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Abstract: Colour aberrations such as albinism and leucism are congenital and heritable
disorders in the synthesis of melanin pigmentation, and rarely observed in otters’ wild
populations. In June 2022, a rare albino young Eurasian Otter (Lutra lutra) was trapped in
the Tigris River in Central Irag and transported by the Iragi environmental authorities to be
raised in captivity at Baghdad Zoo. Here, we report a first case of albinism of the species in
the wild population in Irag.
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INTRODUCTION

The Eurasian Otter (Lutra lutra) is the most widespread otter species in Western
Europe, across most of the Palearctic, downward to India, Southeast Asia, North Africa,
and the Middle East (Duplaix and Savage, 2018; Yoxon and Yoxon, 2019; Roos et al.,
2021). Its zoogeographical extent in the Middle East is represented by a patchy
distribution of scattered populations that occur in Turkey, Palestine and Israel,
Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, Iran, and Iraq (Al-Sheikhly et al., 2020). In Iraqg, the Eurasian
Otter inhabits almost in all suitable aquatic habitats along the Tigris and Euphrates
Rivers (Al-Sheikhly and Nader 2013; Al-Sheikhly et al., 2017). It was reported from
several localities in southern Irag (Cheesman, 1920; Sanborn, 1940; Hatt, 1959;
Harrison and Bates, 1991; Abass, 2013), with few observations made in the central and
northern parts of the country (Al-Sheikhly and Nader 2013). However, the first
photographic records were obtained in southern and northern Iraq by Al-Sheikhly et al.
(2017). Moreover, a remarkable range extension of Eurasian Otter distribution in
extreme western Iraq was recently made by Al-Sheikhly et al. (2020).

Albinism is a complete lack of melanin pigmentation in an animal’s light-
sensitive tissues at the posterior portion of the eyes (retina) and other bare parts (fur and
skin), and attributed to congenital and heritable aberration in the pigment producing
cells (melanocytes) (Dorp,1987; van Grouw, 2012). Leucism is a partial or total lack of
melanin in the skin where the amount of white can vary from just partial leucistic to all-
white individuals, which always possess colourless skin as well, except that the eyes
always being darkly pigmented (van Grouw, 2013, 2014; Al-Sheikhly et al., 2018).
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These morphological anomalies can also be caused by non-hereditary external factors,
e.g. low consumption of foods rich with tyrosine responsible for melanin synthesis (van
Grouw, 2012). Observations of otters with colour aberration in the wild is extremely
scarce; however, “white otters” of different species have been rarely reported
worldwide. For examples, a young male albino Neotropical Otter (Lontra longicaudis)
was recorded in the Camaratuba River in northeastern Brazil (Toledo et al., 2014). A
total of three leucistic Neotropical otters were recorded from Me"xico (Arriaga-Flores
et al. 2016). A hypopigmented young “white otter” was reported among group of wild
Oriental Small-clawed Otter (Aonyx cinereus) in Sumatra (Allen et al., 2019). However,
a young captive-bred albino Oriental Small-clawed Otter, that originated from a
breeding facility of white Oriental Small-clawed otters in Indonesia, was sent to Japan
for exhibition (MMN 2017). A leucistic Smooth-coated Otter (Lutrogale perspicillata)
was observed fishing in a watercourse at Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife Sanctuary in
Thailand (Sweetland, 2020).

Colour aberration in the Eurasian Otter is not unknown; atypical “white” Eurasian
otters were reported across Northern Europe towards the continental part of the Russian
Far East (Goncharuk et al., 2020). Nevertheless, a major review revealed several
records of albino Eurasian otters in the British Isles and Europe, based on a 150 years
dataset, persisting since 1859 (Green, 2018).

RECENT RECORD

On 15™ of June 2022, a young albino Eurasian Otter was trapped by a local
fisherman in the major watercourse of the Tigris River at Ishagi District (34°03'56.3"N
44°01'48.2"E), ~ 20 km to the northwest of Balad Township, south of SalahAdain
Province, Central Irag. The site is situated within the Mesopotamian Shrub Desert
(PA01320) Ecoregion. The habitat is comprised mainly of riparian vegetation of
Phragmites australis beds, Tamarix sp. shrubs, Ziziphus sp., Eucalyptus sp., and
Populus sp. trees and date palm, citrus, and grape orchids lined both banks of the Tigris
River.

The albino otter was named “Tigris” (=Dijla in Arabic) and kept as a pet by the
fisherman who published his extraordinary catch on the local hunting groups’
Facebook. An online notification on this unusual discovery was sent to the Iragi Green
Climate Organization (IGCO-a registered environmental NGO), which immediately
informed the Iraqgi Ministry of Environment (IMoEn) to take urgent action. Later, an
IMOEN-1GCO joint mission was conducted to examine the albino otter on 16™ of June
2022. An interview with the local fisherman indicated that the young albino otter was
coincidently trapped by a fishing net set on the river watercourse at 06:30 a.m. A close
examination of the young (3-4 months) female Eurasian Otter, identified based on
Harrison and Bates (1991), showed a rare case of albinism. It had pinkish nose and skin,
bright red eyes, pale pinkish feet with complete white claws, and white mystacial
vibrissae and fur (Fig. 1). The albino Eurasian Otter was observed swimming among a
family group of eight otters, all of which were reported by the fisherman to be of normal
fur colour except for one of the adults which was “white” as well. Despite several offers
from local wildlife traders to buy this “white otter” in order to be raised as a pet or to
be smuggled to neighboring gulf countries (see Al-Sheikhly and Nader 2013), the local
fisherman decided to donate it to the Iragi environmental authorities on 3 of July 2022.
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Figure 1. The young female albino Eurasian Otter (Lutra Lutra) “Tigris”. A: frontal view shows pinkish
nose, bright red eyes, and white mystacial vibrissae; B: pale pinkish feet with complete white claws and
fur feeding on Mesopotamian Himri (Carasobarbus luteus) offered by the fisherman. Photos © Omar
Al-Sheikhly 2022.

The Eurasian Otter is listed as Near Threatened on the IUCN Red List based on
population declines and lack of information from many parts of the range, sensitivity
of the species to pollution, prey base depletion, and habitat degradation (Roos et al.,
2021). In Iraq, the species population is declining and becoming rare mainly due to
illegal hunting and trapping, which is banned by the Iragi Wild Animals Protection Law
No. 17, issued on 15™ of February 2010 (Al-Sheikhly et al., 2014). Regardless, Eurasian
otters are continuously targeted by local poachers for their fur or to be raised as pets
(Al-Sheikhly and Nader, 2013), or deliberately persecuted by local fishermen who
consider them to be destructive aquatic animals to their nets and aquaculture (Al-
Sheikhly et al., 2014; Aidek et al., 2021). Furthermore, strangulation and drowning of
otters in fishing drift nets has been recognized as a cause of mortality of Eurasian otters
from range countries (Al-Sheikhly et al., 2020).
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In our case, releasing the young albino Eurasian Otter back to the wild was a
matter of contention. Parsons and Bondrup-Nilsen (1995) suggests that animals with
colour aberration are rarely observed in wild populations allegedly due to lower life
expectancy. Animals with colour anomalies are highly exposed to predation in the wild
(Sazima and Di-Bernardo, 1991), intraspecific conflicts (Holt et al., 1995, Al-Sheikhly
etal., 2018), or susceptible to infection of optical, immune, and physiological pathogens
(Hain and Leatherwood, 1982; Pérez-Carpinell et al., 1992; Fertl and Rosel, 2002;
Garipis and Hoffman, 2003; Manglani et al., 2004; Summers, 2009; Toledo et al., 2014;
Goncharuk et al., 2020). Based on what mentioned above, combined with prolonged
discussion with international experts (see acknowledgments), the albino Eurasian Otter
which had been tamed by the fisherman was advised to be raised in captivity. It is
currently being kept in an indoor enclosure at Baghdad Zoo where a close health check
was provided (Aljazeera Mubasher, 2022). It is worth mentioning, that this incident
report is the first record of albinism in the Eurasian Otter wild population in Iraq and
probably in the Middle East, and warrants further in situ investigation.

Acknowledgments - We are grateful to the Iragi Ministry of Environment (IMoEn) and the Iragi Green
Climate Organization (IGCO) for their continuous support and facilitation for the joint in situ work. We
would like to thank CITES Department in the IMoEn for their additional support, the IUCN Otter
Specialist Group (OSG) for their thoughtful comments, Grace Yoxon (International Otter Survival fund-
IOSF) for her advice on the husbandry of the young albino Eurasian Otter, Samir Adnan, Adel Umran,
and Mohammed Fadhil (IMoEn), Mahdi L. Al-Haidari (IGCO Media officer), and Hussain Al-Mujamei
for joining the field mission in Ishagi. Our gratitude extends to Nasir L. Al-Mujamei (the local fisherman)
for his generous donation of the young albino Eurasian Otter to the Iragi environmental authorities, to
Haider Al-Zamili (Director of the Baghdad Zoo) for his kind permission to foster the albino Eurasian
Otter, and to Sajad Al-Nabhani and Ali Jalal for their early notifications on the initial online post of this
discovery. Moreover, we would like to thank the anonymous reviewer(s) for their thoughtful comments
on the earlier draft of this note.

REFERENCES

Abass, A.F. (2013). The relative abundance and biological indicators of mammals’ community in east
Hammar. M. Sc. Thesis, University of Basra, Irag.

Aidek, A., Baddour, F.S., Ibrahim, N.N., Al-Sheikhly, O.F. (2021). The first photographic records
of the Eurasian Otter Lutra lutra in Syria: Its mysterious occurrence is revealed. [UCN Otter
Specialist Group Bulletin, 38(5): 258-266.
https://www.iucnosgbull.org/\VVolume38/Aidek_et al 2021.html

Aljazeera Mubasher. (2022). “The rare Eurasian otter in Baghdad”.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KXNwk2fL 530 [accessed on 10/7/2022].

Allen M. L., Sibarani M.C., Utoyo L. (2019). The First Record of a Wild Hypopigmented Oriental
Small-Clawed Otter (Aonyx cinereus). Ecotropica: International Journal of Tropical Ecology,
21: 201904 https://www.ecotropica.eu/index.php/ecotropica/article/view/12

Al-Sheikhly, O.F., Haba M.K., Faza’a, N.A., Al-Asady, R.H. (2018). First record of colour aberration
in Basra Reed Warbler Acrocephalus griseldis (Hartlaub, 1891) (Passeriformes:
Acrocephalidae) from Central Marshes of southern Irag, with notes on its
intraspecific/interspecific behavior. Journal of Threatened Taxa, 10(13): 12800-12804.
https://doi.org/10.11609/jott.4353.10.13.12800-12804

Al-Sheikhly, O.F., Haba, M.K., Barbanera, F. (2014). Otter hunting and trapping, a traditional
practice of Marsh Arabs of Irag. IUCN Otter Specialist Group Bulletin, 31(2): 80-88.
https://www.iucnosgbull.org/Volume31/Al_Sheikhly et al_2014.html

Al-Sheikhly, O.F., Haba, M.K., Barbanera, F. (2020). New Localities of the Eurasian Otter Lutra
lutra (Linnaeus, 1758) in the Upper Euphrates River Basin, a Remarkable Range Extension in
Western Irag. [IUCN Otter Specialist Group Bulletin, 37(3): 163-170.
https://www.iucnosgbull.org/VVolume37/Al-Sheikhly et _al 2020.html

Al-Sheikhly, O.F., Haba, M.K., Fazaa, N.A., Barbanera, F., Yoxon, G., Mclennan, B., Zook, D.B.,
Al-Kanani, K.A., Abdul Gafor, S.A. (2017). First photographic evidence of Smooth-coated otter
(Lutrogale perspicillata maxwelli) and Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra seistanica) in Iraq since 1950s.
OTTER, Journal of the International Otter Survival Fund, 3: 15-20.

- 226 -


https://www.iucnosgbull.org/Volume38/Aidek_et_al_2021.html
about:blank
https://www.ecotropica.eu/index.php/ecotropica/article/view/12
https://doi.org/10.11609/jott.4353.10.13.12800-12804
https://www.iucnosgbull.org/Volume31/Al_Sheikhly_et_al_2014.html
https://www.iucnosgbull.org/Volume37/Al-Sheikhly_et_al_2020.html

IUCN Otter Spec. Group Bull. 39(2) 2022

Al-Sheikhly, O.F., Nader, I.A. (2013). The status of Iraq Smooth-coated Otter Lutrogale perspicillata
maxwelli Hayman 1956 and Eurasian otter Lutra lutra Linnaeus 1758 in Irag. IUCN Otter
Specialist Group Bulletin, 30: 18-30.
https://www.iucnosgbull.org/VVolume30/AlSheikhly Nadar_2013.html

Arriaga-Flores JC, Rodriguez-Ruiz ER, Gallo-Reynoso JP, Castro-Arellano 1 (2016). Leucism in
Neotropical otters (Lontra longicaudis annectens) from Mexico. Southwestern Naturalist, 61: 63—
68. https://doi.org/10.1894/0038-4909-61.1.63

Cheesman, R.E. (1920). Report on the mammals of Mesopotamia collected by Members of the
Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force, 1915-1919. Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society,
27:323-346.

Dorp, D.B. (1987). Albinism, or the NOACH syndrome. Clinical Genetics, 31: 228-242.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1399-0004.1987.tb02801.x

Duplaix, N., Savage, M. (2018). The Global Otter Conservation Strategy. IUCN/SSC Otter Specialist
Group, Salem, Oregon, USA. 186pp. https://www.otterspecialistgroup.org/osg-newsite/wp-
content/uploads/2018/12/IUCN-Otter-Report-DEC%2012%20final_small.pdf

Fertl, D., Rosel, P. (2002). Albinism. pp. 16-18. In: Perrin, W.F, Wirsig, B., Thewissen, J.G.M.
(Eds). Encyclopedia of Marine Mammals. Academic Press, San Diego, 1316 p.

Garipis, N., Hoffmann, K.P. (2003). Visual defects in albino ferrets (Mustela putorius furo). Vision
Research, 43: 793-800. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0042-6989(03)00015-4

Goncharuk, MS, Voloshina, 1V, Aramilev, VV, Shurygina, AA and Kerley, LL. (2020). Recent
Observations of Eurasian Otter Lutra lutra, including White-Coated Individuals, in the Southern
Sikhote Alin, the Russian Far East. IUCN Otter Specialist Group Bulletin, 37(3): 147-157.
https://www.iucnosgbull.org/VVolume37/Goncharuk_et_al 2020.html

Green R. 2018. A Review of the Distribution of Records of Albino Otters (Lutra lutra). OTTER, Journal
of International Otter Survival Fund, 4: 65-72.

Hain, J.H.W., Leatherwood, S. (1982). Two sighting of white pilot whales, Globicephala melaena, and
summarized records of anomalously white cetaceans. Journal of Mammalogy, 63(2): 338-343.
https://doi.org/10.2307/1380654

Harrison, D.L., Bates, P.J.J. (1991). The Mammals of Arabia. Harrison Zoological Museum,
Sevenoaks, Kent, U.K.

Hatt, R.T. (1959). The Mammals of Iragq. Miscellaneous Publications Museum of Zoology University
of Michigan, 106: 1-113.

Holt, D.W., Robertson, M.W., Ricks, J.T. (1995). Albino eastern screech-owl, Otus asio. Canadian
Field Naturalist, 109(1): 121-122.

Manglani, M., Adhvaryu, K., Seth, B. (2004). Griscelli syndrome — a case report._Indian Pediatrics,
41: 734-737. https://www.indianpediatrics.net/july2004/734.pdf

MMN-Moshi Moshi-nippon. (2017). “White oriental small-clawed otter will come to Japan! Let’s visit
“Kotsumeito,” an animal shop located on Ikebukuro’s Sunshine Street”. 22" of December 2017
at: https://www.moshimoshi-nippon.jp/83170 [accessed on 10/7/2022]

Parsons, G.J., Bondrup-Nielsen, S. (1995). Partial albinism in an island population of Meadow Voles,
Microtus pennsylvanicus, from Nova Scotia. The Canadian Field-Naturalist, 109(2): 263-264.

Pérez-Carpinell, J., Capilla, P., lllueca, C., Morales, J. (1992). Vision defects in albinism. Optometry
and Vision Science, 69(8): 623-628. https://doi.org/10.1097/00006324-199208000-00005

Roos, A, Loy, A, Savage, M., Kranz, A. (2021). Lutra lutra. The IUCN Red List of Threatened
Species 2021: e.T12419A164578163. https://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2021-
3.RLTS.T12419A164578163.en [accessed on 9/7/2022].

Sanborn, C.C. (1940). Mammals from Irag. In: Henry Field Anthropology of Irag. The Field Museum
of Natural History, 30:156-162.

Sazima, I., Di-Bernardo, M. (1991). Albinismo em serpentes neotropicais. Memarias do Instituto
Butantan, 53(2): 167-173. [In Portuguese]
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277776350_Albinismo_em_serpentes neotropicais

Summers, C.G. (2009). Albinism: classification, clinical characteristics, and recent findings. Optometry
and Vision Science, 86(6): 659-662. https://doi.org/10.1097/0px.0b013e3181a5254¢

Sweetland D. (2020). “Rare White Otter (unTuajouigou) Hunts for Fish in Huai Kha Khaeng WS,
Thailand” Thailand Wild. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I1tghSTCBtmQ [accessed on
10/7/2022].

Toledo, G.A.C., Gurgel-Filho, N.M., Zermiani, F.C., Azevedo, J.C.N., Feijo, A. (2014). Albinism in
Neotropical otter, Lontra longicaudis (Carnivora: Mustelidae). Pan-American Journal of
Aquatic Sciences, 9: 234-238. https://panamjas.org/artigos.php?id_publi=207

-227 -


https://www.iucnosgbull.org/Volume30/AlSheikhly_Nadar_2013.html
https://doi.org/10.1894/0038-4909-61.1.63
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1399-0004.1987.tb02801.x
https://www.otterspecialistgroup.org/osg-newsite/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/IUCN-Otter-Report-DEC%2012%20final_small.pdf
https://www.otterspecialistgroup.org/osg-newsite/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/IUCN-Otter-Report-DEC%2012%20final_small.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0042-6989(03)00015-4
https://www.iucnosgbull.org/Volume37/Goncharuk_et_al_2020.html
https://doi.org/10.2307/1380654
https://www.indianpediatrics.net/july2004/734.pdf
about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1097/00006324-199208000-00005
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277776350_Albinismo_em_serpentes_neotropicais
https://doi.org/10.1097/opx.0b013e3181a5254c
about:blank
https://panamjas.org/artigos.php?id_publi=207

IUCN Otter Spec. Group Bull. 39(2) 2022

van Grouw, H. (2012). What colour is that sparrow? A case study: colour aberrations in the House
Sparrow, Passer domesticus. International Studies on Sparrows 36: 30-55.
https://doi.org/10.1515/isspar-2015-0012

van Grouw, H. (2013). What colour is that bird? The causes and recognition of common colour
aberrations in birds. British Birds, 106: 17-29.
https://www.academia.edu/29302588/What_Colour_is_that bird The causes and_recognition
of common_colour_aberrations_in_birds

Van Grouw, H. (2014). Some black-and-white facts about the Faeroese white-speckled Common Raven
Corvus corax varius. Bulletin of the British Ornithologist’s Club, 134: 4-13. http://boc-
online.org/bulletins/downloads/BBOC1341-vanGrouw.pdf

Yoxon, P., Yoxon, B. (2019). Eurasian Otter (Lutra Lutra): A Review of the Current World Status.
OTTER, Journal of the International Otter Survival Fund, 5: 53-73.

RESUME

UNE OBSERVATION RARE DE LA LOUTRE EURASIENNE ALBINOS Lutra
lutra DANS LE CENTRE DE L’IRAK

Les aberrations de couleur telles que l'albinisme et le leucisme sont des troubles
congeénitaux et héréditaires de la synthése de la pigmentation mélanique, et rarement
observés dans les populations sauvages de loutres. En juin 2022, cas rare, une jeune
loutre eurasienne (Lutra lutra) albinos a été piégée dans la riviere Tigre au centre de
I'lrak et transportée par les autorités environnementales irakiennes pour étre élevee en
captivité au zoo de Bagdad. Nous rapportons ici un premier cas d'albinisme de I'espece
dans la population sauvage d’Irak.

RESUMEN

UN RARO REGISTRO DE UNA NUTRIA EURASIATICA Lutra lutra ALBINA
EN IRAQ CENTRAL

Las aberraciones crométicas como el albinismo y el leucismo son desérdenes
congénitos y heredables en la sintesis de la pigmentacion con melanina, y se observan
raramente en poblaciones silvestres de nutrias. En Junio de 2022, fue capturado en una
trampa un raro juvenil albino de Nutria Eurasiatica (Lutra lutra), en el Rio Tigris en
Iraq Central, y fue transportado por las autoridades ambientales Iraquies para ser
mantenido en cautiverio en el Zoo de Baghdad. Aqui, reportamos un primer caso de
albinismo de la especie en la poblacion silvestre en Iraqg.
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