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The Scaled Dove, Columbina 
squammata (Lesson, 1831), has a body 
length of approximately 19 cm and is 
distinguished by its typical “scaled” 
plumage which acts as camouflage, 
and has a brown base, with white stripe 
at the base of the wing and side of the 
tail. The species is endemic to South 
America, occurring principally eastern 
and southern Brazil, with a distinct 
distribution that excludes most of the 
Amazon and Orinoco basins. 

Scaled Doves are found in open ha-
bitats, such as savannas and savanna 
woodlands, secondary forests, and 
anthropogenic habitats, including pas-
tures, plantations, and gardens1,2,3,4. 
Columbina squamata forages in small 
bands, which may contribute to the 
effectiveness of antipredator vigilan-
ce5. The species is popular as a pet, es-
pecially in northeastern Brazil, where 
it is often trafficked illegally6,7.

We recorded a case of melanism 
in Columbina squammata in Janua-
ry 31, 2014, in the village of Pontal 

(11°28’51”S, 37°24’07”W), in the mu-
nicipality of Indiaroba, Sergipe, nor-
theastern Brazil (Figure 1). The bird 
was being kept in captivity in a private 
residence and was found to be in good 
condition, except for the loss of some 
feathers, especially those of the tail 
(Figure 1b). The owner reported that 
the animal had been in captivity for 
more than one year, which was cap-
tured in the wildlife. This is only the 
second record of melanism in this spe-
cies, although the first record, from the 
Brazilian city of Brasília, referred to a 
case of partial melanism8, in contrast 
with the almost complete effect obser-
ved in the present case (Figure 1).

Melanism may often be adaptive by 
improving camouflage9, in contrast 
with albinism, which may increase 
vulnerability to predation10 or af-
fect social behavior11. The condition 
has been recorded in a wide range of 
vertebrates, ranging from manta rays, 
Manta birostris12 to jaguar, Panthera 
onca13. In birds, however, this condi-
tion is most often found in raptors14, 
and it is unclear what the exact impli-
cations of this condition would be for 
Columbina squammata.
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Figure 1. Melanistic Columbina squammata from Sergipe, northeastern Brazil: (a) lateral view; (b) dorsal view. Photo: Rafael Breno.

Record of a melanistic form of the Scaled Dove, 
Columbina squammata, from northeastern Brazil
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