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Primeras citas de melanismo en gineta (Genetta genetta L., 1758)
en el norte de Portugal

El melanismo u otra coloración atípica raramente se observa en
mamíferos y, concretamente, en gineta (Genetta genetta). La ob-
servación de especímenes con este fenotipo de melanismo está
restringido a  algunos registros  en la  Península Ibérica.  En esta
nota describimos los primeros registros de ginetas melánicas en el
norte de Portugal: una encontrada muerta en una carretera y dos
fotografiadas con cámaras trampa. Estas observaciones enfatizan
la importancia de estos registros para la clarificación de la distribu-
ción y abundancia de especímenes con estas características feno-
típicas. El melanismo puede ser resultado de la endogamia de la
población, de modo que investigación en la genética en esta espe-
cie sería de mucho interés.
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Abstract

The  melanistic  or  other  atypical  colours  are  rarely  observed  in
mammals and also in genets (Genetta genetta). The observation of
specimens with these phenotypic characteristics is restricted to a
few records in the Iberian Peninsula. In this note, we describe the
first  records  of  melanistic  genets  in  the  North  of  Portugal:  one
found dead in a road and two photographed with photo trapping
cameras. These observations emphasise the importance of these
records to clarify the distribution and abundance of specimens with
these phenotypic characteristics, as well as the patterns of intro-
duction of the common genet into Europe. Melanism may indicate
population inbreeding therefore further research on genetics of this
species could be of interest.
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Introduction

In mammals,  the colour of  hairs,  skin and eyes
stems from the biosynthesis of a range of melanin
pigments  occurring  in  melanocytes.  Such  pig-
ments  arise  from a common metabolic  pathway
where a series of enzymes is involved in different
oxidation steps catalyzed by tyrosinase (Gauber &
Dufour  2013).  Therefore,  mutations  that  affect
melanin biosynthesis have a global impact on the
organism, including on retinal pigments. The best-
known mutation of this type is  probably the al-
bino, where the loss of the oxidative function of
tyrosinase results in a white phenotype with red
eyes (Gauber & Dufour 2013).

Melanocytes  synthesize  two  types  of  melanin,
namely  eumelanin  (brown/black)  and  phaeome-
lanin (red/yellow), both requiring the action of ty-
rosinase  (Ito  & Wakamatsu  2003).  Melanocytes
from hair follicles may switch between eumelanin
and phaeomelanin synthesis, a mechanism respon-
sible  for the rich coat colour polymorphism ob-
served in natural populations of mammals (Barsh
2001) and which is likely to be involved in adap-
tive cryptic colorations (Singaravelan et al. 2010).

The European melanistic genet cases (Genetta
genetta L.,  1758)  are  reviewed  in  Gaubert  &
Mézan-Muxart  (2010).  These  reported  cases  of
melanism  are  localized,  namely  in  the  Iberian
Peninsula  and  Europe  (Duarte  &  Rubio  1999,
Gaubert & Mézan-Muxart 2010, Barrull & Mate
2012), but may not be as rare as it is believed (De-
libes  et al. 2013). However, no melanistic cases

have  ever  been  documented  within  the  native
range  of  the  common  genet  (i.e.  sub-Saharan
Africa, Maghreb and Peninsular Arabia) (Gaubert
& Mézan-Muxart 2010).

The genet is a native mammal of Africa, how-
ever, this idea is not the unique and consensual in
the academic community and is the only species
of  the  Viverridae  family  that  occurs  in  Europe,
with a size similar to that of a small cat, slender
body, short legs and a tail as long as the rest of the
body  (Sáez  &  Montiel  2006).  In  Europe,  this
species occurs in the whole of mainland Portugal
and Spain, part of France, Andorra and north-west
Italy (Fig. 1), as well as the Mediterranean islands
of Majorca, Ibiza, and Cabrera (Balearic Islands).
In addition, there are also scattered records from
Belgium, Switzerland, Holland and Germany (De-
libes 1999). The genet is commonly found in suit-
able  habitats  throughout  the  Iberian  Peninsula
(Palomo & Gisbert 2002). It  is one of the most
common  small  carnivores  in  its  native  range,
moderately abundant in Europe and has increasing
populations in France (Delibes 1999).

In  this  note  we  describe  the  first  records  of
melanistic Genetta genetta in the North of Portu-
gal (Fig. 1).

Results

On 21th March 2009, near the village of Grijó de
Parada (41º 42' 48.92''N, 6º 39' 36.37''W), munici-
pality of Bragança, we photographed a melanistic
genet with a photo trapping camera (Fig. 2A). On 

Figura 1. Distribución (gris oscuro) de Genetta genetta en Europa (UICN, 2008) y localización de los especímenes registrados:  ● Faílde,
2013; ▲ Limãos, 2011; ■ Grijó de Parada, 2009.

Figure 1. Distribution (dark grey) of Genetta genetta in Europe (UICN, 2008) and location of our melanistic specimen records: ● Faílde,
2013; ▲ Limãos, 2011; ■ Grijó de Parada, 2009.
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3th March 2011, in the municipality of Macedo de
Cavaleiros,  we  found  a  dead  adult  male  in  the
road near the Village of Limãos, (41º 31' 30.82''N,
6º  51'  42.56''  W, Fig.  2B).  In  fact,  in  the study
area, this species is one of three species of carniv-
orous most affected by road mortality, being sur-
passed  only  by  the  red  fox  (Vulpes  vulpes L.,
1758)  and  the  beech  marten  (Martes  foina
Erxleben,  1777)  (Operestradas  XXI  2013).  In
2013,  we photographed  another  melanistic  indi-
vidual  with  a  photo  trapping  camera  (once  in
March, five times in April and twice in May) near
the  village  of  Failde  (41º  43'  38.56''N,  6º  46'
27.55''W, Fig. 2C), municipality of Bragança. The
distance between the two locations where we pho-
tographed the melanistic genets in Bragança is ap-
proximately  9  km  and  between  these  and  the
record of the dead genet in Macedo de Cavaleiros
the distance is approximately 26 km (Fig. 1). In
the three genets photographed we observed a dif-
ferent pattern of melanism, in fact several types of
melanistic  genets  are  found in  other  study (De-
libes et al. 2013) 

The  habitat  where  these  genets  were  found
consists of Mediterranean vegetation: a mixture of
evergreen forests and deciduous forests. Agricul-
ture relies mainly on plantations of Olea europaea
L. (Macedo de Cavaleiros)  and  Castanea sativa
Mill. (Bragança), permanent pastures and forage
crops for livestock feeding.

Ecological factors that have been proposed as
possibly acting on the expression of melanism in
mammals relate to extreme temperature, humidity
or altitude (Caro 2005, Millien  et al. 2006), no-
tably in genets (Webb 1947). However, the hetero-
geneity of the environment where melanistic indi-
viduals  have  been  cited,  at  least  in  the  Iberian
Peninsula, is not coherent with the hypothesis that
climatic factors are relevant in the expression of
this  phenotype  (Barrull  &  Mate  2012).  On  the
other hand, inbreeding or the small number of in-
dividuals introduced could be more plausible trig-
gers (Gaubert et al. 2009, Gaubert et al. 2010).In
Portugal  there  are  only  three  records  published,
restricted to the central and northern parts of the
country, namely, Alfeite (Seabra 1900), Penama-
cor  and  São Vicente  (Themido  1928),  and  few
from  different  regions  of  Spain:  Sierra  Morena
(Graells 1897), Arganda del Rey (Cabrera 1905),
in  the  provinces  of  Orense,  Cádiz,  Málaga  and
Salamanca  (Duarte  & Rubio 1999)  and La  Rúa

Figura  2.  Genetta  genetta melánica.  A:  Fotografiada  con
cámara automática en 2009;  B: Encontrada muerta en carretera;
C: Fotografiada con cámara automática en 2013.

Figure 2. Melanistic  Genetta genetta.  A:  Photographed with a
photo trapping camera in 2009;  B: Found dead on the road;  C:
Photographed with a photo trapping camera in 2013.

(Orense), Villoldo (Palencia) and Jerte Valley (Cá-
ceres) (Delibes et al. 2013).

The  observation  of  these  melanistic  genet
specimens may contribute towards clarifying the
distribution  and  abundance  of  specimens  with
these phenotypic characteristics as well as the pat-
terns  of  introduction  of  the  common genet  into
Europe (Gaubert & Mézan-Muxart 2010). 
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