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The Greyheaded tayra (Eira barbara Linnaeus,
1758) (Carnivora: Mustelidae) lives in the Neotropics
and occurs from southern Mexico to northern Argentina
(Presley 2000). It is one of the most common medium-
size carnivores in the tropical forest (Emmons & Feer
1997). The subspecies that occurs in Brazil, Eira
barbara barbara, presents a brown body with a gray
head and a yellowish spot at the bottom of the neck
(Presley 2000). Throughout its distribution, some
natural variations of color, as well as anomalies caused
by leucism, have been identified (Presley 2000, Tarifa
et al. 2001, Trolle 2003, Reis et al. 2005, Tortato &
Althoff 2007). Despite being typically a forest dweller
that uses floor and tree habitats, this animal can also
occupy disturbed habitats and open environments (see
Rodrigues et al. 2013). The assessment of extinction
risk for the species indicated the least-concern category
in Brazil and internationally (Rodrigues et al. 2013).

The greyheaded tayra can occur from sea level
to 2,400 m altitude (Emmons & Feer 1997), but most
frequently occurs up to 1,200 meters (Presley 2000).
In the Itatiaia massif, which encompasses the Itatiaia
National Park (INP), it is known to occur at 1,200 m
altitude (Geise et al. 2004, Aximoff et al. 2015). The
INP and its surroundings comprise a large remnant of
preserved Atlantic Forest in the highest portion of the
Serra da Mantiqueira mountain range, with altitudes
ranging from 650 to 2,792 m (Barreto et al. 2013).
The vegetation is characterized as montane (up to 1,499
m) and upper montane forests (1,500 to 1,999 m), with
high altitude grasslands occurring above the tree line
(Segadas-Vianna & Dau 1965, Aximoff 2011). In this
short communication, we present two rare records of

the Greyheaded tayra: one in high altitude grasslands
in the INP and the other of an albinic individual in the
INP surroundings (Figure 1).

The INP, located in the southwest of the state
of Rio de Janeiro and in southern Minas Gerais, covers
an area of 28,156 ha in the Mantiqueira Mountain range
in the Atlantic Forest (Oliveira-Filho & Fontes 2000),
and it is considered irreplaceable for global biodiversity
conservation (Le Saout et al. 2013). According to the
INP management plan, there are 111 species of
mammals in the park (Barreto et al. 2013). The
weather up to 1,600 m of altitude is a Cwb–
mesothermic sensu Köeppen (1936), with a marked
rainy season from November to March, temperatures
ranging from -9.2 ºC to 23.6 ºC, and an annual
precipitation of around 2,600 mm (Barreto et al. 2013).

The first record was obtained in January 2015
(14h52), when a male was photographed in high-altitude
grasslands (22°23’2.53"S; 44°40’57.05"W) above
2,500 m (Figure 2a), the highest altitude recorded for
tayra occurrence in Brazil. Although recent studies
have identified the occurrence of greyheaded tayra
over 2,400 m of altitude in Peru (Rodríguez & Amanzo
2001), Costa Rica (Mooring et al. 2011), Colombia
(Ramírez-Mejía & Sánchez 2015) and Ecuador
(Reyes-Puig et al. 2015), all these records were
obtained in forest formations in the Andes.

Geise et al. (2004) studied the elevational
distribution pattern of non-volant mammals in the INP
and identified that species richness was higher in
montane forest, at 500-1,499 m of altitude, which is in
agreement with studies showing that species richness
can reach its maximum at mid-elevations (Heaney

http://dx.doi.org/10.4257/oeco.2016.2004.12


                                                Albinism in Greyheaded Tayra                                           527

Oecol. Aust., 20(4): 526-531, 2016

2001, McCain 2007). However, recent records
revealed that some species of mammals, such as
primates (Aximoff 2015, Aximoff & Vaz 2016), rodents
(Abreu et al. 2016) and bats (Martins 2011), are using
higher areas than previously known in the INP. Other
species of mammals have expanded their altitudinal
range in Brazil (Oliveira et al. 2003) and in other
countries of South America (Shanee et al. 2014).

One of the reasons suggested to explain these
new records is that higher altitudes may be associated
with relatively low human pressure in the high
mountains of the Brazilian Atlantic Forest (Cunha 2010,
Aximoff 2015). Furthermore, Raboy et al. (2013)

suggest that food resources in high-altitude
environments may be more abundant than previously
thought. For example, according to Abreu et al. (2016),
the rodent Coendou spinosus was observed for the
first time feeding on the flowers of vine species in the
high-altitude grasslands of the INP, at the highest
altitude ever recorded. These sites may also be used
for dispersal of individuals seeking new groups, as has
been suggested for primates (Aximoff & Vaz 2016).
The tayra, for instance, shows a pattern of long distance
movements, travelling 2 to 8 km per day (Emmons &
Feer 1997) inside its relatively large home range, which
varies from 10 to 24 km² (Presley 2000).

Figure 1. Location of the two new records of the greyheaded tayra on the southern slope of a mountain in the Itatiaia
massif, in the Itatiaia National Park, Rio de Janeiro state. White and blue circles indicate the original records presented in
this study; the orange circle identifies the area where this species was recorded by others studies (Geise et al. 2004,
Aximoff et al. 2015). In the upper map, the fine white line marks the division of states (SP–São Paulo; MG–Minas Gerais;
RJ–Rio de Janeiro).
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The albinic tayra was sighted at 09:00 hrs in
July, 2015, on the eastern edge of the INP
(22°23’24.71"S;44°33’52.16"W). The individual was
observed climbing an avocado tree on a private
property at 790 m of altitude (Figure 2b). In general,
the anomalies are identified as an excess of melanin
production (melanism) or a melanin deficit (albinism).
According Hofreiter & Schöneberg (2010), a

variation between these two types also exists, with a
lack of pigmentation in some parts (piebaldism) or
over almost the entire body, except in the extremities
of members and the eyes (leucism). Records of
abnormal colors that are rarely observed can transmit
important information, such as the expression of a
recessive gene in isolated populations (Fortes &
Bicca-Marques 2008).

Figure 2. a) Eira barbara record in high altitude grasslands (2,500 m of altitude) in the Itatiaia National Park; and b) record
of an albinic individual in the surroundings of the park, Rio de Janeiro state.
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In Neotropical mammals, abnormal coloration
has been identified in many groups, including marine
species such as whales, dolphins and seals (Schaeff
et al. 1999, Nascimento et al. 2008, Abreu et al. 2013),
and terrestrial species such as deer, sloth and bats
(Oliveira & Aguiar 2008, Oliveira 2009, Xavier et al.
2010), among others (see Abreu et al. 2013).
Greyheaded tayras with leucism have been described
in Guyana (Presley 2000), Bolivia (Tarifa et al. 2001),
and in the north (Trolle 2003) and south of Brazil (Reis
et al. 2005, Tortato & Althoff 2007). The records of
albinism in wild populations are considered rare because
the animals are more susceptible to predation due to
increased visibility (Sazima & Di-Bernardo 1991). In
addition, they have immunological deficiency, which
may also result in decreased survival and reduced
fecundity (Summers 2009).

Studies of animal distribution along an
altitudinal gradient can provide useful information on
their ecology and habitat preferences. Although
various mammal surveys have been conducted in
southeastern Brazil (e.g., Modesto et al. 2008a,
2008b, Delciellos et al. 2012, Aximoff et al. 2015),
knowledge of altitudinal ranges is limited. Additionally,
the constant human pressures, such as fire and
poaching (Aximoff 2011, Aximoff & Rodrigues 2011),
indicate the need to expand mammal knowledge
mainly through the development of long-term research
programs at different altitudes. Despite the occasional
records of color anomalies increasing in recent years
(e.g. Abreu et al. 2013), the brown howler monkey
at INP (Aximoff & Vaz 2016), little is known
regarding the ecological and genetic implications of
this condition, which may have a significant influence
on the survival of animals.
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