
 

Wild Japan in Winter (with Kyushu extension) 
Naturetrek Tour Report 10th – 25th February 2023 

 

 

 
Naturetrek Mingledown Barn Wolf's Lane Chawton Alton Hampshire GU34 3HJ UK 

 T: +44 (0)1962 733051  

 E: info@naturetrek.co.uk W: www.naturetrek.co.uk  
 

 

 

 

 
Japanese Macaque “Snow Monkey”  Cranes in the mist 

 

 

 
Red-crowned Cranes  Steller’s Sea Eagle 

 
 

 
 

Tour report by Philip Thompson, images by Simon Beckwith 



Wild Japan in Winter Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek May 23  1 
 

Tour participants: Philip Thompson (leader) with eight Naturetrek clients (plus four for pre-extension) 
 
Pre-extension 
 
Day 1              Friday 10th/Saturday 11th February 
 
Our early morning flight left Heathrow for our ‘overnight’ journey into Tokyo’s Haneda Airport, arriving in the 
early morning of the next day. We then collected our luggage to transfer to the Domestic Terminal to await our 
next flight to the island of Kyushu. At the departure gate the new arrivals met up with the members of the earlier 
Naturetrek tour staying on for a post tour extension. With introductions complete we were able to relax while we 
awaited our punctual plane taking us to Kumamoto. 
 
Arriving safely, we were met by our charming local interpreter/guide who led us out to our waiting bus where we 
were soon loaded and heading south. A short stop was taken to stock up on some lunch provisions before reaching 
Yatsushiro River and estuary mouth where our birding began! Among a familiar mix of dabbling duck on the river 
were numerous Eastern Spot-billed Ducks to remind us we were in foreign climes. Likewise, the plentiful Oriental 
Turtle Doves in the trees of the slope at our backs were new and exciting for most. The roost of Black-crowned 
Night Herons were in their usual spot with several Black-eared Kites and Large-billed Crows drifting overhead. A 
very unexpected Ryuku Minivet flew over uttering it’s distinctive call in a rather untypical habitat and location!? 
With our attentions then focused on the estuary waters and mudflats we were keenly seeking our two target species 
of Black-faced Spoonbill and Saunders’s Gull of which we were successful in finding both. Initially both species 
were seen quite distantly but as our time passed and we slowly walked along the concrete seawall we obtained 
increasingly closer views of both of these range-limited and scarce species. Fishing the shallow waters were several 
Western Ospreys that were proving successful in catching a number of large fish. Despite the expanse of open 
mud, waders were notably absent apart from a distant small flock of Pacific Golden Plovers and a few Common 
Sandpipers scattered along our route. Inland we added Dusky Thrush, White-cheeked Starling, Buff-bellied Pipit 
and Bull-headed Shrike to our tally, with a distant Brown Booby out in the bay only seen by the group leader. With 
time drawing on after a very long and tiring previous 24hrs, our thoughts turned to our hotel in Izumi and checking 
in. Our remaining journey still took some time before our arrival leaving some time before we headed out to the 
town and a local restaurant where the group could have their first experience of the wonderful Japanese cuisine. 
 
Day 2            Sunday 12th February 
 
An early start was required for our appointment at the Arasaki Crane Centre where we were granted permission 
to visit their rooftop terrace to witness the 7am feeding of the assembled mass of cranes. This did not disappoint 
as we watched the dense throng of cranes jostling for grain that as spread evenly around the protected rice paddies. 
To our amazement we were able to witness even more birds arriving, flying low over our heads, bugling as they 
passed to add to the rising numbers of birds. The majority of birds were Hooded cranes with a smaller number of 
statuesque White-naped Cranes numbering in the thousands. Among them we were incredibly fortunate this year 
in finding the single visiting adult Siberian Crane, that oddly seemed put off by the growing numbers of cranes and 
the free food and promptly took off, to head off to more peaceful areas. Of interest, also present was the hybrid 
offspring of a Common/Hooded Crane parentage picked out from the throng. Joining the cranes were numerous 
Eastern Rooks among which a considerable number of Large-billed Crows were present. Of note we were 
delighted to find a couple of adult piebald Daurian Jackdaws. Whilst enjoying the spectacle a stunning Goshawk 
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swept by giving the smaller birds a shock. With our allotted time coming to a close we boarded the bus to begin 
our explorations of the wider area.  
 
Our first stop was on the harbour wall opposite Warabi-jima Island. Plentiful duck were present of a familiar type 
to home but our main interest was the fringing reedbeds alongside the river. We found a selection of commoner 
local birds of which Pale Thrush, Daurian Redstart and Meadow Bunting were new finds. We were particularly 
entertained by the beautiful Warbling White-eyes actively feeding in the reed heads and surrounding bushes. Our 
main target species was the Chinese Penduline Tits usually found in this area. Alerted to their fine melancholy 
contact call we were again fortunate in a small party of birds crossing the river to settle among the reeds in front 
of us. After a little patience we all obtained some excellent views of these attractive birds feeding on the seedheads. 
We then took a walk along the raised seawall enclosing some of the reclaimed land of paddies and ditches. We 
were on the search for buntings of interest, finding only Meadow and Reed joined by numerous Russet Sparrows, 
Grey-capped Greenfinches and Bramblings in the fields and a couple of Eastern Blue Rock Thrushes on the wall 
making the walk worthwhile nonetheless.  
 
After this successful walk we returned to the crane centre for a coffee in time for the fish feeding of the cranes. 
Large frozen blocks of fish are provided for the birds to peck from with kites, egrets and crows attempting to get 
a snatched scrap among the massed bodies of cranes. Refreshed we then set out once more, buying our lunch 
provisions on the way to an area of the Noda River south of the centre where the Siberian Crane was rumoured 
to spend its time. We enjoyed our lunch on the riverbank with no sign of the crane but enjoying the very mild 
weather and local birds as we waited.  
 
Our next stop was the Highashi Protected Area where we enjoyed more crane action with numerous Eurasian 
Skylarks and Buff-bellied Pipits feeding in the wet pastures. A further short move was taken for a walk around the 
Fukunoe Port area. Having seen a couple of female Blue Rock Thrushes earlier we were delighted to find a 
resplendent male on the nearby house rooftops with his chestnut-coloured belly. Birding otherwise was rather 
quiet, so a final move was taken when we headed back to central Izumi and a walk along the Komenetsu River. 
Our plan played off perfectly with all our target birds found, beginning with a couple of wintering Barn Swallows 
flying over the general area. Along the fast-flowing river we found several Japanese Wagtails among numerous 
White Wagtails perching on the abundant rocks. As we reached a small weir a little careful scanning soon found 
our main quarry of Long-billed Plover sitting stationary on a concrete breakwater with the final bonus of a few 
sleeping Falcated Duck in the calm waters above the weir, it was just a shame that our viewing was a little obscured 
by the falling rain! It was then back to the hotel for another evening meal out.  
 
Day 3           Monday 13th February 
 
In a repeat of yesterday, an early start found us waiting alongside the eastern polder Protected Area in time for the 
sunrise and crane feeding resulting in a wonderful mass of low flying cranes passing overhead heading to the main 
Arasaki Centre from their safe overnight roost. Cloud cover prevented us from experiencing the sun breaking over 
the nearby range of hills but the spectacle something to remember. During a careful scan of the remaining birds a 
brief head popped up from the undulating ground just long enough to be ID’d as a ‘goose’. After a patient wait 
the bird, joined by another, eventually walked out more into the open to be revealed as a Taiga Bean Goose in 
company with a Greater White-fronted Goose. We then received a tip-off that the Siberian Crane was showing 
once more at the Arasaki Centre, so we hightailed it over there for a second viewing of this very rare and 
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endangered bird, that as yesterday did not spend long in the company of its many thousands of Hooded and White-
naped relatives! We then retraced our steps for a second prolonged viewing of the eastern polder area in search of 
the small party of Sandhill Cranes known to frequent the area. We tried from a different spot using a new very 
‘Japanese’ style bird hide with unfathomable viewing windows at very odd heights. It overlooked a small lake that 
contained a rich mix of dabbling duck including several smart Falcated Ducks. Scouring through the cranes on 
show we came up empty regarding the Sandhills and eventually made the decision to move on and try other areas. 
As we drove off, we then nearly missed the group of Sandhill Cranes that had been unobtrusively feeding behind 
us all the time! 
 
Our next stop was a walk alongside the Komenetsu River towards the mouth feeding into the Yatsushiro Sea. Our 
objective here was to find some Black-tailed Gulls that are reliably seen along this stretch. They did not disappoint, 
and we were soon watching a couple of adults, joined by the distinctively sooty-looking juveniles, a couple of which 
settled on the water for a good ‘scope view. As we neared the river mouth a scan out to sea picked up a couple of 
feeding Brown Boobies near an offshore island. Flushed with success we headed back to the bus picking up a 
couple of smart Olive-backed Pipits in the nearby shrubs and grassy banks. We then bought our lunch provisions 
and headed inland to visit Kogowa Dam. Rain was falling on our arrival that was forecast to stop around midday, 
so we ate our lunch in the vehicle to wait it out. It slowly began to ease so we undertook a number of short walked 
sections around the lake, with the bus catching us up periodically. The birds this year were rather different from 
previous trips with an incredible 1000+ Mandarins joined by 200+ Baikal Teal out on the open water. 
Unfortunately, they had skilfully picked a bay of the lake that it was not possible to get a close view of them from 
the road. We had to console ourselves with distant scope views only. Smaller forest birds were rather notable by 
their absence this year, possibly due to the damp wet start to our explorations. In another contrast to previous 
years the normally ever-elusive (and generally unseen) White-bellied Green Pigeons seemed to be popping up all 
over with a couple of flocks of 20+ individuals seen! Our notable woodland birds spotted included a Red-flanked 
Bluetail (Orange-flanked Bush-robin?) and a few Red-billed Leiothrix.  
 
We headed back to town where the group were offered the choice of a direct return to the hotel or being dropped 
off at the river and walking back the short distance to the hotel. Those that opted to continue birding were 
rewarded with large numbers of Asian House Martins feeding on midges over the river after our rainy morning 
and the resident Peregrine perched on its high radio mast lookout. Continuing on back to the weir the water levels 
had risen considerably from yesterday, completely covering most of the rocky perches found there. The Long-
billed Plover was soon found once more, again standing motionless on a different perch from before (do they ever 
move and do anything?), this time in much better conditions to admire.  
 
Day 4                  Tuesday 14th February 
 
Our last day on Kyushu was spent taking a winding circuitous route leading ultimately to Kagoshima Airport for 
our internal flight back to Tokyo. Once all loaded, we set off for our first stop in the town of Satsuma where we 
stopped for a walk along the river at an area with many large rocky outcrops and torrents. A familiar mix of birds 
were found here including Japanese Wagtail, Japanese Bush Warbler and another stationary Long-billed Plover 
that took a little finding. After a pleasant spell of birding, we continued on, reaching Kannondaki-koen Glass 
Works and pleasure gardens for a coffee and toilet stop. The group wandered at will exploring the surrounding 
riverside, ornamental gardens and rather overgrown and sorry-looking nature trail leading up into the forest with 
it’s array of labelled forest trees. The bird highlight was the discovery of a pair of skulking Grey Buntings near the 
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car park that most of the group obtained some view of. The working glass works were fascinating with their shop 
displaying the very high quality (and high priced!) products. 
 
Back on the road we headed on into Kirishima where we stopped at a convenience store for lunch provisions. 
Walking back to the bus the group picked up a very obliging Japanese Pygmy Woodpecker feeding close by in the 
cherry trees. Onwards to Lake Miike, where the bus parked at the top of the slope down into the caldera lake basin. 
We walked down, scanning for birds as we went, succeeding in hearing first and eventually pinning down the 
endemic Japanese Green Woodpecker feeding above us. We ate our lunch by the lakeside that held large numbers 
of Eurasian Wigeon and smaller numbers of Eastern Spot-billed Duck. Elsewhere we struggled to find many birds, 
but one main target was the obliging small flock of Yellow-throated Buntings in their customary spot. A further 
Red-flanked Bluetail was found that proved typically skulking and elusive. Otherwise, it was only a selection of tits 
that we manged to connect with before time ran out and we made our way back to the bus and the final leg of our 
journey to the airport. Our flight duly left, a little behind schedule, taking us into Haneda Airport in Tokyo. From 
here the two respective groups split up, being taken to their different respective hotels, the earlier group in 
preparation for their homeward journey tomorrow, and the recent arrivals for a rest day before continuing their 
tour on to Hokkaido. 
 
Main tour 
 
Day 1            Wednesday 15th February 
 
Our plans for the day were adapted thanks to the delay to the BA flight bringing the rest of the group from the 
UK the previous day. Their arrival meant that they only had time to be collected from the airport and shuttled to 
the hotel where they were able to check in and spend some time relaxing before we all met up to head out for 
dinner. 
 
Meanwhile the members of the group already in Japan, having been on the pre-tour extension, were able after a 
quick change of plans, to head out and visit Kasai-Rinkai Park in the morning, rather than afternoon. We managed 
the transfer on the metro without any problems to arrive at a rather gloomy overcast park with a strong biting 
northerly wind. Undeterred, we undertook a gentle circuitous route around the various elements of the park. Our 
first main point of call was to scan the bay from the shingle island linked to mainland by a large arching bridge. 
Offshore were a multitude of Greater Scaup and Great Crested Grebes bobbing in the choppy waters of the bay. 
A couple of Black-necked Grebes were fishing in the calmer waters between the island and mainland among a mix 
of dabbling duck. The other island opposite held a vast number of Great Cormorants roosting, while further out 
into the bay could be seen even greater numbers of birds swirling around in search of food. 
 
We headed back onto the mainland and continued our circuit, past the freshwater pools lined with reeds. 
Unfortunately, construction work was being carried out on the visitor centre and viewing platform, causing some 
disturbance and rather a lack of birds. As we continued round even smaller passerines were in short supply, possibly 
due to the strong cold wind. We succeeded only in finding a number of, by now, familiar species with the main 
highlight being a Northern Goshawk sweeping low overhead. Due to the necessity of having to get to Haneda 
Airport to meet the rest of the group our time was a little curtailed, although in view of the cold conditions the 
group members were happy to be heading back in good time before meeting the rest of the group participants. 
 



Wild Japan in Winter Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek May 23  5 
 

Day 2               Thursday 16th February 
 
An early morning start was needed to get to the domestic terminal of Haneda Airport in good time for our interior 
transfer flight to Kusharo on Hokkaido. We picked up our breakfast boxes from the hotel reception which we ate 
at the airport after having checked in. Everything ran to schedule, and we were soon being met at Arrivals by our 
local Interpreter Guide and escorted to our large and comfortable tour bus, loaded and on our way northwards. 
 
Our first stop was at Tsurumidai crane feeding spot alongside the main road. As we pulled over, we were amazed 
by the presence of numerous beautiful Red-crowned Cranes resting in the open field by the road, completely 
unconcerned by the traffic of visiting people and passing vehicles. We spent a good spell of time admiring these 
iconic birds in the bright snowy conditions. At regular intervals, small parties of birds would fly in over our heads 
from the fields on the opposite side of the road, uttering their magical bugling calls as they landed. Periodically a 
pair would utter their loud calls and strut side by side with heads thrown back in a display of pair bonding.  
 
Moving on we headed to the small town of Tsurui, where we called into a local restaurant where we enjoyed a 
lovely Bento Box style lunch, all ready for us on our arrival. From here it was a short transfer to the Tsurui-Ito 
crane centre and feeding location. It was not long after our arrival that a staff member emerged pushing a small 
sled laden with grain out into the open snow-covered pasture where the cranes had already gathered. Again, they 
were unconcerned by the person walking through their midst and were soon approaching close behind the sled to 
pick at the scattered grains. As we watched more birds steadily arrived causing a flurry of camera shutters as they 
flew in and settled in dramatic fashion. Sated with our first experience of these wonderful birds we headed back 
to the bus to continue our journey that would take us past Lake Kussharo where we made a couple of stops. The 
lake had a number of warm geothermal springs feeding into it, keeping small sections of the frozen lake clear of 
ice. Here visiting Whooper Swans found conditions to their liking and we were able to watch from only metres 
these birds, among which a small number of this year’s juveniles were present. They kept up a constant honking 
chatter among themselves with occasional skirmishes between birds eager for their personal space. At the second 
of our stops, they eagerly came to be hand fed popcorn from the nearby convenience tourist shop. 
 
Next it was on to our first traditional Onsen hotel built on another geothermal spring to provide the hot and piping 
hot natural bathes on offer for the keen members of the group! In the evening we were able to enjoy the first our 
elaborate traditional Japanese meals of a multitude of dishes with an array of, to us, unfamiliar ingredients. 
 
Day 3             Friday 17th February
    
Another of our regular early starts found us boarding the bus just after daybreak and heading out to Otowa Bridge. 
This straddled the river that is gently warmed by geothermal activity keeping it ice free and thus a suitable roosting 
site for the Red-crowned Cranes found standing in its shallow waters and low shingle islands upstream from our 
viewing position. From here we could witness one of the iconic images of the cranes of Hokkaido standing in the 
mist rising from the river lit by the soft early morning sun adding a soft pastel tinge to the surroundings. Wonderful, 
if you could only manage to blank out the mass of assembled photographers all intent on capturing the same shot! 
Among the cranes a few Common Goldeneye and Goosanders were also present on the river. We were able to 
retreat to the bus for a warming cup of coffee occasionally when the extreme cold began to penetrate one’s 
extremities. With the morning drawing on and the light conditions becoming brighter and harsher and with no 
sign of any cranes deciding to lift off, we headed of ourselves back to Tsurui-Ito in time for the morning feed of 
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the cranes. We were then able to soak up the atmosphere and stately presence of the cranes as they interacted 
among themselves until we were replete (and possibly we had enough photos) another move was taken to a rather 
unnoteworthy roadside pull-in. Here we disembarked and walked down the icy and snowy track leading into the 
open deciduous woodland. At the trails end we were presented with possibly the most photographed bird on 
Hokkaido in the form of a very splendid Ural Owl of the hoary grey japonica subspecies. He was sitting sleepily 
looking out from his roosting hole in his tree, facing into the weakly warming sunshine. His tree now sadly, and 
rather worryingly, beginning to look a little fragile, with metal bands now in place to hold it together.  
 
Our next stop was after a drive up into the slopes of a now extinct volcano, where we could view down into the 
large caldera Lake Mashu. As an added bonus as we were admiring this striking geological phenomenon a pair of 
stunning Rough-legged Buzzards spent some time drifting by beneath us, giving a fantastic ‘seen-from-above’ view 
of these birds. We also explored the shop alongside the viewing area where we could pick up a few notable 
souvenirs! 
 
Our last stop for the day was a visit to Mount Io with it’s amazing sulphur vents and boiling pools of water. As we 
crossed the deep snow from the car park out towards the mountain slopes, the ground became clear of snow 
warmed from beneath, leaving a barren grey lunar landscape from which the bright sulphurous yellow vents kept 
up a constant steamy emittance. Fortunately, the prevailing wind kept the fumes away from us uphill allowing us 
to approach closely to the vents, making for an amazing spectacle. As an added bonus, a number of small finch-
like birds were picked up flitting among the boulders and around a shoulder in the hill in an unseen gulley. They 
would periodically all fly up and swirl around, before vanishing around the corner once more. After fetching the 
‘scope from the bus they were resolved to be Kolyma Rosy Finches (a subspecies of Asian Rosy Finch). After 
some patience a few deigned to settle on the boulders above us allowing a clear view of these delightful birds. It 
was then back to the hotel for another splendid Japanese meal. 
 
Day 4        Saturday 18th February 
 
A few of the group had a morning walk from the hotel to some local woodland during which among a selection 
of commoner woodland species they were fortunate in finding a White-backed Woodpecker. 
 
With breakfast completed, we loaded our luggage for our transfer to the coast and on to Rausu. Our route headed 
eastward towards the coast, and after a little bit of cross-purposes of our objective, the bus driver deposited us in 
Shibetsu Harbour where we began to scan and admire the range of ducks and gulls on offer. Among the plentiful 
Slaty-backed Gulls a couple of Glaucous and Glaucous-winged Gulls were picked out for size and plumage 
comparisons. Of the ducks, the highlights were our first handsome Harlequins and smart Black Scoter. All was 
eclipsed somewhat by the sighting of our first Steller’s Sea Eagle perched on the end of the concrete harbour wall, 
which although distant, had an imperious charisma, dwarfing all around it. 
 
We continued on to Rausu Harbour where we were to board a local company’s boat for a short ‘cruise’ from the 
harbour to draw in some eagles for free fish thrown from the vessel. With everyone on board and issued their life 
jackets, we set out into the Sea of Okhotsk. Apart from a few passing Pelagic Cormorants, birdlife was pretty thin 
until the crew began to dispense the odd fish overboard. It did not take long for the first sharp-eyed eagles to spot 
this bounty and after the first White-tailed Sea Eagle drifted over to check us out it was not long before numerous 
Steller’s and White-tailed Eagles were darkening the skies in their hordes (excuse the hyperbole!). We spent the 



Wild Japan in Winter Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek May 23  7 
 

next 40 mins in admiration of these huge raptors sweeping effortlessly past the boat to snatch fish from the water’s 
surface. It was evident that many more birds were resting and digesting in the trees above the town looking out 
over the open water for opportunities such as this. A few trees were thick with eagles, unfortunately at a spot 
above the road where it was not possible to stop at a later date. We were soon heading back into the harbour after 
having enjoyed one of nature’s great spectacles. 
 
We then headed to our next Onsen hotel where we checked in before heading out for a further exploration of the 
coastline south of Rausu. Our aim was to try and find some of the small population of Steller’s Sea Lions found 
along this stretch of coast. The built-up nature of the shoreline with many private residences and warehouses 
makes this a tricky task, but by amazing good fortune, we approached an open area with a clear view out into the 
bay and spotted a group loafing and slowly swimming southwards just offshore. By another stroke of luck, a 
Japanese research student was also present flying a drone over the group who allowed us to view the live shots 
from overhead, giving a whole new perspective on the group, there being many more than was apparent from the 
odd head and flipper breaking the surface. 
 
We next had an appointment with our booking at Washi No Yado, a rather ramshackle collection of buildings 
comprising a resthouse and viewing site overlooking a pool on the small tributary river feeding into the bay. Here 
we were to spend the next three hours fruitlessly peering from the hides at the floodlit pool eagerly hoping that 
the charismatic Blakiston’s Fish Owl would arrive to fish in the pool. All to no avail unfortunately, so with our 
allotted time at an end, we had to return to the hotel for dinner a little crestfallen despite the earlier successes of 
the day. 
 
Day 5           Sunday 19th February 
 
Another pre-dawn start had us heading down to Rausu Harbour once more clad in every piece of warm clothing 
available to us, as we set sail once more for a longer morning out onto the open waters of the sea. Temperatures 
were chilly to say the least as we headed out into the slowly lightening skies. Once more the open waters were 
rather devoid of birdlife but after 30 minutes or so of steady progress, we began to make out the white wall of sea-
ice on the horizon. As we approached this natural phenomenon in its most southerly point in the world, we were 
instantly transferred to a polar-feeling experience. Large plates of conglomerated ice drifted among thinner crystals 
with numerous cracks and passages. The boat was gently nudged within the ice where we then gently bobbed in 
this amazing habitat. The ice was not the only reason for our visit as it was clear that perched all about us were a 
multitude of both Steller’s and White-tailed Eagles. As a repeat of yesterday, fish was then cast from the vessel 
resulting in birds beginning to congregate closer and closer and occasionally sweeping down to snatch a fish to 
devour. The birds were everything we could have hoped for providing a photographer’s heaven as opportunities 
presented themselves constantly for amazing shots at distances of only metres, all perfectly illuminated in the bright 
conditions, with the ice reflecting a uniform shadowless image. The experience should live long in the memories 
of the group participants. Heading back, we could shelter within the cabin and thaw out somewhat before landing 
and being shuttled back to the hotel for breakfast. 
 
We continued our explorations the coastline of the previous day, starting with a short drive north to a large group 
of rocks close inshore alongside a small stream feeding into the bay. Here numerous sea-duck were present all 
feeding in their own respective manner. It was interesting to watch the Harlequins feeding right on the edge of the 
surf close to the beach, whilst mergansers and Goldeneye fed further out in deeper waters. We then headed south 
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where we stopped en-route to pick up lunch provisions before continuing on to the Notsuke Peninsular, a huge 
shingle peninsular jutting out into the Sea of Okhotsk, enclosing a shallow bay behind it. The shallow waters of 
the bay freeze in the winter whilst the seaward side holds many sea-duck. It was not long before we encountered 
the first of the numerous Sika Deer that are a feature of this area. We found a number of small batchelor herds 
with the males sporting fine sets of antlers, again providing some wonderful photo opportunities. We drove on to 
the end of the main road where we disembarked at a lighthouse car park for a walk across the shingle, strewn with 
flotsam thrown onto the shoreline. The wind keeps these areas free of snow and can attract interesting buntings 
and finches. On this occasion we almost immediately picked up a lone Snow Bunting feeding just ahead of the 
group. Fine views were obtained before it flew up and away not to be seen again! After a little further scouring of 
the area, we came up empty so moved on back to the main visitor centre where we called in to use the facilities 
and eat our lunches. We then climbed the tall viewing tower where we scanned the open water of the open sea 
where a mix of birds were present. Highlights here included a few smart Long-tailed Ducks, flypast Stejneger’s 
Scoter and a couple of Spectacled Guillemots. Our attention was diverted from a couple of divers to watch the 
guillemots, that then could not be refound to clinch the ID, although in all probability they were Red-Throated 
Divers from the initial cursory look. As we made our way back to the bus one of the local Ezo Red Foxes made 
an appearance strolling close past us on the lookout for human discarded scraps no doubt in this harsh 
environment.  
 
We next headed back to Washi No Yado for a second attempt at seeing the elusive owl, with a similar result of 
three hours sitting in the cold peering at an empty pool! Deflated once more we consoled ourselves with a beer 
and fine meal back at the hotel. 
 
Day 6                  Monday 20th February 
 
Another transfer day with a move back away from the coast to our final Onsen hotel. The weather this morning 
was not great with fine snow falling with a stiff breeze making for chilling conditions. Nonetheless we started our 
day with a quick stop by the bridge in Rausu to scan the nearby bathing gulls and assorted duck close inshore. We 
found a small number of Black-headed Gulls among several Kamchatka and Slaty-backed Gulls. With conditions 
continuing to be a little inclement, we retreated to the nearby shop and restaurant to have a look through the 
interesting selection of Japanese seafood on offer and partake of a warming cup of coffee. This proved to be a 
genius move, as the view from the large upstairs café windows provided us with a grandstand view of numerous 
eagles following one of the ‘eagle cruise’ boats just offshore, all whilst safely tucked up in a warm café. Several 
birds were swooping over the restaurant and out to the nearby boat for their usual free lunch! 
 
We next continued on south and a return visit to Shibetsu Harbour for a scan through the gulls and duck once 
more. We were rather hoping for a rich selection on offer sheltering in the harbour from the nasty weather. Things 
proved to be much as on our previous visit, although we did obtain some splendid close views of some of the 
ducks as we walked around the snowy and icy harbour jetties. Gulls were frustratingly distant, with only some very 
snow-obscured views of a few Glaucous and Glaucous-winged Gulls among their much commoner Slaty-backed 
relatives. With conditions finally getting the better of us we retreated to the warmth of our bus and heading to a 
very pleasant local restaurant for a delicious meal before continuing with our transfer, heading westward now away 
from the coast.  
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After a snowy drive we eventually reached our next hotel set in isolation on a riverside with its geothermal warm 
water feeding into it and also the hotels hot baths! The large picture window in the hotel lobby had several bird 
feeders that drew a nice selection of grateful birds. Much time was spent by the group admiring the visitors at very 
close range that included several Brandt’s Jays, Willow Tits and Great Spotted Woodpeckers. Another splendidly 
elaborate meal awaited us that evening during which we were on high alert in case the Blakiston’s Fish Owl paid a 
visit to the baited pool beneath the bird feeders from the lobby window. Our meal was completed without any 
‘owl alert’ being raised so the group then had their personal decisions to make as to how long for, and at what time 
they were planning on staking out the window view in final hope of glimpsing the owl. Most of the group remained 
until the late evening with still no show. Careful scrutiny of the notice board indicated at what times the owl had 
been appearing on previous days which was useful in devising one’s strategy, with the result that, whilst most of 
the group had retreated to bed a few lucky/tactical clients had gone to bed early and arisen at 5am to amazingly be 
rewarded with the owl making a brief appearance! Perseverance and a good slice of luck had paid off. 
 
Day 7         Tuesday 21st February 
 
We were due to transfer back to Tokyo today with a relaxing morning for a change giving plenty of time to watch 
the bird feeders before we set off. The highlight of the morning was an obliging Hawfinch that spent considerable 
time feeding on fallen fruit stones opposite the window. 
 
Our return route led us back past the Tsurumidai crane feeding area where we made a stop for a final feast of Red-
crowned Cranes settled in the field and flying over our heads. We then continued on to Kushiro where we checked 
in for our domestic flight back to Tokyo that arrived on time. We were then met once more at Haneda where we 
boarded our transfer bus back to our hotel in the city. We dined out once more in a selection of local restaurants 
beneath Tokyo Station before retiring to bed. 
 
Day 8           Wednesday 22nd February 
 
We spent most of the day visiting the Imperial Palace surrounds and gardens that lay a half hour walk from our 
hotel. This necessitated navigating a route beneath Tokyo Station and its warren of shops and restaurants before 
emerging on the other side, thankful not to have got lost! Our walk began with walking some of the surrounds of 
the Palace alongside the moats from where we could see the impressive stonework of the outer walls and a couple 
of the monumental entrance gateways. The Palace itself remained out of sight within, requiring booking onto a 
separate guided tour to view. Despite laying within the enormous urban sprawl of Tokyo an interesting mix of 
ducks spend the winter here on the waters of the moat, of most interest being a few beautiful Falcated Ducks 
allowing for a pretty close approach and viewing. Overhead a couple of Eastern Buzzards and Eurasian 
Sparrowhawks were sighted during our visit. Having spent time admiring the fortifications we looped back on 
ourselves and then entered the eastern gardens where the group were able to disperse and do their own thing 
before meeting back at the entrance at an arranged time. Within the attractively laid out formal gardens a couple 
of species of early Cherry and Plum trees had begun to blossom attracting several delightful Warbling White-eyes 
to feed on the nectar making a very photographic image. Elsewhere a range of tits and thrushes were seen alongside 
the historic buildings and formal flower beds. 
 
At the prearranged time we met up once more to make our return in good time to collect our luggage and return 
to Tokyo Station and our Shinkansen bullet train taking us north to Nagano where our next hotel lay. All went to 
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plan and our train duly left dead-on time arriving in the afternoon in central Nagano, from where it was only a 
short walk to our hotel. Once settled in the group had the choice of where they wanted to eat, with several doing 
their own thing and exploring the local surroundings, finding a range of restaurants to eat in. 
 
Day 9                Thursday 23rd February 
 
We set out today heading to the Jigokudani Monkey Park, which despite its name is not a zoo, but an area of forest 
with a thermal spring within. Here are where the famous ‘Snow Monkeys’ or Japanese Macaques visit their own 
hot outdoor bath. Once we had completed our transfer, we set out for the lengthy walk through the Japanese 
Cedar, Cryptomeria japonica, forest and after a gentle ascent we reached the entrance to the park and were soon 
walking down to the river and the small heated pool made exclusively for the Macaques use. Numerous Macaques 
were all around going about their family and clan business unconcerned by the multitude of human admirers 
looking on. Conditions this year were quite a lot milder than previous years and most of the snow had already 
melted meaning that hopes of any Macaques taking a plunge in the pool seemed initially unlikely as it was not 
particularly cold. Fortunately, we were in luck and several individuals took a spell in the warm water, looking to be 
thoroughly enjoying their bathe. Away from the pool the slopes held numerous individuals with many youngsters 
‘playing’ with each other, chasing and wrestling among the shrubby vegetation and using the metal safety caging 
on the steep rocky slopes as ideal climbing frames. Many couples were indulging in personal grooming sessions. 
As luck would have it, one of the park rangers pointed out a Japanese Serow resting on the steep slope, peacefully 
chewing the cud. After an enjoyable morning spent admiring these appealing primates, particularly the fluffy 
youngsters, we headed back calling in on a small café/restaurant on the way where we enjoyed a very pleasant 
lunch.  
 
We next headed on back into Nagano where we visited the Zin Kogi Temple complex, a very significant site in 
Japan. After some information and guidance from our local guide around the main buildings the group were able 
to split up and explore at will with most meeting back at the bus for our drive back to the hotel. A few of the 
group opted to continue walking back to the hotel enjoying their exploration of the city as they went.  
 
Day 10             Friday 24th February 
 
For our last full day, we began with the drive to visit Karuizawa Wild Bird Park. During the journey a few of the 
sharp-eyed group members spotted a number of new birds, notably Green Pheasant, Mountain Hawk Eagle and 
Azure-winged Magpie. Once we arrived in the town, we first picked up our lunch provisions before continuing on 
to firstly visit Shiotsubo Onsen. Unfortunately, they had ceased feeding the wild birds because too many Macaques 
were coming down from the forest coupled with no longer serving coffees due to Covid precautions meaning 
there were few birds viewable from their lounge windows and we went thirsty! Luckily the surrounding woods 
produced Varied Tit, Japanese Pygmy and Great Spotted Woodpeckers and a lone Brambling. From here we then 
drove the short distance to the bird park. We then undertook a circular walk along the forest trails starting alongside 
the river. Things were slow to start before we caught up with a mixed group of birds comprising Varied and 
Japanese Tits and Eurasian Treecreeper. Better yet, overhead several groups of Japanese Waxwings were passing 
over. Walking on we reached an area of forest trees with numerous large bunches of Japanese Mistletoe, Viscum 
coloratum, that proves an irresistible lure to Waxwings, that enjoy feasting on the berries. Sure enough, after a short 
patient wait a flock settled in the trees opposite us allowing us to confirm our initial ID.  
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We continued our walk through the forest, next alongside a small stream feeding into the larger river. Here a pair 
of Brown Dippers showed very well as they shot past us and foraged for moss as a nest material. Continuing on 
through the quiet woodlands, birds were notable by their absence. Eventually a few birds were seen to fly up from 
the woodland floor 40m ahead of us. These proved to be a small party of Japanese Grosbeaks that, after a slow 
and careful approach we manged to obtain decent views for everyone, although they were rather nervous and 
skittish. Our loop walk eventually led back to the visitor centre where we could buy a hot drink, eat our lunches 
and watch the locals skating on the frozen pond. Within the centre was a live camera feed from a nestbox on the 
tree outside, containing a sleeping Japanese Giant Flying Squirrel. Our time drew to a close as we needed to hit the 
road to return to Tokyo and our final hotel located near to Haneda Airport, but as a final send-off a flock of 40 
Japanese Waxwings flew in nearby allowing us to appreciate the colours better, and crucially see the red-tipped tail 
feathers. Unfortunately, due to an accident our journey experienced unusually heavy traffic, meaning we arrived 
quite late in the afternoon/early evening for check in. A few of the group ate dinner in the hotel while a few 
ventured out to experience a more local experience! 
 
Day 11         Saturday 25th February 
 
We woke to enjoy a pleasant breakfast in the hotel before catching the hotel shuttle bus taking us to the airport 
where fortunately the flight was on schedule to return us home. 
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Species lists 

Birds (H = Heard only) 

E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2023 
Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 
Green Pheasant - E Phasianus versicolor                           1   
Taiga Bean Goose Anser fabalis     1                         
Greater White-fronted 
Goose 

Anser albifrons     1                         

Mute Swan - I Cygnus olor                       ✓       
Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus           ✓   ✓ ✓       ✓     
Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓                       
Mandarin Duck Aix galericulata     1000                         
Baikal Teal Sibirionetta formosa     200                         
Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata   ✓ ✓                 ✓       
Gadwall Mareca strepera ✓ ✓     ✓             ✓       
Falcated Duck Mareca falcata   ✓ ✓                 ✓       
Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓       ✓ ✓           
Eastern Spot-billed Duck Anas zonorhyncha ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓             ✓       
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓                 
Northern Pintail Anas acuta ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓                     
Eurasian Teal Anas crecca   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓                     
Common Pochard Aythya ferina ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓             ✓       
Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓       ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓       
Greater Scaup Aythya marila         1000       ✓ ✓           
Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus               ✓ ✓ ✓           
Stejneger's Scoter 
(Siberian Scoter) 

Melanitta stejnegeri                 ✓             

Black Scoter Melanitta americana               ✓ ✓             
Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis                 ✓             
Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula         ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓           
Goosander (Common 
Merganser) 

Mergus merganser           ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓           
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E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2023 
Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 
Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator         ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓           
Feral Pigeon - I Columba livia 

domestica 
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓             ✓ ✓     

Oriental Turtle Dove Streptopelia orientalis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓             ✓       
White-bellied Green 
Pigeon 

Treron sieboldii     50                         

Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus   ✓ ✓                         
Eurasian Coot Fulica atra ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓             ✓       
Sandhill Crane Antigone canadensis     3                         
White-naped Crane Antigone vipio   ✓ ✓                         
Siberian Crane Leucogeranus 

leucogeranus 
  1 1                         

Red-crowned Crane Grus japonensis           ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓         
Common/Hooded Crane 
hybrid 

Grus grus/monacha   1 1                         

Hooded Crane Grus monacha   ✓ ✓                         
Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓             ✓       
Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus         ✓                     
Slavonian (Horned) 
Grebe 

Podiceps auritus   1                           

Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis         ✓                     
Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus   ✓ ✓                         
Pacific Golden Plover Pluvialis fulva ✓                             
Long-billed Plover Charadrius placidus   1 1 1                       
Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata         ✓                     
Dunlin Calidris alpina     ✓                         
Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓                     
Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus   ✓   ✓                       
Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus 

ridibundus 
                ✓ ✓           

Saunders's Gull Chroicocephalus 
saundersi 

6                             

Black-tailed Gull Larus crassirostris     4                         
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E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2023 
Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 
Mew Gull (Kamchatka 
Gull) 

Larus canus 
kamtschatschensis 

                ✓ ✓           

Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens               ✓   ✓           
Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus               ✓   ✓           
Siberian/Taimyr Gull Larus fuscus 

taimyrensis 
  1 1                         

Vega Gull Larus vegae vegae ✓   ✓   ✓                     
Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus               ✓ ✓ ✓           
Spectacled Guillemot Cepphus carbo                 2             
Red-throated Diver 
(Loon) 

Gavia stellata                 2?             

Brown Booby Sula leucogaster     4                         
Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax 

pelagicus 
              ✓ ✓ ✓           

Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓           ✓ ✓     ✓ 
Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia     1                         
Black-faced Spoonbill Platalea minor ✓ ✓ ✓                         
Black-crowned Night 
Heron 

Nycticorax nycticorax ✓ ✓                           

Grey Heron Ardea cinerea ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓             ✓ ✓ ✓   
Great Egret Ardea alba ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓                   ✓   
Little Egret Egretta garzetta ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓                     
Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus ✓ ✓     ✓                     
Mountain Hawk-Eagle Nisaetus nipalensis                           1   
Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 

nisosimilis 
    ✓                 ✓       

Northern Goshawk Accipiter gentilis   1     ✓                     
Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus                           ✓   
Black(-eared) Kite  Milvus migrans lineatus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ ✓   
White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla             ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓           
Steller's Sea Eagle Haliaeetus pelagicus               ✓ ✓ ✓           
Rough-legged Buzzard Buteo lagopus             2                 
Eastern Buzzard Buteo japonicus   ✓         ✓         ✓   ✓   
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E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2023 
Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 
Blakiston's Fish Owl Bubo blakistoni                     1         
Ural Owl Strix uralensis             1                 
Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis   ✓ ✓ ✓                       
Japanese Pygmy 
Woodpecker 

Yungipicus kizuki     ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓     ✓   

Great Spotted 
Woodpecker 

Dendrocopos major             ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓     ✓   

White-backed 
Woodpecker 

Dendrocopos leucotos               1               

Japanese Green 
Woodpecker - E 

Picus awokera       ✓                       

Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus   ✓ ✓                         
Merlin Falco columbarius   1                           
Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus     1                         
Ryukyu Minivet - E Pericrocotus tegimae ✓                             
Bull-headed Shrike Lanius bucephalus ✓ ✓ ✓                         
Japanese Jay Garrulus glandarius 

hiugaensis 
    ✓                         

Eurasian (Brandt's) Jay Garrulus glandarius 
brandtii 

                  ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓   

Azure-winged Magpie Cyanopica cyanus                           1   
Daurian Jackdaw Coloeus dauuricus   ✓ ✓                         
Rook Corvus frugilegus 

pastinator 
  ✓ ✓                         

Carrion Crow Corvus corone ✓ ✓   ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   
Large-billed Crow Corvus macrorhynchos ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Japanese Waxwing Bombycilla japonica                           50   
Coal Tit Periparus ater       ✓   ✓   ✓     ✓   ✓ ✓   
Varied Tit Sittiparus varius varius   ✓ ✓ ✓               ✓ ✓ ✓   
Marsh Tit Poecile palustris             ✓                 
Willow Tit Poecile montanus             ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓     ✓   
Japanese Tit Parus minor     ✓ ✓     ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓   
Chinese Penduline Tit Remiz consobrinus   ✓                           
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E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2023 
Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 
Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis ✓ ✓ ✓                         
Brown-eared Bulbul Hypsipetes amaurotis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   
Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica   ✓ ✓                         
Asian House Martin Delichon dasypus     ✓                         
Japanese Bush Warbler Horornis diphone       ✓                       
Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus     ✓         ✓     ✓ ✓   ✓   
Red-billed Leiothrix - I Leiothrix lutea     ✓ ✓                       
Warbling White-eye Zosterops japonicus   ✓   ✓               ✓       
Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes                 ✓       ✓     
Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea             ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓         
Eurasian Treecreeper Certhia familiaris                           ✓   
White-cheeked Starling Spodiopsar cineraceus ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓             ✓ ✓ ✓   
Pale Thrush Turdus pallidus   ✓ ✓ ✓                       
Dusky Thrush Turdus eunomus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓   
Red-flanked Bluetail Tarsiger cyanurus     ✓ ✓                       
Daurian Redstart Phoenicurus auroreus   ✓ ✓ ✓                       
(Eastern) Blue Rock 
Thrush 

Monticola solitarius 
philippensis 

  ✓ ✓                         

Brown Dipper Cinclus pallasii     ✓ ✓       ✓ ✓ ✓       ✓   
Russet Sparrow Passer cinnamomeus 

rutilans 
  ✓                           

Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓         ✓ ✓ ✓     
Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea   ✓ ✓ ✓                       
White (Black-backed) 
Wagtail 

Motacilla alba lugens ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓             ✓   ✓   

Japanese Wagtail - E Motacilla grandis   ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓     ✓           
Olive-backed Pipit Anthus hodgsoni     ✓ ✓                       
Buff-bellied Pipit Anthus rubescens ✓ ✓ ✓                         
Red-throated Pipit Anthus cervinus   1                           
Brambling Fringilla montifringilla   ✓                       ✓   



Wild Japan in Winter Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek May 23  6 
 

E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2023 
Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 
Hawfinch Coccothraustes 

coccothraustes 
                    ✓         

Japanese Grosbeak Eophona personata                           8   
Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula 

griseiventris 
                          ✓   

Asian Rosy Finch Leucosticte arctoa             50   ✓             
Grey-capped Greenfinch Chloris sinica   ✓ ✓ ✓                 ✓ ✓   
Eurasian Siskin Spinus spinus               ✓               
Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis                 1             
Meadow Bunting Emberiza cioides   ✓   ✓                       
Yellow-throated (Elegant) 
Bunting 

Emberiza elegans       ✓                       

Masked Bunting Emberiza personata     ✓                         
Grey Bunting Emberiza variabilis       2                       
Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓                     

 
Mammals 

Common name Scientific name 
Mammals   
Japanese Macaque - E Macaca fuscata 
Red Fox Vulpes vulpes 
Steller Sea Lion Eumetopias jubatus 
Sika Deer Cervus nippon 
Japanese Serow - E Capricornis crispus 

 


