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New record of leucism in the North American
opossum (Didelphis virginiana) from Mexico
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Presence or absence of melanin determine pigmentation and color pattern in mammals. Excess or deficit of melanin production generates 
coloration anomalies, one of the most common is leucism. Leucistic mammals have total or partial absence of pigmentation in the body except 
for maintaining eye color. The North American opossum, Didelphis virginiana, is a widely distributed marsupial present in northern and central 
America and that have adapted well to urban environments. Recently, the first record of leucism in the North American opossum was reported 
from Quintana Roo, Mexico. We perform wildlife rescue in the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area as part of the activities of the Tlajomulco de 
Zúñiga’s Wildlife Rescue Unit. This unit receives daily reports of wildlife in urban areas. On June 17, 2025, we received a call regarding a young 
D. virginiana wandering in the street. Herein we present the second record of leucism in D. virginiana, a young female from the Guadalajara 
Metropolitan Area in Jalisco. The individual was found in an urban environment and had signs of errant behavior and blindness. Although 
presence of this species in the region is common, living in urban areas could be a challenge and may cause genetic and nutritional problems 
that could be responsible for the coloration anomaly, affecting directly the individual’s survival. This record is the starting point of further 
research that can help us use wild mammals as bioindicators and generate local conservation strategies for urban wildlife.
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La ausencia y presencia de melanina determina la pigmentación y patrón de coloración en mamíferos. El exceso o deficit de la producción 
de melanina genera anomalias de coloración, de las cuales una de la más comunes es el leucismo. Los mamíferos leucísticos tienen ausencia 
total o parcial de pigmentación en el cuerpo, con la excepción de que mantienen el color de los ojos. El tlacuache norteño, Didelphis virginiana, 
es un marsupial de amplia distribución en norte y centro América que se ha adaptado a ambientes urbanos. Recientemente, se publicó el 
primer reporte de leucismo para el tlacuache norteño con un individuo de Quintana Roo, México. Como parte de las actividades de la Unidad 
de Rescate de Fauna de Tlajomulco realizamos actividades de rescate de fauna. La unidad recibe reportes diarios de fauna silvestre en áreas 
urbanas. El 17 de Junio del 2025 recibimos el reporte de un individuo de D. virginiana juvenil que se encontraba en la calle. En este trabajo 
presentamos el segundo registro de leucismo en D. virginiana, una hembra juvenil del Área Metropolitana de Guadalajara en Jalisco. El individuo 
se encontró en un ambiente urbano y mostraba un comportamiento errante y ceguera. Aunque la presencia de esta especie es común en la 
region, vivir en áreas urbanas puede ser un reto y puede causar problemas genéticos y nutricionales que pueden ser responsables de la 
anomalía de coloración, afectando directamente la supervivencia del individuo. Este registro es un punto de partida para generar información 
sobre el uso de mamíferos silvestres como bioindicadores y realizar estrategías locales de manejo para la fauna urbana. 
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The presence and distribution of pigmentation in the 
skin, hair, and eyes determine color patterns in mammals 
(Abreu et al. 2013). Pigmentation depends on the 
presence or absence of melanin, and the excess or deficit 
of melanin production generates coloration anomalies. 
In mammals, the most common anomalies are albinism, 
leucism, piebaldism, and melanism (Ortiz-Hoyos et al. 
2020). Anomalous pigmentation may be more prevalent 

in anthropic environments, due to elevated mutation rates 
caused by increased exposure to toxins and pollutants 
(Dubrova 2019).

Leucism is characterized by the total or partial absence 
of pigmentation in the body, causing white coloration, 
except for the eyes that retain its color (Henao-Fernandez 
et al. 2014), some authors consider it as a type of albinism 
(McCardle 2012). There are many factors that cause this 
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al. (2019) and Tenorio-Rodríguez et al. (2024) respectively 
reported the only records of albinism and flavism known 
for Didelphis virginiana in Mexico. Ortiz-Hoyos et al. (2020) 
reported a leucistic Didelphis marsupialis from Colombia. 
Recently, the first record of leucism in D. virginiana was 
reported by a road-killed individual from Quintana Roo, 
Mexico (González-Gallina et al. 2025). 

Although there’s plenty of literature records of coloration 
anomalies in vertebrates (McCardle 2012), the findings of 
these individuals in the wild are still considered rare, mainly 
due to the decrease of survival chances (Ortiz-Hoyos et al. 
2020). Particularly, leucism in mammals is a rare condition 
and has been scarcely documented (Henao-Fernandez et 
al. 2014). Herein we report the second case of leucism in 
Didelphis virginiana from an urban area in western Mexico.

We perform wildlife rescue in the Guadalajara Metro-
politan Area as part of the activities of the Tlajomulco’s 
Wildlife Rescue Unit (URFS). This unit receives daily reports 
of wildlife in urban areas. Citizens make the reports 
through direct communication with the unit or calling 
local government emergency numbers. The study area is 
the municipality of Tlajomulco de Zúñiga in central Jalisco. 
Although there are some natural areas in the municipality, 
there has been a lot of land use changes for housing 
development in the last decades. 

condition, such as endogamy, nutritional problems, and 
contamination (Bensch et al. 2000). Independently of 
the reason, affected animals could serve as bioindicators 
of wildlife health in urban environments (Morales and 
Superina 2025).

Didelphis virginiana is a marsupial widely distributed in 
America, ranging from southern Canada to northern Costa 
Rica (Aranda-Sánchez 2012). This species is relatively small, 
nocturnal, and has high reproductive capacity. This makes 
it an urban species that has adapted well to perturbed 
areas, and it is thought to benefit from urbanization 
(Wright et al. 2012). From cities to small towns, opossums 
are commonly found in urban areas from western Mexico. 
Opossums from the Guadalajara Urban Area can be found 
inhabiting in streets and backyards, mainly looking for 
food in human waste. 

Atypical colorations have been previously reported 
in opossums over the years. Smith (1940) reported one 
albino specimen of Didelphis sp. from the United States. 
McCardle (2012) reported several records of albinism in 
Didelphis virginiana in the United States. There are records 
of albinism, leucism, and xantochromism in Didelphis sp., 
Didelphis albiventris, and Didelphis aurita from Brazil (Abreu 
et al. 2013; Eckhardt et al. 2013; Vanstreels et al. 2021; Cotts 
et al. 2023; Morales and Superina 2025). Cuxim-Koyoc et 

Figure 1. Dorsal, ventral, and lateral photographs of the leucistic Didelphis virginiana rescued in an urban site from the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area, Jalisco, Mexico.
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We followed the descriptions and keys provided by 
Ceballos and Oliva (2006) and Álvarez-Castañeda et al. (2017) 
to determine the taxonomic identity of the individual. To 
define the age category, we followed Hartman (1928) and 
Petrides (1949).

On June 17, 2025, as part of the wildlife rescue faculties 
of the URFS we received a report regarding a young female 
North American opossum (Figure 1) wandering in the 
urban area of La Alameda, Tlajomulco de Zúñiga, Jalisco 
(20°29’43.44” N, 103°15’7.92” W; 1,510 m asl) (Figure 2). We 

trapped the opossum by hand and moved it to the facilities 
of the URFS. Initial inspections revealed that the animal had 
a distinct coloration and an errant behavior, therefore we 
kept it to evaluate the possibility of relocating it. 

The individual had a uniform white coloration in all 
parts of its body, apart from its eyes that were black and the 
surroundings of the left eye had a dark spot. Remarkably, 
this dark spot has been slowly diminishing as the young 
opossum sheds its hair. This color pattern is associated with 
the aberrant coloration named leucism. At the moment 

Figure 2. Geographic location of the leucistic Didelphis virginiana rescued in the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area, Jalisco, Mexico.
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of the writing of this manuscript the animal had a total 
length of 33.9 cm (body length: 17.5 cm, tail length: 16.4 
cm) and weighed 170 gr. The individual displayed an errant 
behavior, with difficulties to stay calm and unavailable to 
walk in a straight line. Upon further medical inspection, we 
found that the individual presented pupils displaced toward 
the venter. This condition corresponds to corectopia, a 
syndrome that has been associated with visual impairment; 
however, further research is needed.

The taxonomic identity of the individual was confirmed 
based on tail length. Didelphis virginiana has a tail that is 
equal to or shorter than its body length (Ceballos and 
Oliva 2006; Álvarez-Castañeda et al. 2017). Additionally, D. 
virginiana is the only species of the genus that inhabits 
Jalisco and western Mexico (Godínez et al., 2011). The 
locality of the individual reported herein is far from the 
zone of sympatry between D. virginiana and D. marsupialis 
in eastern and southern Mexico (Gardner 1973; Cervantes 
et al., 2010).

Albinism, leucism, flavism, and xanthochromism have 
been reported within Didelphis from disturbed environ-
ments (Tenorio-Rodríguez et al. 2024; Morales and Superina 
2025). To our knowledge, this is the second record of a 
leucistic D. virginiana in the literature and the first one from 
western Mexico. This record also represents the fourth color 
anomaly case for D. virginiana in Mexico (Cuxim-Koyoc et al. 
2019). González-Gallina et al. (2025) discussed that survival 
of the individuals with hypopigmentation from the Yucatan 
Peninsula may be explained by the karstic substrate present 
in the region. In contrast, the soil conditions of western 
Mexico are very different, therefore their hypothesis does 
not apply to this case.

Urban environments represent a challenge for wildlife. 
Although living in cities decreases the risk of predation by 
natural predators, in this region is common to find dead 
opossums due to road killing by cars and attacks from 
people, dogs, and cats. In addition, leucism can affect the 
survival capacity of the individuals due to the increase of 
visibility to predators (Henao-Hernandez et al. 2024). The 
opossum reported herein measured 12 cm and weighed 
86 gr at the time of the rescue, which corresponds to a 
juvenile of approximately three months of age (Hartman 
1928; Petrides 1949), and it is possible that it had been 
recently separated from its mother. Also, the individual had 
an errant behavior that could be related to their apparent 
visual impairment. This may be correlated to the coloration 
anomaly, leucism is associated with pathological factors 
such as nervous and sensory defects, increase in disease 
susceptibility and lack of vision (Abreu et al. 2013; Silva-
Caballero et al. 2024). It is uncertain to know if the opossum 
would survive on his own but considering the factors 
discussed herein the possibility is low.

Leucism and other coloration anomalies can be more 
common in small and isolated populations with high 
endogamy (Silva-Caballero et al. 2024). Cruz-Salazar et 

al. (2014) found that natural populations of D. virginiana 
from southern Mexico have little genetic differentiation, 
moderate values of genetic diversity, and high rates of 
inbreeding in small populations. Urban areas are a source 
of habitat fragmentation and can affect gene flow between 
populations, therefore, this may explain the presence of 
individuals with atypical colorations in the area. Alterations 
in diet are also a possible cause of the presence of these 
anomalies (Silva-Caballero et al. 2014, Cuxim-Koyoc et al. 
2019; Ortiz-Hoyos et al. 2020; Britton and Davidowitz 2023). 
Morales and Superina (2025) suggested that their reported 
leucistic D. albiventris had a possible history of nutritional 
deficiencies, due to its poor body and coat condition. 
Opossums from the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area are 
commonly found inside trash cans, indicating that much 
of their diet depends on organic human waste, causing 
negative nutritional effects on the urban populations of D. 
virginiana.

The uncontrolled sprawl of urban areas in western 
Mexico also increases the urgency to study synanthropic 
wildlife. Animals affected by color anomalies could 
serve as bioindicators of wildlife health in urban-sylvatic 
environments (Morales and Superina 2025). In this region, 
opossums are one of the best models to understand the 
impact of human activities on animals. This work sets 
a starting point to further research that can be used to 
generate local management strategies for this and other 
mammal species that still use the city as their home. 
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