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Leucistic South American sea lion in Chile, with a review
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Resumen.- Las coloraciones anormales en los mamíferos
marinos ocurren en muy baja frecuencia. Estas coloraciones
atípicas son clasificadas como albinismo, melanismo y
leucismo, siendo esta última coloración registrada con más
frecuencia en Arctocephalus gazella. En este artículo se

documenta el primer caso de leucismo en un ejemplar de Otaria
flavescens observado en la zona austral de Chile, así como de
una actualización de coloraciones atípicas informadas en
otáridos.
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Introduction
Mammalian color is caused almost solely by the presence
(or absence) of the pigment melanin in the skin, hair and
eyes (Fertl & Rosen 2002). Atypical color can sometimes
occur due to an excess, or a deficiency, of color pigment
in some or all the body. Such conditions have been
categorised as: ‘albinism’, a complete lack of pigmentation
in the feathers, eyes, skin and hair; ‘leucism’ characterized
by reduced pigmentation that may appear virtually pure
white but still possess normally colored eyes and skin;
and ‘melanism’ that is an increased amount of black or
nearly black pigmentation.

Atypical colorations occur in low frequency in marine
mammals. In cetaceans atypical cases have been reported
for 22 species (Fertl et al. 1999, 2004); while in pinnipeds
are known to occur mainly in Antarctic fur seals (e.g.
Bonner 1958, 1964, 1968) and in low frequency in seals
(Bried & Haubreux 2000, Bester et al. 2008). No reports
are known in sea otters or sirenians (Fertl & Rosel 2002).
To our knowledge, neither leucism color have ever been
observed in South American sea lion although very light
coloured individuals have been recorded usually in this
species. We present the first known account for a leucistic
South American sea lion (Otaria flavescens Shaw, 1800),
on southern Chile, as well as an update for this atypical
coloring in otariids.

Material and methods
In February 2007, during an opportunistic cruise of five
days in the Marine and Coast Protected Area (AMCP)
‘Francisco Coloane’ an atypical South American sea lion

was sighted and photographed in a group of five
conspecifics males and one South American fur seal
(Arctocephalus australis Zimmermann, 1783), on the
rookeries coast of Paso Shag (53°19.84 S; 72°06.09 W),
near the Magellan Strait, Chile (Fig. 1).

Results and discussion
The animal, a subadult male, was uniformly creamy white
in color on all pelage, while the flippers and adjacent
zone was light brown, but the eyes and nose were normally
pigmented (Fig. 2). Such pigmentation is similar to the
color reported for leucistic individual of Antarctic fur seal
(e.g. Bonner 1968, Cárdenas & Yañez 1983). The group
with the leucistic individual was resting and was sighted
approximately 20 m from the vessel. This individual was
observed for a total of 15 min, however, on our return to
the same place later in the day the animal was not seen
again. An animal of such description was not recorded
during the last census population in Chile (Sielfeld et al.
1997, Aguayo-Lobo et al. 1998, Oporto et al. 1999,
Venegas et al. 2001, 2002) nor in regular visits to AMCP
by one of us (JA) in the extensive humpback whales
programme during the last six years.

Leucistic individuals have been reported frequently
for Antarctic fur seals (Bonner 1958, Aguayo & Torres
1967, Bonner 1968, Aguayo 1978, Cárdenas & Yañez
1983, King 1983, Hofmeyr et al. 2005, De Bruyn et al.
2007), species that were severely reduced during the
nineteenth and early twentieth century, with most
populations becoming extinct (Bonner 1968). We
compiled a list that includes overlooked and recent
publications of white or leucistic otariids, and found that
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these hypo-pigmented morphs have been observed in at
least four other species: Northern fur seal, Steller´s sea
lion, California sea lion and South American sea lion
(Table 1). The latter species is reported as albinistic with
red eyes and white coat (López & López 1984). In
addition to this review, Hofmeyr et al. (2005) and De
Bruyn et al. (2007) indicate the sighting of leucistic
Antarctic fur seal at South Sandwich Islands from the
report of Baker et al. (1964); however, no date of that
atypical color is reported.

Other information cited as personal communication
is available for three species of otariids, although the
albinism condition is likely to be referred to leucistic
animal. Bartholomew & Hubbs (1952) wrote ‘‘…the long
record of a moderate proportion of albinistic individual
in this population (Zalophus californianus). This ‘albinos’
have been well known to the biologists who have visited
the island from time to time during the past quarter
century. Some were seen by us. Others are shown on a
color photograph taken by Georges E. Lindsay in 1948.
Lewis Wayne Walker estimates that the ‘albinos’ have
constituted about ten per cent of the small population on

Figure 1

Location of leucistic individual of South American sea lion sighted on Southern Chile

Ubicación del individuo leucístico de lobo marino común avistado en el extremo austral de Chile

Figure 2

Leucistic South American sea lion photographed
at  Paso Shag, Chile

Ejemplar leucístico de lobo marino común
fotografiado en el paso Shag, Chile
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each of his several visits during the past twenty years. He
further states that William E. Clover, who rediscovered
the fur seals on the island, and Dr. Harry Wegeforth, when
President of the San Diego Zoological Society, and also
Luis Camillo and others, often spoke of seeing albinos
on the south side of Outer Islet repeatedly from 1926 to
about 1935.’’

Table 1

Published records of white or leucistic otariids

Registros publicados de otáridos con coloración anormal

In subantarctic fur seal, ‘albinism’ (or presumably
leucism) was reported by J.Y. Georges to Bried &
Haubreux (2000). For the South American sea lion, López
& López (1984) reported one albino sighted in Lobos
Island, Uruguay by I. Ximénez, and one ‘albinistic’ pup
at Faro Punta Norte during 1982 by M. Lewis, however,
no more details of this presumably ‘albinistic’ morph is



416                                                  Revista de Biología Marina y Oceanografía                                 Vol. 43, Nº2, 2008

given. The sighting of this individual South American sea
lion represents the first report known of a leucistic of this
species in Chile.

Little is known about the cost associated with this
hypo-pigmentation. Some authors suggest that these
animals may be more susceptible to predation than
normally pigmented conspecifics, reduced viability due
to pathological traits such as sensory or nervous defects,
anemia, low fertility, higher susceptibility to disease, poor
vision, or that interactions with conspecifics can also be
impaired. Moreover, an anomalously light coloration may
also decrease heat absorption abilities for mammals that
live in cold waters (Hain & Leatherwood 1982, Jehl 1985,
Fertl & Rosel 2002). Despite this, some individuals can
attain adult age and breeding status (e.g. Bonner 1968).

Although the interpretation of the biological
significance (causes and effects) of atypical color patterns
are uncertain, the subject is interesting because leucism
may provide indirect evidence of underlying genetic
variability, genetic change to variation in fitness-related
traits and/or population structure. We encourage others
to publish their observations so that a proper assessment
of the ecological, physiological and genetics implications
of this condition in otariids can be conducted in the future.
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