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Tour participants: Barrie Cooper (leader), Sonoko (local guide on Hokkaido), Hitomi (local guide on Honshu) with 
seven Naturetrek clients. 
 
Summary 
 
Japan is always a fascinating country to visit with the food, scenery and, of course, the wildlife providing a 
wonderful experience. This trip to the islands of Honshu and Hokkaido was no exception and provided many 
great memories for all participants. On Hokkaido we had Red-crowned Cranes displaying and bugling just metres 
away. Steller's Sea Eagles and White-tailed Eagles provided us with stunning views while they fed on fish, also just 
a few metres away. The globally endangered Blakiston's Fish Owl was also seen well on two evenings: on one of 
these it stayed in view for almost three hours. At Jigokudani, not only did we watch Snow Monkeys performing 
their antics, we also enjoyed good views of the endemic Japanese Serow feeding out in the open on the nearby 
hillside. The highlight of our final day was a mixed flock of Japanese and Bohemian Waxwings posing in trees, less 
than twenty metres away. We also had the bonus of seeing four species which are more usually found on Kyushu, 
with White-naped and Sandhill Cranes on Hokkaido, and Saunders’s Gull and Black-faced Spoonbill on Honshu. 
All the different elements combined to make this an excellent trip to Japan in winter. 
 
Day 1              Friday 2nd February 
 
The BA flight to Tokyo left on time with Barrie and four members of the group for the thirteen-and-a-half-hour 
flight.  
 
Day 2          Saturday 3rd February 
 
Kasai Rinkai Park, Tokyo 
 
It was a beautiful sunny morning in Tokyo and the iconic sight of Mount Fuji looked stunning from the plane and 
from the bus when we were driving to our hotel. The remaining members of the group were met, and six clients 
decided to ignore any tiredness to go birdwatching at Kasai Rinkai Park which sits on the edge of Tokyo Bay. After 
negotiating the Tokyo rail network, we picked up some lunch at the station and made our way to the park. It was 
sunny and a Saturday which meant that there were lots of people enjoying the weather and this park with its 
different habitats and other attractions. We didn’t have to wait long to start seeing interesting birds, with Brown-
eared Bulbuls everywhere, White-cheeked Starlings posing in trees next to the paths and Dusky Thrushes 
approaching us on the lawns. A single Azure-winged Magpie was also seen within the first ten minutes of our visit. 
Nearby came our first Oriental Turtle Doves and Varied Tits, with the latter gaining some very positive comments. 
Several of the lugens subspecies of White Wagtail, often called Black-backed Wagtail, and a few Black-necked and 
Great-crested Grebes were seen from the bridge that leads onto the artificial island on the edge of Tokyo Bay. A 
Black-eared Kite soaring near a skyscraper had us pointing our optics at an area of sky where, by good fortune, six 
House Swifts were also occupying the same airspace. A Red-throated Diver flying over the sea and hundreds of 
Greater Scaup sitting on it brought a different theme to proceedings. With Disneyland in the distance, we walked 
along the edge of the island and were delighted to find a pair of Daurian Redstarts, perching in prominent positions. 
Scanning a group of cormorants enabled us to find an Osprey sitting on a post in the sea. A Black-faced Spoonbill 
flew in to feed near the cormorants. This was a real bonus as this globally threatened species is a rarity on the island 
of Honshu.  
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We sat and ate our sandwich lunch, enjoying the weather and admiring the birds, including Vega and Black-headed 
Gulls, when a Pacific Reef Egret was found feeding along the edge of the water. Having finished our lunch, we 
were about to go when Barrie spotted a different gull and, on closer examination, it was another rarity: a Saunders’s 
Gull. This delightful little gull then put on a show by giving us several close flypasts to provide the photographers 
with a terrific once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Incredibly, the Black-faced Spoonbill then flew much closer to give 
us great views, enabling us to fully appreciate its eponymous feature. Both species performed perfectly while we 
made the most of this good fortune.  
 
Back in the main part of the park, Warbling White-eyes and Japanese Tits were appreciated by everyone. A few 
more species of wildfowl were noted, as well as a solitary Japanese Pond Turtle, before we set off back to the 
station to catch the train back to Tokyo, and then to our hotel. It had been a fantastic few hours of birding at this 
marvellous place, just a twenty-minute train ride from the centre of Tokyo. We later enjoyed a fine dinner at The 
Outback Restaurant, which was appreciated by everyone, before we made our way back to the hotel for some 
much-needed sleep. 
 
Day 3             Sunday 4th February 
 
Hokkaido – Tsurumidai Crane Sanctuary, Tsurui Ito Crane Sanctuary, Lake Kussharo 
 
It was an early start to catch the train to Haneda Airport for our flight to Kushiro. After yesterday’s sunshine, it 
was a surprise to walk to the station in light rain. The plane took off on time and 90 minutes later, we had swapped 
the damp conditions of Tokyo for the sunny, snow-covered landscape of Hokkaido. After collecting our luggage, 
we met up with our excellent, knowledgeable local guide, Sonoko. We boarded the bus and were soon on our way 
to our first destination, Tsurumidai, for our first Red-crowned Crane experience, having already seen some Sika 
Deer on the way. Red-crowned Crane was once considered to be extinct in Japan, until twenty birds were found 
in this part of Hokkaido in 1924. Protection of the birds and their habitats, along with feeding by local farmers, 
helped to increase the population from that dangerously low population. There were approximately two hundred 
Red-crowned Cranes in the meadow, where they are fed twice a day to help this endangered species to survive the 
winter. There was the occasional bugling and displaying to enhance the spectacle of these beautiful cranes as they 
strolled around, sometimes less than sixty metres away. The crane experience was even better today because a 
Sandhill Crane was also wintering here. A few Sandhills usually winter much further south in Kyushu, so it was a 
real bonus to have one mingling with the Red-crowned Cranes on Hokkaido. The size difference between the 
relatively small Sandhill and the large Red-crowned was very noticeable, and was enhanced due to this being the 
Siberian subspecies which is smaller than the nominate North American subspecies. 
 
Two Whooper Swans flew in to capitalise on any free food, but it wasn’t long before a member of staff walked 
into the field to scare them away as a precaution against avian flu. It wasn’t just the cranes holding all the attention 
here, as an adult Steller's Sea Eagle was soaring in the distance and a juvenile was perched in a tree on top of a hill. 
A solitary Eurasian Jay of the distinctive brandtii subspecies flew across the road to perch in a tree near where we 
were stood. A small patch of plants, which may have been planted for their seeds, attracted six Common Redpolls 
to feed just a few metres from the path, providing excellent views of a species that is more frequently seen high 
up in trees. Just as we were about to cross the road to get back on the bus, an adult Steller's Sea Eagle flew low 
and almost overhead to give us excellent views: we could fully appreciate what a magnificent species this is.  
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A bento box lunch in Tsurui was enjoyed by everyone before we took the opportunity to watch some feeders fifty 
metres away. Willow Tit and Japanese Tits were the first species here and then a few Nuthatches dropped in to 
spend several minutes to provide excellent photographic opportunities. The Nuthatches here are of the clara 
subspecies which is paler than the one we are familiar with back in the UK. Two Hawfinches in some tall trees 
seemed to be just relaxing, giving everyone the opportunity to see this very smart species. It was then a five-minute 
drive to Tsurui Ito Sanctuary, another crane reserve, this one run by the Wild Bird Society of Japan. One of the 
staff members gave us an introductory talk about the cranes before we watched another couple of hundred Red-
crowned Cranes. This site also had a bonus crane with a very attractive White-naped Crane making this its 
temporary home. This beauty had been using the sanctuary since December, but was first recorded in Hokkaido 
in June 2023. In Japan, this species is normally only seen in Kyushu, so this individual had become quite famous 
and had even been featured on national Japanese television. We had arrived at the sanctuary to watch the 2.00pm 
of corn, which prompted the usual feeding frenzy. A Eurasian Sparrowhawk being mobbed by a Long-billed Crow 
was another notable sighting here. After looking around the visitor centre, we drove north to Lake Kussharo, 
seeing a couple of Red Foxes and more Sika Deer.  
 
Lake Kussharo is situated in a large caldera, and thermal springs usually keep parts of the lake unfrozen which 
attracts Whooper Swans for the winter. Unfortunately, the temperature had fallen by the time we got there and 
snow was beginning to fall, making it a wintry scene with the swans. We moved around to another part of the lake 
where Whooper Swans were huddled in a narrow, unfrozen channel. Either the wind or some underwater currents 
were pushing the ice against the beach, causing large plates of ice to be broken from the frozen lake. The sight and 
sound of this strange phenomenon was bizarre to witness and seemed to create a bit of a panicked reaction with 
the swans. A few Common Goosanders dropped into another unfrozen part of the lake where more Whooper 
Swans were gathered. With the light fading and the temperature falling, we drove the short distance to our hotel 
where we had an excellent traditional Japanese meal.  
 
Day 4            Monday 5th February 
 
Otowa Bridge, Tsurui Ito Sanctuary, Lake Mashu, Mount Io 
 
It was a 5.30am start for our drive to the famous Otowa Bridge. We made a brief stop at a convenience store for 
coffee and supplementary breakfast items, saw Venus, and arrived at the bridge around 7.00am. There were already 
plenty of photographers stationed on the bridge which crosses the geothermal Setsuri-gawa River and is a winter 
roost site for some of the local Red-crowned Crane population. The number of cranes seen from the bridge was 
lower than in previous years, and we were later informed that this was probably due to natural changes in the river, 
with many of the cranes preferring an area further upstream. Despite the lower numbers, some cranes were 
relatively close to the bridge with one pair displaying. Groups of cranes took off while we there and the majority 
seemed to be heading towards Tsurumidai for the morning feed. Two Little Grebes and a pair of Mallard were 
also in the river and a couple of Goosander flew over. Eurasian Jay crossed over the bridge and an Eastern Buzzard 
hunted over a nearby meadow. Occasional Steller's Sea Eagles were seen in flight, with at least five perched in 
distant trees. A couple of Meadow Buntings and a few Common Redpoll were feeding near the river, but three 
Pallas’s Rosefinches were an even bigger prize and showed quite well for some members of the group. Two 
Japanese Wagtails flew over us before we left to make the short drive to Ito Sanctuary to see the morning feeding 
at this site. We saw some good display while we there, and the White-naped Crane again went about its business, 
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feeding on the corn. Another short drive took us to a path through a forest where a five-minute walk saw us in an 
area where we could look at a Ural Owl sitting in a cavity in an old tree. The sunlight bathed the area and really 
helped to show its beauty to full effect. This must be the most photographed Ural Owl in the world! There used 
to be two owls here so, although it was good to see this one, it was rather sad to think that the other had probably 
perished. A visit to a gift shop later in the day even had postcards for sale with the pair of them posing in the 
cavity. We abandoned the owl when some pecking was heard and, on further investigation, a White-backed 
Woodpecker was found. Unfortunately, it moved on before some of the group managed to see it. A Red Fox was 
hunting further in the forest, just a hundred metres away. This ezo subspecies is larger than the one seen elsewhere 
in Japan, and looks particularly attractive in its thick winter coat.  
 
A pleasant lunch was taken at a new restaurant in Tsurui. A one-hour drive took us to Lake Mashu which was 
bathed in beautiful sunshine. This caldera lake is regarded as having some of the clearest water and is certainly very 
picturesque. An adult White-tailed Eagle flying over the lake and a herd of Sika Deer on a hillside were the only 
wildlife sightings of note. Our final stop was to see the spectacular fumaroles of Mount Io which were spouting 
sulphur-tinged steam into the cold air. The strong smell of sulphur, the bubbling springs and the sulphur-covered 
rocks provided an interesting experience and were a reminder that we were touring around a very active part of 
the Earth’s crust. Suitably impressed, we made our way back to the bus for the short journey back to the hotel. 
Another fine Japanese dinner completed an excellent day.  
 
Day 5           Tuesday 6th February 
 
Shibetsu Harbour, Rausu Harbour, Washi No Yado 
 
A slightly later start this this morning with breakfast at the hotel. The bird table outside the hotel attracted Marsh 
and Japanese Tits and a Nuthatch before we set off for the ninety-minute drive to Shibetsu Harbour. A family of 
four Red-crowned Cranes were seen during the journey, well away from the wintering areas where we had watched 
them previously. Black-eared Kites and White-tailed Eagles were seen as we approached Shibetsu and a couple of 
Steller's Sea Eagles were at the harbour. The most numerous gull here was Slaty-backed, and a couple of Glaucous 
provided some contrast. A few Goosanders and Red-breasted Mergansers gave an opportunity to compare these 
two sawbills. Greater Scaup and Goldeneye were the other species in the harbour.  
 
After buying lunch at a local convenience store, we headed north along the coast to Rausu. Unfortunately, the pack 
ice was all the way up to the sea wall, so our one-hour boat trip had to just sail around the harbour. However, we 
still had the marvellous experience of Steller's Sea Eagles and White-tailed Eagles coming close to the boat to feed 
on the fish that the crew threw out for them. There must have been over a hundred of each species, with lines of 
them sitting on the seawall and others coming down to sit on the ice in the harbour. At times, the eagles were less 
than fifteen metres away, providing the photographers with opportunities to fill up their memory cards and drain 
their batteries. It was incredible: we watched in awe as the eagles swooped down for the fish and often just sat a 
few metres away eating their lunch. Although the boat didn’t get out of the harbour, we still had a very memorable 
experience. Accompanying the eagles in the quest for fish were many Slaty-backed Gulls, and a few Glaucous-
winged and Black-headed Gulls. Several Harlequin Ducks were also in the harbour, including some resplendent 
males. After leaving the boat it was a short drive to a café, where everyone took the opportunity for a coffee, and 
the birdwatchers walked to the nearby river. After a fifteen-minute wait, the target species here flew in and perched 
on the closest rocks: Brown Dipper. The dipper performed beautifully, swimming, diving and posing to everyone’s 



Wild Japan in Winter Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek March 24 5 
 

satisfaction. Tufted Ducks and more Harlequins were also on the river. We then made a fifteen-minute drive to 
our hotel for a short break. Unfortunately, our evening session at Washi No Yado failed to produce a sighting of 
a Blakiston’s Fish Owl. 
 
Day 6              Wednesday 7th February 
 
Rausu Harbour, Notsuke Peninsula, Washi No Yado 
 
It was an early start for another boat trip, this one timed to see the rising sun in the land of the rising sun. The 
boat normally goes out to sea to the edge of the pack ice, but the ice was even in the harbour. The captain made 
the best of a difficult situation and attempted a couple of circuits of a part of the harbour. He eventually just 
positioned the boat on the edge of the ice in the harbour and the crew threw fish out to the gathering throng of 
eagles, gulls and crows as the light improved. We had awesome views of the eagles just a few metres away, sitting 
on ice feeding or swooping down to take them next to the boat. Steller's Sea Eagles were in the majority at first, 
but eventually more White-tailed Eagles arrived to make them the more numerous of these two huge raptors, aided 
by some of the Steller’s moving on. Occasionally we saw Steller's Sea Eagles taking fish off White-tailed Eagles to 
make the pecking order clear. It was an incredible session, with most of our group probably having hundreds of 
photos to sort through later. A small amount of cloud near the eastern horizon made the sunrise particularly 
photogenic. Other birds of note in the harbour included Harlequin, Goldeneye, Greater Scaup, Goosander and 
Pelagic Cormorant. Because of the restricted opportunity to travel far, the boat trip was shortened in time, but 
most group members were probably relieved to return to dock due to the intense cold which was probably 
somewhere around -11° to -15°C. Despite being unable to leave the harbour, everyone agreed it was a fantastic 
experience which will live long in the memory. 
 
As soon as we left the boat, we picked up some extra breakfast supplies at a local convenience store, as warm food 
and hot drinks were necessary. We then headed south along the coast to the Notsuke Peninsula, picking up lunch 
and more coffee on the way. The peninsula is a long spit of land that projects into the Sea of Okhotsk. It’s an 
interesting area with plenty of wildlife. Stopping at a car park for some sea-watching was very productive. The first 
birds we saw were a pair of Stejneger’s Scoters, and we saw several more later. Rafts of Black Scoter were more 
distant, but a few Spectacled Guillemots were easy to see, as were Long-tailed Ducks and Goldeneyes. An adult 
and a juvenile Glaucous Gull posed quite nicely to provide another gull identification opportunity. Two Pacific 
White-sided Dolphins appeared and hung around for at least fifteen minutes, surfacing several times. Moving 
further along the peninsula, several Dusky Thrushes and Japanese Tits added contrast to the seabirds. Three Great 
Spotted Woodpeckers were searching for food on concrete sea defences, looking completely out of context. After 
walking over a kilometre, we finally found a flock of thirty Asian Rosy Finches near the lighthouse: they didn’t 
seem concerned by our presence. Three Red Foxes of the ezo subspecies showed well near the road as we headed 
back down the peninsula. We returned to our hotel for a short break before the evening session. 
 
Soon after arriving at Washi No Yado, some group members spotted a Brown Dipper and a Harlequin flying up 
the river. Once darkness set in, anticipation grew, but it was a Red Fox walking along the snow above the river 
that was the first notable sighting after dark. At 6.05pm our target appeared when a male Blakiston’s Fish Owl flew 
in, caught a fish and immediately flew off after being disturbed by someone entering the observation hide at the 
wrong moment. It was a huge relief to see the world’s largest owl and, even though it was brief, we did see it catch 
a fish. With no further sightings, we returned to the bus at 7.30pm and went back to the hotel for dinner. 
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Day 7          Thursday 8th February 
 
Shibetsu Harbour, Notsuke Peninsula, Yoroushi Onsen 
 
After checking out of our hotel in Rausu, we headed south and called in to Shibetsu harbour to see if there was 
anything new. Familiar gulls here were Slaty-backed, Glaucous and Glaucous-winged. A couple of Steller's Sea 
Eagles and a few Harlequins were also of interest. We called into a local convenience store to pick up lunch before 
heading back up the Notsuke Peninsula. A stop at the first parking area picked up similar birds to yesterday, with 
Stejneger’s Scoters, Black Scoters, Spectacled Guillemots, Long-tailed Ducks and Goldeneyes all showing well. A 
Red Fox was on the beach less than one hundred metres away and wasn’t fazed by our presence. Moving up to 
the lighthouse area, the flock of Asian Rosy Finches was closer to the car park today, which was useful because we 
didn’t have enough time to repeat the walk we did yesterday. It was then a twenty-minute drive to Shibetsu where 
we had a tempura lunch in a very pleasant restaurant.  
 
After a good lunch, a forty-five minute drive took us to our excellent hotel at Yoroushi. The first bird we saw on 
the river was an obliging Japanese Wagtail, and our first Eurasian Wren of the trip was making its way along the 
same stretch. The feeders outside the large windows of the lounge attract a good selection of species and we soon 
saw Marsh and Japanese Tits, Nuthatch, Brown-eared Bulbul, Japanese Pygmy Woodpecker and Great-spotted 
Woodpecker. One of the prize species here was a party of the northern subspecies of Long-tailed Tit, with their 
white heads. Another one was the local brandtii subspecies of Eurasian Jay, with russet-brown heads contrasting 
with their greyer bodies. An unwelcome guest here was an American Mink that was taking advantage of the feeding 
station. A walk to the bridge crossing the river gave us good views of a pair of Brown Dippers.  
 
We were due to meet for dinner at 6.05pm. However, the Blakiston's Fish Owl appeared in a tree opposite the 
lounge at 5.55pm, so our priorities changed! The owl sat patiently in the tree until a staff member went to remove 
the cover of the artificial pool containing some fish. Just a few minutes later, the owl flew down to the pool, 
revealing its huge wings. It was the male with a damaged left eye and the most regular visitor to the feeding station. 
After a couple of minutes of assessing the situation, the owl dropped into the pool and came out with a fish. After 
eating the fish, it returned to a tree on the other side of the river and continued to study the eager audience and 
the feeding station. The male Blakiston's Fish Owl came down to the feeding station two more times, before flying 
off down river at 8.45pm. To our astonishment, the globally endangered owl had been in view for almost three 
hours, although we did manage to enjoy a fine dinner between the times when it hadn’t been at the feeding station. 
It had been a privilege to watch the world’s largest owl from less than ten metres away, providing amazing 
memories and photographs. To enhance the atmosphere, snow started to fall while the owl was at the feeding 
station to provide a wintry flavour to everyone’s photos and videos.  
 
Day 8               Friday 9th February 
 
Yoroushi Onsen, Tsurumidai Crane Sanctuary 
 
It was a relaxed start to the day, and it started very well for some of the group. A few group members had added 
Crested Kingfisher to the list from their own rooms. Everyone then had excellent views of a Solitary Snipe feeding 
on the edge of the river and then in it, opposite the windows of the restaurant. Before, during, and after breakfast 
we watched the Solitary Snipe slowly make its way down river, with the light improving all the time. The feeding 
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station was full of activity with several Eurasian Jays being the most numerous birds. A group of Long-tailed Tits 
was popular with other occupants of the restaurant, as well as us. Two Red Squirrels added to the excitement, and 
sat on bird tables to ensure they could have a good breakfast. The Crested Kingfisher was found downriver, 
enabling more group members to see this marvellous bird. Unfortunately, the time had arrived when we had to 
leave this superb hote,l and we reluctantly boarded the bus. We were just about to drive off when Barrie spotted a 
Sable at the edge of the car park, but unfortunately it disappeared before any of the group saw it.  
 
It was a one-hour drive to Tsurui where we picked up some lunch. A short drive took us to Tsurumidai Crane 
Sanctuary for a quick visit. Approximately one hundred and sixty Red-crowned Cranes were here and the Sandhill 
Crane was still quietly going about its business. A group of Long-tailed Tits was in the trees before we left to make 
the thirty-minute journey to Kushiro Airport, where we said our fond farewell to Sonoko, our excellent local guide, 
and to our very obliging bus driver. Hokkaido had provided us with wonderful memories of wildlife, landscape, 
food and people. We had also been fortunate to enjoy mainly sunny weather during our time on this marvellous 
northern island of Japan. 
 
Day 9        Saturday 10th February 
 
Imperial Gardens, Tokyo 
 
It was a leisurely breakfast before leaving the hotel at 9.00am for a walk to the Imperial Gardens, the home of the 
Emperor of Japan. This site has several moats which are attractive to wildfowl, particularly in winter. The first 
moat we visited had 12 male and female Falcated Ducks which soon had the cameras in action. The colourful head 
of the male Falcated Duck changes colour between green, purple, black and various other shades as it changes 
position in relation to the sun. Gadwalls, Common Pochards, Tufted Ducks, a Mute Swan and Little Grebes were 
on the water, with Brown-eared Bulbuls, Oriental Turtle Doves, White-cheeked Starlings, White Wagtails and 
Warbling White-eyes close by. A few Grey-capped Greenfinches eventually showed well, although a couple of 
Dusky Thrushes were more skulking. An Eastern Buzzard flew low over the Imperial Palace before landing in a 
tree providing us with good views. Later, a Eurasian Goshawk soared over the gardens with the light showing its 
underparts to good effect. Male and female Daurian Redstarts are always good to see, although they didn’t prolong 
their time in the spotlight. However, Varied Tits put on a good show, coming low down in the trees to enable us 
to fully appreciate their beauty. Not quite as obliging, although we did eventually have decent, but brief views, were 
a few Masked Buntings. The buntings were either in or under a wide, low hedge for much of the time, but 
occasionally came out into small, clear areas. A couple of parties of Long-tailed Tits of the Honshu subspecies 
revealed themselves to be clearly different from the white-headed subspecies of Hokkaido. After a pleasant, 
productive morning in the Tokyo sunshine, we made our way to a local station to get some lunch and make our 
way back to the hotel. After sorting our luggage out, we walked to Tokyo Station for the 3.24pm shinkansen to 
Nagano. Arriving on time, we made the short walk to our hotel. A pleasant dinner at our first Italian restaurant 
completed another good day.  
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Day 10           Sunday 11th February 
 
Jigokudani, Tatsumi Park, Zenkoji Temple 
 
Today was the day scheduled to visit the Snow Monkeys. We met Hitumi (our local guide) and bus for the drive 
to the hot spring reserve called Jigokudani, which translates as Hell Valley. A Common Kestrel and a few Black-
eared Kites were seen during the journey. Soon after arriving and walking up the road, we came across a flock of 
approximately fifty Bramblings, which were a welcome sight. With today being a Sunday and coinciding with a 
public holiday weekend, the trail was very busy, with many people visiting this famous place. Perhaps the trail was 
relatively quiet of birdlife because of all the people: however, a very smart Asian Rosy Finch was found at the 
bottom of a slope beneath the path. A few Jays of the Honshu subspecies were in the trees along the trail, looking 
noticeably different from those we had seen on Hokkaido. 
 
A Brown Dipper flew down river while some of us were stood on a bridge before we reached the pool where the 
endemic Japanese Macaques bathed, fed, misbehaved, groomed each other and performed various antics, much to 
the delight of the numerous visitors. Most group members took many photos and the alpha male was the subject 
of some of them. Scanning the hillside around the monkey pool resulted in the discovery of another endemic 
mammal: a Japanese Serow. This individual was particularly obliging because it had left the forest and was grazing 
on vegetation out in the open. Hitomi had visited this site many times, but this was only the sixth time she had 
seen one. The Serow remained in full view for the remainder of the time we were there, and some group members 
may have taken more photos of this than of the macaques, which shows how special the sighting was. Walking 
back, we came across a flock of forty Japanese Grosbeaks feeding in trees just thirty metres away from the trail. A 
Hawfinch was also with the flock and we watched them for ten minutes before they flew off. A fine lunch was 
taken at a busy café just before the entrance to the monkey park. A beautiful male Daurian Redstart was in the car 
park when we arrived to catch the bus. 
 
A forty-minute drive took us to Tatsumi Park in Nagano and a pond that held Eurasian Wigeon, Northern Pintail, 
Eastern Spot-billed Duck, Shoveler and Eurasian Teal. Eventually we found our main target: a stunningly attractive 
male Baikal Teal and a couple of females. Baikal Teal must be one of the world’s most gorgeous ducks and, after 
being shy initially, the male paraded up and down enabling everyone to full appreciate this little beauty. Two Great 
Egrets dropped in and were the first ones of the trip. Satisfied with our views of the Baikal Teal, we made a ten-
minute drive to Zenkoji Temple. A flock of approximately fifty Bramblings were in trees near the entrance and, 
fortunately, some flew down to feed on the ground just twenty metres away from us. Grey-capped Greenfinches 
were relatively common and gave some good views, in the trees and on the ground. Other birds in the grounds of 
the temple included Japanese and White Wagtails, Dusky Thrush, Brown-eared Bulbul and Japanese Tit. Another 
ten-minute drive took us back to the hotel at the end of another great day.  
 
Day 11          Monday 12th February 
 
Nagakura Park, Karuizawa Wild Bird Sanctuary 
 
It was an eighty-minute drive from Nagano to Karuizawa, with Nagakura Park our first destination. The first birds 
we saw were Grey-capped Greenfinches, Brambling and Hawfinch, with the latter species being seen regularly in 
the park. Eventually we found our target species near the river, with a group of waxwings drinking and flying up 
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into the trees. A short walk into a better position on a bridge enabled us to gain better views of the birds in the 
trees and we could clearly see that this was a mixed group of Japanese and Bohemian Waxwings. Our patience was 
rewarded when the birds came closer to enable the photographers to get reasonable images of these charismatic 
birds. We didn’t see much feeding on mistletoe: instead, the waxwings seemed content to pose and preen for 
several minutes before moving on. A few Meadow Buntings showed well from the bridge where we stood. Time 
was of the essence this morning, so we had to drag ourselves away to make a ten-minute drive to a convenience 
store to grab some lunch. Before we went into the store, we had a walk to the edge of the forest behind it. Two 
Japanese Squirrels immediately showed very well in the trees and on a track close to where we watched. Meadow 
Buntings were also here, but it was four Rustic Buntings which were of even more interest. The Rustic Buntings 
showed well to enable everyone to note the differences between these and the Meadow Buntings. A Japanese 
Green Woodpecker flew into one of the tall trees behind a car park: unfortunately the views weren’t great before 
it disappeared deeper into the forest. A Bull-headed Shrike also provided only a brief view before it flew off.  
 
After getting our coffees and food, we made the short drive to the Wild Bird Sanctuary. There had been heavy 
snow a few days before our visit and it had covered much of the ground vegetation, which seemed to have 
suppressed bird activity here: few birds were seen. The most obliging was a Japanese Grosbeak which posed long 
enough for the alert photographers to capture a few images of this striking species. Some of the group took a rest 
at the visitor centre while the others walked up a hill through the snow to a clearing, where we could get great 
views of the active volcano known as Mount Asama. During our brief time here, the only bird seen was a Eurasian 
Goshawk flying low over the forest. Unfortunately, the time had arrived when we had to mount the bus for the 
drive back to Tokyo and our hotel near the airport.  
 
Day 12         Tuesday 13th February 
 
Tokyo to Heathrow 
 
A short journey by shuttle bus took us from our hotel to Terminal 3 of Haneda Airport. Most group members 
took the opportunity to buy gifts and souvenirs at the airport before boarding our British Airways flight to 
Heathrow. It was the end of an excellent trip to Japan with a great group of people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Japanese Waxwing 
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Receive our e-newsletter 
Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 
tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 
 
Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 
tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  
 

 

 
 
 
Species lists 

Birds (H = Heard only) 

E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2024 
Common name Scientific name 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
Mute Swan - I Cygnus olor               1     
Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus   ✓   8   1         
Baikal Teal Sibirionetta formosa                 3   
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 ✓         2   ✓ ✓   
Common Pochard Aythya ferina ✓             ✓     
Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓   ✓ 
Greater Scaup Aythya marila ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓         
Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus       ✓ ✓ ✓         
Stejneger's Scoter Melanitta stejnegeri         ✓ ✓         
Black Scoter Melanitta americana         ✓ ✓         
Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis         ✓ ✓         
Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓         
Goosander Mergus merganser   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓         
Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓         
House Swift Apus nipalensis 6                   
Feral Rock Dove - I Columba livia ✓             ✓   ✓ 
Oriental Turtle Dove Streptopelia orientalis ✓             ✓   ✓ 
Eurasian Coot Fulica atra ✓             ✓   ✓ 
Red-crowned Crane Grus japonensis   ✓ ✓ 4     160       
White-naped Crane Antigone vipio   1 1               
Sandhill Crane Antigone canadensis   1         1       
Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis ✓   2         ✓     

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/


Wild Japan in Winter Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek March 24 11 
 

E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2024 
Common name Scientific name 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus ✓                   
Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis ✓                   
Solitary Snipe Gallinago solitaria             1       
Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos ✓                   

Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus 
ridibundus ✓     ✓             

Saunders's Gull Chroicocephalus 
saundersi 1                   

Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens       ✓ ✓ ✓         
Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus       ✓ ✓ ✓         
Vega Gull Larus vegae ✓             ✓     
Slaty-backed Gull Larus schistisagus       ✓ ✓ ✓         
Common Guillemot Uria aalge         2           
Spectacled Guillemot Cepphus carbo         ✓ ✓         
Red-throated Diver Gavia stellata 1         1         
Pelagic Cormorant Urile pelagicus       ✓ ✓ ✓         
Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo ✓             ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Black-faced Spoonbill Platalea minor 1                   
Grey Heron Ardea cinerea ✓             1     
Great Egret Ardea alba                 2   
Little Egret Egretta garzetta ✓                   
Pacific Reef Egret Egretta sacra 1                   
Osprey Pandion haliaetus 1                   
Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus   1                 
Eurasian Goshawk Accipiter gentilis               1   1 
Black-eared Kite Milvus migrans lineatus ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ ✓ 

Steller's Sea Eagle Haliaeetus pelagicus   3 8 100
+ 

100
+ ✓ 1       

White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla     1 100
+ 

100
+ ✓         

Eastern Buzzard Buteo japonicus     1 1       1     
Blakiston's Fish Owl Ketupa blakistoni         1 1         
Ural Owl Strix uralensis     1               
House Swift Apus nipalensis 6                   
Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis               1     
Crested Kingfisher Megaceryle lugubris             1       
Japanese Pygmy 
Woodpecker Yungipicus kizuki           2 H       

Great Spotted 
Woodpecker Dendrocopos major         ✓ 2 ✓       

White-backed 
Woodpecker Dendrocopos leucotos     1               

Japanese Green 
Woodpecker - E Picus awokera                   1 

Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus                 1   
Bull-headed Shrike Lanius bucephalus                   1 

Eurasian (Brandt's) Jay Garrulus glandarius 
brandtii   1 2     ✓ ✓       

Eurasian (Japanese) Jay Garrulus glandarius 
japonicus                 ✓ ✓ 

Azure-winged Magpie Cyanopica cyanus 1                   
Carrion Crow Corvus corone ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Large-billed Crow Corvus macrorhynchos ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Northern Raven Corvus corax         3           
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E=Endemic, N=Near-endemic I=Introduced February 2024 
Common name Scientific name 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
Bohemian Waxwing Bombycilla garrulus                   5 
Japanese Waxwing Bombycilla japonica                   10 
Varied Tit Sittiparus varius 2             ✓     
Marsh Tit Poecile palustris       2   ✓ ✓       
Willow Tit Poecile montanus   ✓                 
Japanese Tit Parus minor ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Brown-eared Bulbul Hypsipetes amaurotis ✓ ✓ ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Japanese Bush Warbler Horornis diphone H                   
Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus           8 ✓ ✓     
Warbling White-eye Zosterops japonicus ✓             ✓     
Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes           1 1       
Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea   ✓ ✓ 2   ✓ ✓     ✓ 
White-cheeked Starling Spodiopsar cineraceus ✓             ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Dusky Thrush Turdus eunomus ✓       10 ✓   2 ✓ ✓ 
Daurian Redstart Phoenicurus auroreus ✓             2 1 2 
Brown Dipper Cinclus pallasii       1 1 2 2   1   
Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus ✓     ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Black-backed Wagtail Motacilla alba lugens ✓             ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Japanese Wagtail - N Motacilla grandis 1   2     1 1   1   
Brambling Fringilla montifringilla                 100 ✓ 

Hawfinch Coccothraustes 
coccothraustes   2               ✓ 

Japanese Grosbeak Eophona personata                 40 1 
Asian Rosy Finch Leucosticte arctoa         30 30     1   
Grey-capped Greenfinch Chloris sinica               ✓     
Common Redpoll Acanthis flammea   ✓ ✓               
Pallas's Rosefinch Carpodacus roseus     3               
Meadow Bunting Emberiza cioides     2             ✓ 
Rustic Bunting Emberiza rustica                   4 
Masked Bunting Emberiza personata               3     
Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus ✓                   

 
Mammals 

  February 2024 
Common name Scientific name 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
Japanese Macaque - E Macaca fuscata                 ✓   
Eurasian Red Squirrel  Sciurus vulgaris             4       
Japanese Squirrel - E Sciurus lis                   2 
Sika Deer Cervus nippon   ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓       
Japanese Serow - E Capricornis crispus                 1   
Red Fox Vulpes vulpes   ✓ 2 2 4 ✓ 1       
Sable Martes zibellina             LO       
American Mink - I Mustela vison           1         
Pacific White-sided Dolphin Sagmatias obliquidens         2           

 
Japanese Pond Turtle Mauremys japonica 1 on 3rd February 


