularia 
racemosa) with heights from 8-18 m and diameters 21-40 cm, “blacks or zaragoza” 
(Conocarpus erecta) of 4-6 m height and diameters 20-24 cm. (Fig. 1).

The associate vegetation is composed by “aguacatillos” (Persea sp.), “bejucos 
lecheros” (Rhabdadenia biflora), “helechos cola de gallo” (Acrostichum aureum), 
“malváceas” (Hibiscus tiliaceus), “manzanos de playa” (Hipopomane mancinella), 
“clemones” (Thespesia populnea) and “arbustos espinosos” (Caesalpinea sp.). 
    
The characteristic “biche” green coloration of iguanas that inhabit the mangroves 
and its influence areas, was clearly stumped by a white grayish tone throughout 
the abdomen area, as well as in the head, the fan gular, the previous dorsal thorns 
(1-31) and in the final thorms (50-end of the line), in both hands and its digits, in 
the arms and in both feet and its digits; the stomach was white uniform.
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Incomplete leucism in the green iguana (Iguana iguana iguana) in Colombian 
Caribbean coast. Higher, top view of the head and right forelimb; Lower 
anterodorsal and lateral region, the four limbs and the front of the queue.

Figure 1.
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Intensive surveys have been made in the Santa Marta region for several years by 
MULLER (1968, 1969a, 1969b, 1971), has studied the iguanas and other reptiles, 
describing many aspects of their biology; HERNÁNDEZ-CAMACHO et al. (1980), 
ÁLVAREZ-LEÓN (1993), the peculiarities of mangrove ecosystems and, BEJARANO 
–MORENO & ALVAREZ-LEON (2003, 2006), inventories of the fauna associated 
with the different ecosystems of the region river, estuarine and marine, especially 
associated with emergent vegetation.

Many other researches and campaigns have been made in favour of the Green 
Iguana in the Colombian Caribbean Coast, but there were no evidence of this kind 
of alteration. The are only some reports of this color aberration in reptiles among 
the few registration done in the Colombian territory, one of them was made by 
SANCHEZ-PÁEZ et al. (2000) about the Boa constrictor, snake with an uncommon 
coloration pattern in specimens in the San Andres, Providencia and Santa Catalina 
Islands specimenes. They also describe malanism exhibit by some males of the 
Gonatodes albogularis liard. Albino boas have been reared by Sergio MEDRANO-
BITAR (pers. comm.)  in a zoo nursing, because they have a high demand in the 
international market. This is also happening with leucistic and albinos animals 
which are becoming a common attraction in zoos and also common pets, eventhoug 
they are not common in the wild. That is why this paper provides the first report 
of leucism in the Green Iguana within the continental Caribbean.

Recently, RODRÍGUEZ-PINILLA & GOMEZ-MARTINEZ (2011) also reported a case 
of leucism incomplete in common blackbird (Turdus fuscater) of the Colombian 
Andes, which confirms that wild species is rare chromatic alterations are poorly 
common and usually genetic origin (ACOSTA, 2005) and that mutations can 
cause interference with the expression of the type and concentration of melanin 
(BUCKLEY, 1982).                       
 
Funding was provided by the Project PD 171/91 Rev.2 (F) Fase 1. “Conservación y 
Manejo para el Uso Múltiple y Desarrollo de los Manglares en Colombia” (Ministerio 
del Medio Ambiente / Organización Internacional de Maderas Tropicales). Additional 
financial assistance was given to RMDA by Idea Wild Equipment Donation and 
Conservation International and further logistical aid by Association CALIDRIS and 
Universidad del Valle (Cali, Colombia).
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