Japan: Birding and Nature Spring
May 29 — June 12, 2025| Trip Report
by Carlos Sanchez

With tour leaders Carlos Sanchez and Bryan Shirley and 8 participants: Cathy,
Eileen, Jeff, Lise, Sandy, Steven, Val, Webb

DAYS ONE TO THREE (May 29 - 31, Okinawa):

After getting together the previous night for dinner at a Korean BBQ restaurant in Naha, we visited an
interconnected pond and estuary system where we saw several endangered Black-faced Spoonbill —the rarest
of all six of the world’s spoonbills by far. Afterwards, we headed north out of the congestion of southern
Okinawa and into the Yanbaru Forest of the northern half of the island. Here, dense subtropical forest still
blanket the landscape. Before reaching our lodging for the next few nights, we had a stop at a strip mall where
we had perhaps the best cream puffs in all of Japan! They were amazing. In the afternoon, we visited the
Kunigami Dam where we quickly encountered a nesting pair of Okinawa Woodpecker. We also saw a couple
Ryukyu Minivet. After dinner, we went out on a night drive and encountered an Okinawa Rail roosting on a low
wire right by the road. This species was only formally described by science in 1981. In addition, we saw
Northern Boobook and Ryukyu Scops-Owl.
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The following day, we went to Kunigami Forest Park where we encountered the endemic Okinawa Robin.
Continuing onwards, we saw and photographed a pair of Ryukyu Flycatcher at Nago Castle Park. While driving
along the coast, we also had many incidental sightings along the beaches and mudflats of the island including
Short-tailed Shearwater, Pacific Reef-Heron, Black-faced Spoonbill, and Common Kingfisher. Another nocturnal
outing produced additional sightings of Ryukyu Scops-Owl.

DAYS FOUR TO SIX (June 1 - 3, Amami):

The following morning, we visited the Mount Ibu Trail near our lodge where (with some difficulty) observed the
shy Black Paradise-Flycatcher. Other interesting species along this wooded trail included Asian Tit, Warbling
White-eye, and Japanese Pygmy Woodpecker. We drove back into Naha where we boarded our flight and
headed northeast to the island of Amami in the Ryukyu Islands, on the edge of Watase’s Line which separates
the Palearctic to the north from the Indomalayan region to the south. The islands here have much in common
with Taiwan and tropical Asia, along with many endemic plant and animal species. Heavy rain greeted us upon
landing at Amami, so we pushed southward to an area of mudflats called the Ose Coast. The rain had subsided
by the time we had arrived, and we quickly tallied several new species for our trip such as Terek Sandpiper,
Sharp-tailed Sandpiper, Bar-tailed Godwit, and Whistling Green-Pigeon. After an early dinner, we went out into
the high, wet forests where we had incredible views of up to a dozen Amami Woodcock and several Amami
Rabbit.

With further exploration of this verdant forest the following day, we tallied Spiny-tailed Newt, Amami Oshima
Frog, Eastern Spot-billed Duck, Whistling Green-Pigeon, Lidth’s Jay, Ruddy Kingfisher, and Ryukyu Robin. On our
last day, we visited the Amami Nature Forest where we encountered Lidth’s Jay and the endemic subspecies of
White-backed Woodpecker. It was a long travel day to reach Kushiro in Hokkaido, and we arrived around 8pm
where we had perhaps the best Japanese meal of the trip.

DAYS SEVEN TO NINE (June 4 - 6, Kushiro to Betsukai):

We started our journey in Hokkaido, full of avian highlights and evocative landscapes, with a drive towards
Nemuro where we saw our first Red-Crowned Crane in farmlands along the road. Continuing onwards over the
next couple of dates around Nemuro and the Betsukai coastline, we saw Latham’s Snipe, Black-tailed Gull,
White-tailed Eagle, Rhinoceros Auklet, and Pacific Loon despite the inclement weather. Wooded areas added
Sakhalin Leaf-Warbler, Black-browed Reed-Warbler, Eurasian Wryneck, and Lanceolated Warbler. Waterfowl|
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were diverse, with quite a few standout species such as Greater Scaup, Stejneger’s Scoter, Harlequin Duck,
Eurasian Wigeon, and Falcated Duck. In the evening, we managed to reach the Yoroushi Onsen. After a
spectacular multi-course dinner, we saw Blakiston’s Fish-Owl right from the main seating area of the onsen
around 9:45PM. This large owl species was voted bird of the trip, leaving a deep impression on the minds of our
group.

DAY TEN (June 7, Yoroushi Onsen):

This beautiful, traditional onsen was the lodging highlight of the trip with its hot spring baths, traditional
Japanese cuisine, and scenic location by a pristine flowing stream. Following a path in the morning, we
observed Narcissus Flycatcher, Brown Dipper, and Great Spotted Woodpecker. We went on a pelagic off the
Shiretoko Peninsula where we saw very large numbers of Rhinoceros Auklet, Short-tailed Shearwater. Towards
the end of the peninsula, we got to enjoy some nice quality time with a pod of Orca (Killer Whale). We enjoyed
another spectacular meal at the Yoroushi Onsen.

DAYS ELEVEN TO TWELVE (June 8 - 9, Abashiri):

On our drive to Abashiri, we continued our journey with a stop at Kaminoko Pond where we saw Asian Brown
Flycatcher and Siberian Blue Robin. We also stopped at Uramashu, enjoying spectacular views of a water-filled
volcanic crater and an Oriental Cuckoo. The Koshimizu Flower Park had an abundance of flowers, including
Beachhead Iris, as well as birds like Middendorf’s Grasshopper-Warbler and Chestnut-eared Bunting. Nearby,
we also scoped a lake which had Northern Pintail and Little Ringed Plover. We ended our morning in Abashiri
where we enjoyed distant views of Mandarin Duck.

The following morning, after a brief stop to see Asian House-Martin at a nesting colony under a bridge, we
continued to the Wakka Wildflower Park where we saw Siberian Rubythroat, Lanceolated Warbler, and Long-
tailed Rosefinch.

DAYS THIRTEEN TO FIFTEEN (June 10 -12, Mount Asahidake):

On our first morning in this glorious location, we went up the Sugatami sector of the mountain. At the top of the
lift, there was still quite a bit of snow on the ground which made the hike a little tricky. Regardless of the snow
cover, it was still quite warm! We recorded Pine Grosbeak, Olive-backed Pipit, Siberian Rubythroat, and
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Japanese Accentor. In the afternoon, we walked a quiet trail near the lodge where we saw the adorable ‘Snow
Fairy’, the white-headed subspecies of the Long-tailed Tit.

The following morning, we continued our journey towards New Chitose. Our best stop along the way was
Kaguraoka Park. There were children practicing color guard, and clouds looked threatening overhead. It was
super productive though, as we quickly added an adult Ural Owl and three recently fledged juveniles. We also
saw quite a variety of passerines in the park, some mobbing one of the juvenile owls: Brown-eared Bulbul,
Eurasian Nuthatch, Chestnut-cheeked Starling, Eurasian Treecreeper, and Asian Stubtail. Later, we paid a visit to
the Tomita Flower Farm where we got to enjoy photogenic fields of flowers. While enjoying lavender ice cream,
we saw a flock of White-throated Needletail zipping overhead — the largest swift species in the world.

On our final day, we birded along the New Chitose River where the group enjoyed views of Crested Kingfisher
and Mandarin Duck before boarding our flights back to Tokyo and onwards to the United States with amazing
memories of the birds, culture, and cuisine of Japan.

Photos: Group (Valerie Gebert - VG), Black-faced Spoonbills (VG), Red-Crowned Crane (VG), Ural Owl (VG), Eastern Cattle
Egret (VG), Black-faced Spoonbills (VG), Habu (venemous Snake) (VG), Ryukyu Scops-Owl (VG), Black Paradise Flycatcher (VG),
Black-tailed Gull (VG), Sika (VG), Blakiston's Fish-Owl (VG), Eileen and Jeff (VG), Natural Springs (Carlos Sanchez - CS),
Mandarin Duck (VG), Japanese Ratsnake (VG)
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