
Species and subspecies definitions in Trachemys have had 
a complicated taxonomic history but Trachemys grayi was 

recovered by Parham et al. (2013) and endorsed by other 
authorities (e.g. Seidel & Ernst, 2017). Trachemys grayi is 
a large turtle with a relatively flattened carapace of 40 cm 
length in females, although males are smaller (Acuña-Mesén, 
1998; Leenders, 2019). It has a greenish brown shell, with eye-
shaped patterns formed by yellow, orange and black rounded 
lines (Acuña-Mesén, 1998). The plastron is light yellow, with 
complex dark patterns that fade with age, and the whole 
body gets darker as individuals age (Seidel & Ernst, 2017). 
The head, neck, limbs and tail are dark grey with yellow or 
olive stripes, including a prominent broad postorbital yellow 
or orange one on each side of the head (Acuña-Mesén, 
1998). This stripe does not come into contact with the eyes. 
The eyes have round pupils with a yellow iris that has a 
dark horizontal stripe through its centre (Leenders, 2019). 
Humans hunt Nicaraguan sliders for meat and collect their 
eggs to eat; this has a negative impact on their populations 
(Mora & Ugalde, 1991).

A striking colour anomaly in vertebrates is the occurrence 
of white individuals. In many cases this is a result of albinism, 
a condition characterised by lack of retinal and integumentary 
pigmentation that results in white or pinkish skin and red 
eyes (Lamoreux et al., 2010). However, some animals are 
white due to amelanism; they also have red eyes due to the 
absence of melanin but have produced other pigments so 
that other colours may be present (Borteiro et al., 2021). In 
the literature, there are clear cases of confusion between 
these two anomalies (Borteiro et al., 2021). Here we present 
a case of amelanism in the Nicaraguan slider turtle at the 
Caño Negro wetlands in the northern plains of Costa Rica. 

Caño Negro Wildlife Refuge (10° 53’ N, 84° 47’ W; 40 m 
a.s.l.), extends over 9,969 ha of a series of marshy, lacustrine 
and river-type wetlands, both temporary and permanent, with 
different types of plant associations (SINAC-ACAHN, 2013). 
Tour Pantanal is a private enterprise that offers ecotourism 
services and travel in Caño Negro. They informed us about 
a freshwater turtle incubation project, run by the ULIMA 
association, which over several years released thousands of 
turtles at Caño Negro (Table 1). They also sold many turtles to 

help support the low income families who had participated in 
the turtle project. Tour Pantanal maintains five white turtles 
in captivity that we photographed in November 2020 (Fig. 1).

Colour aberrations in turtles range from the near-
complete lack of color in albinos to very dark in melanistic 
individuals, but also other variations such as yellow, without 
yellow, and golden yellow ones (Jubber & Leyendecker, 2016; 
Cavalcante & Bruni, 2018; Devkota et al., 2020). We did not 
find any previously reported cases of amelanism or any other 
abnormal coloration in T. grayi under its current or previous 
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Year Average 
no. of 

clutches

No. 
hatched

No. 
Released 

30 %

No. Sold 
70 %

No. 
amelanistic

1990 17 354 70 284 0

1994 15 305 91 214 0

1999 35 7,380 1,702 5,678 0

2000 784 16,468 3,800 12,668 1 female

2001 4 7,800 1,800 6,000 0

2002 8 16,900 3,900 13,000 1 male

2003 2,316 48,639 11,399 37,240 2 females

2004 1,735 36,445 10,791 25,089 1 female

2005 97 0

2006 185 3,893 1,168 2,725 0

2007 824 17,303 3,993 13,310 0

2008 479 10,067 1,292 7,744 0

2012 80 16,810 5,043 11,767 0

2013 486 10,198 10,198 0 0

Table 1. Estimated average clutches transferred from the field, 
number of turtles hatched, released and sold, and amelanistic 
turtles, managed during the period 1990-2013 by the ULIMA 
association at Caño Negro, Costa Rica

Source: adapted from SINAC-ACAHN, 2013 and adjusted from data provided 
by Tour Pantanal
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scientific names. White turtles suffer higher mortality rates 
due to their lack of camouflage, greater disease susceptibility, 
and other health problems related to abnormal retinal 
pathways to the brain (Perrault & Coppenrath, 2019).

Although normally infrequent, the incidence of 
anomalous colouration in wild populations can increase due 
to environmental stress or inbreeding in isolated populations 
(Espinal et al., 2016). Colour anomalies may therefore signal 
issues that have negative impacts on turtle fitness (Krecsák, 
2008). It would therefore be useful for researchers to 
continue collecting data on the incidence of colour anomalies 
at Caño Negro. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We thank Marlon Castro Flores of Tour Pantanal for his 
guidance and help in Caño Negro. JMM acknowledges 
Emilce Rivera, GEC department head, UTN (Sede Central), for 
continuous academic support and time to work on this paper.
LIL acknowledges Daniel Tobias, Co-ordinator of Unidad de 
Ciencias Básicas, UTN (Sede Atenas), for the time provided to 
work on this paper.

REFERENCES

Acuña-Mesén, R.A. (1998). Las tortugas continentales de 
Costa Rica. 2nd ed. San José: Universidad de Costa Rica. 
92 pp.

Borteiro, C., Abegg, A.D., Oda, F.H., Cardozo, D., Kolenc, F., 
Etchandy, I., Bisaiz, I., Prigioni, C. & Baldo, D. (2021). 
Aberrant colourations in wild snakes: case study in 
Neotropical taxa and a review of terminology. Salamandra 
57: 124–138.

Cavalcante, R. & Bruni, G. (2018). Axanthism in Emys 
orbicularis hellenica (Valenciennes, 1832) (Testudines: 
Emydidae) from Piedmont, northern Italy. Herpetological 
Bulletin 146: 36–38.

Devkota, K., Mandal, D.N., Sah, G., O’Shea, M. & Kaiser, H. 
(2020). First report of leucism for the kraits Bungarus 

walli Wall, 1907 and B. niger Wall, 1908, with updates 
on their geographic distribution in Nepal (Serpentes, 
Elapidae). Herpetology Notes 13: 817–825.

Espinal, M., Mora, J.M., Ruedas, L., López, L.I. & Marineros, L. 
(2016). A case of albinism in the Central American Spider 
Monkey, Ateles geoffroyi in Honduras. Mastozoología 
Neotropical 23: 63–69.

Fritz, U., Stuckas, H., Vargas-Ramírez, M., Hundsdörfer, A.K., 
Maran, J. & Päckert, M. (2012). Molecular phylogeny of 
Central and South American slider turtles: Implications 
for biogeography and systematics (Testudines: Emydidae: 
Trachemys). Journal of Zoological Systematics and 
Evolutionary Research 50: 125–136.

Jubber, W.R. & Leyendecker, M. (2016). Distribution record 
of a xanthic Zambezi Flap-shelled Terrapin Cycloderma 
frenatum at the Rufiji River, Tanzania. Biodiversity 
Observations 7.46: 1–6.

Krecsák, L. (2008). Albinism and leucism among European 
Viperinae: a review. Russian journal of Herpetology 15: 
97–102.

Lamoreux, M.L., Delmas, V., Larue, L. & Bennet, D.C. (2010). 
The Colors of Mice: A Model Genetic Network. West 
Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell. xii + 297 pp.

Leenders, T. (2019). Reptiles of Costa Rica: a field guide. 
Ithaca, New York: Zona Tropical Publications. xi + 625 pp.

Mora, J.M. & Ugalde, A.N. (1991). A note on the population 
status and exploitation of Pseudemys scripta emolli 
(Reptilia: Emydidae) in northern Costa Rica. Bulletin of the 
Chicago Herpetological Society 26: 111.

Parham, J.F., Papenfuss, T.J., van Dijk, P.P., Wilson, B.S., 
Marte, C., Schettino, L.R. & Simison, W.B. (2013). Genetic 
introgression and hybridization in Antillean freshwater 
turtles (Trachemys) revealed by coalescent analyses of 
mitochondrial and cloned nuclear markers. Molecular 
Phylogenetics and Evolution 67: 176–187.

Perrault, J.R. & Coppenrath, C.M. (2019). Albinism in Florida 
green turtle (Chelonia mydas) hatchlings: ratio-based 
evidence of basic mendelian recessiveness. Marine Turtle 
Newsletter 156: 38–40.

Savage, J. (2002). The Amphibians and Reptiles of Costa Rica. 
A Herpetofauna Between Two Continents, Between Two 
Seas. Chicago: Chicago University Press. xx + 934 pp. 

Seidel, M.E. & Ernst, C.H. (2017). A systematic review of the 
turtle family Emydidae. Vertebrate Zoology 67: 1–122.

SINAC-ACAHN. (2013). Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre 
Mixto Caño Negro, Alajuela, Costa Rica: Plan de Manejo 
2012-2020. 2nd ed. Alajuela: SINAC. 115 pp.

Uetz, P., Freed, P., Aguilar, R. & Hošek, J. (Eds.) (2021). The 
Reptile Database. http://www.reptile-database.org. 
(Accessed February 2022). 

Figure 1. One of five Trachemys grayi with amelanism kept in 
captivity in Caño Negro, Alajuela, Costa Rica 
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