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First reported case of albinism in Montane water vole
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Fur coloration is influenced by several selective
pressures, such as predator evasion, inter and
intraspecific communication, and physiological
regulation (Caro 2005). Even so, individual fitness
can be compromised by aberrant colour patterns,
which may appear in the entire body or in different
parts of it (Galante Rocha de Vasconcelos ez al.
2017). Such chromatic fur disorders are determined
by mutations involved on the melanin metabolic
pathway (Lamoreux ez /. 2010). This phenomenon
is relatively poorly documented in wild mammal
populations, so scientific reports on this issue are
advisable to increase our knowledge on selection
processes against these kinds of mutations. In fact,
despite their diversity, uncommon pelage colour has
been reported in less than 2% of the rodent species
(Romero et al. 2018).

Albino phenotype has been observed in several
Cricetid species (e.g. Romero ez al. 2018 and
references therein). Among the genus Arvicola, this
atypical coloration was reported in a South-western
water vole, Arvicola sapidus (Miller, 1908), from
southwester Spain (Romdn & Laffitte 2002) and it
was frequently encountered in Eurasian water voles,
Arvicola  amphibius (Linnaeus, 1758) (formerly

Avrvicola terrestris; see Musser & Carleton 2005) from
UK (Ryder 1962, Romero ez al. 2018). As for the
Montane (Fossorial) water vole (formerly identified
as Arvicola scherman Shaw, 1801), white spotting
on the crown of the head was observed in some
specimens from French Alps, South Switzerland
and Pyreneces (Stoddart 1969). Nevertheless, to
my knowledge, the first case of “white” phenotype
in this taxon is reported here (Fig. 1). It is worth
noting that current discrepancies on phylogenetic
relationships within water voles preclude to reliably
following a specific taxonomic pattern. Recent
morphometric and phylogenetic analyses suggest
attributing fossorial specimens from mountainous
habitats to Arvicola monticola de Sélys Longchamps,
1838 (see Mahmoudi er a/. 2020, Burgin ez al.
2021), but it has been also suggested assembling
fossorial and Eurasian water vole populations (4.
amphibius sensu lato, Krystufek ez al. 2015, Chevret
et al. 2020), in spite morphological and ecological
differences (Airoldi 1976).

In the Iberian Peninsula, Montane water voles
are distributed across the northern tip of Portugal,
the north of Zamora and Gipuzkoa provinces, Los
Ancares mountains (Galicia), the Leridan Pyrenees

Figure 1. Montane water vole with albino colour pattern captured in Los
Ancares mountains, Lugo, NW Spain.
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and the Cantabrian mountain range (Ventura
2007), where they may reach high population
densities because of relatively-high reproductive
potential (Ventura & Gosdlbez 1990, Somoano
et al. 2016). It is in Lugo province where an
albino specimen of this species was captured on
25™ December 2018 in a meadow intended for
mowing (UTM 29T 649619 4733990; 1,205.7
m.a.s.l.) located in Triacastela municipality, Lugo
province (Galicia, NW Spain). This specimen
showed white to grey coat and pinkish skin; but
eye colour was unfortunately not registered. Some
subsequent specimens captured in this area (5 km
around) showed visible white spots. According
to Ventura (1992, 2007), the back of the body
of fossorial water voles generally varies from dark
brown or yellowish brown to ash grey, and the
flanks from yellowish brown to light grey; greyish
colours predominate in the ventral region, either
mixed with yellow, ochre, black or white. The tail
is generally bicolour, with the ventral part lighter
than the dorsal one. Juveniles have darker fur than
adults. Notwithstanding, coat coloration may vary
between populations. No case of albinism was
reported from other studies based on wide samples
of specimens from the Pyrenees (Ventura 1988)
and the Cantabrian mountains (Somoano 2017).
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