Japan: Birding & Nature | Dec. 1-17, 2025
Trip Report by Bryan Shirley

NJ Guide Bryan Shirley & Mason Flint, local guide Takumi Koichi with
participants: Les, Nick, Marvin, Teri, Peter, Mary, Alan, Leigh, Janine,
Kit, and Lorna

Mon., Dec. 1:  Introductions and Pre-tour Dinner

Most people arrived in Japan a day or two earlier and had a bit of time to explore Tokyo on their own today. It
was a gorgeous day in Tokyo and Mt. Fuji was visible from the hotel. We met in the evening and had dinner
tonight at a nearby Chinese restaurant. We had a nice variety of dishes, but the gyoza (dumplings) that the
restaurant is famous for were particularly nice!
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Tues., Dec. 2:  Flight to Kagoshima | Mandarin Ducks

We were all excited to get out and get birding today, but first had a flight to the south end of Kyushu. We
landed in Kagoshima just before noon. It was cloudy and looked like rain, but some of us could see Sakurajima,
the active volcano in the bay nearby, as we landed. Koichi, our wonderful driver/assistant guide, was waiting for
us when we arrived. We drove a few minutes to a nearby park and had a nice picnic lunch before setting out for
birding.

Our first stop was for a large flock of Russet Sparrows, a common wintering species. While we were watching
them, a Bull-headed Shrike flew in and landed nearby, giving us nice views through the scope. We stopped at a
few places along the Ana River and had a stunning Common Kingfisher and 3 types of Wagtail including the
nearly endemic Japanese Wagtail. At our second stop we connected with our target bird here when we found a
flock of Mandarin Ducks on the river! It was a nice start to our trip to see such a gorgeous duck. We arrived in
Izumi, our home for the next 3 nights, with a few minutes left before sunset so we made one more stop at a spot
for the very local Long-billed Plover. They prefer rocky areas along rivers and this spot usually has a couple and
it didn’t disappoint us today. We ended up finding three there.

After we checked in to the hotel and got settled, we went out for our first good Japanese food. We enjoyed a
variety of sushi, tempura, and noodles dishes, not to mention some nice ice cream for dessert!

Wed., Dec. 3: Six Species of Cranes!

Today was a very exciting day. After breakfast at the hotel, we made the short drive to the crane wintering
grounds. This place is famous for the large number of wintering cranes — over 10,000 Hooded Cranes and about
2000 White-naped Cranes. When we arrived at the visitor center just after sunrise, cranes we were surrounded
by more cranes. We hoped to watch them from the roof of the visitor center, but after a few minutes, decided
to go inside and watch through the large windows to get out of the wind. Thousands of cranes were flying
around looking for the best feeding areas and slowly began to gather at the feeding area in front of the visitor
center. Hundreds of Rooks were also gathering in the fields and, after a few minutes of scanning, we were able
to pick out several Daurian Jackdaw mixed in. Large flocks of Mallard and Pintails were kept on high alert since
there were two Peregrin Falcons hunting them and one Peregrine barely missed a very lucky pintail who
managed to escape at the last second. Eventually we located our third crane species of the morning —a
Common Crane - and once located, we were able to watch and see it well thought the scope.

On the east side of the river, we quickly located three Sandhill Cranes in the same area where they had been
hanging out for several winters, but the other two cranes we were hoping for were not cooperating. We
decided to scan another flock of cranes when one member of our group spotted a large all-white bird mixed in.
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Upon closer inspection, it was our hoped-for Siberian Crane! They are critically endangered and most years not
present in Japan, but this individual showed up here about a week ago. We were all pretty excited to see it. The
other species we were hoping for was Demoiselle Crane. It is fairly common in some parts of the world, but very
rare in Japan. We continued birding around the area, stopping to scan through flock after flock of cranes and
eventually were able to locate it! It is not very often that one can see six species of cranes in a day!

For lunch today we visited a sake factory that also makes good Soba noodles. They had several varieties of sake
to sample and the lunch was nice too! Our next stop was in the old part of Izumi where we toured 2 samurai
houses and learned about the history of the area.

The weather got a bit worse during the day and it was starting to sprinkle rain, so we decided to drive a bit out
to the coast to look for Japanese Cormorants along the rocky coastline. We found several perched on the rocks
and also had Brown Boobies flying out over the sea. We had nice looks at our first gulls of the trip and had 4
species: Vega, Black-tailed, Slaty-backed, and Black-headed.

Thur., Dec. 4:  Yatsushiro Mudflats | Kogawa Dam

This morning, we went for a change of habitat and headed to the coast north of Izumi to the Yatsushiro area. It
was pretty cold this morning, though not windy and rainy like yesterday, so we did a couple of walks along the
Kuma River while we waited to hit the tides just right at the mudflats. Along the river we had a bunch of
Gadwall, Mallard, and Spot-billed Ducks but nothing new. While we were watching, them a Japanese
Sparrowhawk came zipping past but didn’t give us very good looks. A Siberian Pipit was much more obliging.
We arrived at our spot on the coast just at the perfect time as the tide was starting to go out. At first the
shorebirds were roosting on the rocks, but after a few minutes, the mudflat started to appear in front of us and
the shorebirds were flying in flock after flock. The most common bird was Dunlin, but there were good numbers
of Black-bellied Plover, Kentish Plover, Common Greenshank, and one Siberian Sand-Plover. One of our targets
for here was Saunder’s Gull and there were dozens flying along the coast. After the mudflat grew a bit more,
they landed nearby and we eventually had some Black-headed Gulls land among the Saunder’s Gulls, providing
us with a great opportunity to compare the two species.

Back in Izumi in the afternoon we did a walk along the reservoir at Kbgawa Dam. The birding was slow and we
had to work for the few species we saw, but the forest was beautiful and we enjoyed the nice walk. We had
nice scope views of Mandarin Ducks on the reservoir, but the highlight was a knock-out view of a Common
Kingfisher at close range. After we drove back toward town, we decided to make one more stop to check a river
and found a small flock of Falcated Ducks. While we were watching them through the scope, a Crested
Kingfisher flew past us and landed on a dead branch over the river! It was great to be able to watch it through

3

Naturalist Journeys, LLC PO Box 16545 Portal, AZ 85632 PH: 866.900.1146
naturalistjourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com




the scope and eventually it flew right over our heads. Dinner tonight was a Korean style BBQ and we cooked a
variety of meats, squid, shrimp and veggies on the grills built into our tables — a delicious and fun ending to
another great day!

Fri., Dec. 5: Higashiyoka Mudflat | Thousands of Baikal Teal!

We checked out of our hotel in Izumi and headed toward the north end of Kyuhsu. Last night was a super moon
and today had some of the highest tides of the year, so we decided to start the day at one of the best mudflats
in Japan — Higashiyoka at the north end of the Ariake Sea. We got there just as the tide was starting to recede.
Shorebirds and waterfowl by the thousands were roosting all along the high waterline. We counted 145
Eurasian Curlew and put our Dunlin count at a conservative 3000. We hadn’t seen a Common Shelduck on our
previous days, but today we estimated there to be over 1000! We walked along the path following the shore
and the bird numbers were incredible.

We did a 7-Eleven lunch to save time and before long, were at our next stop — a water retention pond that had
an estimated 10,000 Baikal Teal! It was an amazing spectacle to see so many of this beautiful duck. We took a
walk around the lake scanning through the thousands of ducks from different angles and picking out other
species like Green-winged Teal, Common Pochard, and lots of Northern Pintails. From there it was off to the
Fukuoka Airport for our evening flight to Komatsu. We arrived and made the short drive to our hotel, excited to
see what birds were in store for us here in this new location.

Sat., Dec. 6: Katano Duck Pond | Geese, Swans, and Smew!

Woke up to a beautiful morning in Komatsu. There was no snow in town, but the mountains were all snow
covered and shining bright white in the morning sun. After breakfast we slowly made our way to Katano Wild
Duck Pond on the small roads around the many agricultural fields in the area. We were looking for Gray-headed
Lapwings, but we found a flock of 36 Northern Lapwings instead! Once we reached the comfortable nature
center in Katano, we were immediately all shouting out the various types of ducks and geese visible in front of
us. Both male and female Smews were just in front of the window and we soon were working on the difficult
task of differentiating Taiga and Tundra Bean-Geese. One lone Tundra Swan was on the pond as well. We spent
the next hour slowing scanning through the now familiar Baikal Teal, Mallards, & Pintails for the occasional
others mixed in.

After we had our fill of the ducks, we drove around a bit looking for geese and swans and we finally found the
Gray-headed Lapwings we’d hoped to get here. After a bit of driving around and scanning, we located several
hundred Greater White-fronted Geese and Tundra Swans. After lunch we stopped and scanned the ocean a bit
at Amagozen — not a lot of birds today but the weather was great and so were the views of the coast and the Sea
of Japan. From there we headed to Kanazawa and had a nice walk at the prefectural seaside park. The pond
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had lots of Green-winged Teal and Spot-billed Ducks; gorgeous in the late afternoon light. The walk around the
forest was mostly quiet, but a pair of Japanese Pygmy Woodpeckers was an exciting find.

Dinner was a memorable experience — we went to a sushi restaurant that you order on a touch screen and the
food zips down a conveyor to your table! The sushi was great (and lots of other options as well) and the
atmosphere was even better. Definitely a fun memory for all.

Sun., Dec. 7: Kenroku-en Garden | Bullet Train

Today we were around Kanazawa, one of the strongholds of traditional Japanese culture. We started the day at
Kenroku-en, one of the most famous Japanese Gardens. Kenroku-en means the “Garden of Six Attributes” and
is designed to have all 6 contrasting attributes of the perfect garden: Spaciousness & Seclusion, Artifice &
Antiquity, Waterways & Panoramas. We entered the garden and ran into a nice mixed flock of birds including
Asian and Varied Tits, Warbling White-eye, Japanese Bush Warbler, and several Bramblings.

After the garden, we walked around the expansive Kanazawa Castle next door. The rock work and huge timbers
used in the construction were pretty amazing. From there we walked around the Higashi Chaya area to see
some of the traditional wooded structures of old Kanazawa. We had lunch and a bit of free time to explore the
shops at the Kanazawa Station, then boarded the bullet train for Nagano. It only took us about an hour since we
were going about 165 mph! The scenery was nice with fresh snow in the mountains. Dinner tonight was
another culinary highlight — we had a great time at a family-run Okonomiyake restaurant and introduced
everyone to another wonderful Japanese food.

Mon., Dec. 8: Snow Monkeys | Zenko-ji Temple

Woke up today to another beautiful morning. Breakfast today was voted as the best of the trip so far, with a
nice variety and the spectacular views of the mountains surrounding Nagano in the morning light. After
breakfast we made our way to Jigokudani Yaen-Koen for the world-famous Snow Monkeys (real name is
Japanese Macaque). The trail through the forest was a bit icy but not too bad; only a few sections made us glad
that we were prepared with ice crampons. We arrived early before the crowds got too large and there were
monkeys everywhere. We spent the next hour or so enjoying their antics. Some were in the hot spring, some in
the river, and many others were loafing around or picking food out of the snow. The fast-walking portion of the
group started back early, while others stayed at the monkey park a bit longer. The faster walkers ended up
being at the bus so early that Koichi took them a couple miles down the road to a spot to look for Brown Dippers
and they were successful in their quest.
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Lunch was at a local restaurant and everybody got a real kick out of the food being brought out by robots!
During our drive back to Nagano we spotted a persimmon tree full of Dusky Thrushes, Bulbuls, and a few
Hawfinches. At a small park we had one Baikal Teal on a pond, even better looks at Hawfinch, and four Azure-
winged Magpies. Our next stop was the first Buddhist Temple in Japan, Zenko-ji. We had just entered the
gardens and we had a small flock of tits that included our first Coal Tits of the trip. We also had a Japanese
Grosbeak feeding just a few feet from us. We toured the old temples and then broke up and had some free
time; some opting to explore the temples a bit more, some walked the shopping street to the hotel, and others
returned to the hotel by bus for a bit of down time before dinner.

Tue., Dec. 9: Pallas’s Rosefinch | Matsumoto Castle

This morning, we said goodbye to Nagano City and headed towards our next destination. Bryan had some news
from a friend about Pallas’s Rosefinch, a scarce winter visitor to Japan, so we decided to start the day there.
Before we arrived, one lucky person noticed a Japanese Serow from the bus, but unfortunately it was not a place
that we could stop or go back - at least one of us saw it. We arrived at Shiojiri and it was cold, but skies and
roads were clear, thankfully, since the roads are closed to traffic when it snows, but still, only a few cars came
by. Before long we had a great flock of tits with every tit possible, plus a few Long-tailed Tits as well! A bit
further up the trail we had great looks at Long-tailed Rosefinches. While we were watching them, a gorgeous
male Pallas’s Rosefinch popped into view! Even though we had our target bird, we were having such a nice time
that we decided to walk a bit more and enjoy the beautiful forest. We had one other pair of Pallas’s Rosefinch
that were actually feeding along the road. The male wasn’t as brightly colored as the first male, but we were
able to watch it for a much longer time, plus got to see the female as well.

We ate lunch at a local ramen shop (with creampuffs for desert), then it was on to Matsumoto Castle. One of
the top castles in Japan, Matsumoto Castle is always a cultural highlight of our tour. The moat had quite a few
ducks, but nothing we hadn’t seen before except for the resident introduced Mute Swan. After the castle, we
continued on to our hotel in Saku. The large volcano towering over the Karuizawa area, Mount Asama, was
spewing lots of smoke today and was beautiful in the evening light.

Wed., Dec. 10: Japanese Green Pheasants | Karuizawa Wild Bird Forest

Today was the coldest day of the tour so far. It was below freezing when we left the hotel, but the skies were
clear and it turned out to be a great day. We had a walk through the Karuizawa Wild Bird Forest scheduled for
today, but decided to put off the hike until it warmed up a bit and do a drive around some agricultural fields to
look for Japanese Green Pheasants. We had just arrived and we spotted a couple males enjoying the warm
morning sunlight. There ended up being five pheasants there and two more later, so we were pretty happy with
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our decision to start the day here! By this time, it had warmed up a few degrees, and we were ready for our
hike, so we headed over to the wild bird forest. It was a beautiful hike and did very well with the birds. More
views of all tits we had been seeing over the last few days were still very welcome, plus enough new species to
keep things exciting. We had nice looks at two Japanese Woodpeckers, a very accommodating Great Spotted
Woodpecker, several Eurasian Nuthatches and Treecreepers, and a nice Eurasian Bullfinch.

We grabbed some bentos (lunch boxes) and other goodies at a local supermarket and enjoyed watching another
Japanese Woodpecker while we ate at a nearby park. In the late afternoon we did a walk around the Saku
regulating pond. It held a good variety of waterfowl! including one Baikal Teal, several Smew, and a few dozen
Falcated Ducks.

Thu., Dec. 11: Copper Pheasant! | Lesser White-fronted Goose

It was interesting to see that no smoke or steam was coming out of Mt. Asama today after seeing it the last two
days. It must have been taking the day off. This morning our target was one of the hardest birds in Japan —
Copper Pheasant. We slowly made our way along some mountain roads where we have had luck in the past and
Koichi-san came through again and spotted a male running up the hillside near the road! The tail was amazing;
probably close to 3 feet long! We all got great looks at it before it disappeared over the ridge. Apparently, there
was a female as well, but it was much sneakier and gave us the slip before most of the group could find it.

With our target bird in the bag, we headed down out of the mountains and into the Kanto Plains of Tokyo. We
stopped at Tatara Marsh and added the recently split Eurasian Goshawk and Whooper Swan. After another
picnic lunch, we found the introduced White-browed Laughing-Thrushes that live here. We made one last stop
at another park to look for a Lesser White-fronted Goose. They are very rare in Japan and usually in large flocks
of Greater White-fronted Goose, but this one showed up here alone about 4 weeks ago. We quickly located the
goose and had a friendly Japanese birder tell us it was very tame and waved for us to come closer. Eventually, it
came towards us - within a few yards! It would be hard to see it any better that! From there we made the drive
through Tokyo via the long tunnel under the city and arrived at our hotel right at sunset.

Fri., Dec. 12: Flight to Hokkaido | Tsurumidai (Crane Observatory)

We had our earliest day of the trip today due to an 8:00 AM flight to Hokkaido. We arrived to cold, but clear
skies. A bit of snow and ice here and there, but mostly bare ground visible as we drove north to Tsurui. Tsurui
means “home of the cranes” and it was largely thanks to the efforts of residents here over the last 100 years
that cranes have survived in Hokkaido. We first visited Tsurumidai and watched the cranes for a while before
lunch in the café across the street. The crane numbers were a bit lower than usual, probably because they are
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still able to find their own food since there is no snow, but the feeders at the café were very busy! We had
several Great Spotted Woodpeckers and a Gray-headed Woodpecker stopped in as well. The highlight was
probably the flock of the star of YouTube & TikTok, the Snow Fairies (Hokkaido subspecies of Long-tailed Tit with
an all-white head). About 20 were all over the garden for several minutes before they moved on and, yes, they
really might be the cutest bird ever. We stopped at the other crane sanctuary, but there were only a few birds
there, so we decided to continue on to Otowa Bridge. The only cranes in the river were quite a distance away,
but we had several groups fly over our heads, giving us chances to practice mid-flight photography! From there
we drove through the Kushiro Wetlands National Park. The scenery was great and we got our first looks at both
White-tailed and Steller’s Sea Eagles, but were hoping for more. Tonight, we stayed at a traditional Japanese
Onsen (hot spring) which hit the spot after being out in the cold all day - and our dinner was amazing.

Sat., Dec. 13: Hundreds of Whoopers, Sea Ducks, Foxes & Sea Otters

We checked out and hit the road toward the Southeast corner of Hokkaido. After driving for a bit over an hour,
we stopped and birded at a large bay in Akkeshi. There were hundreds of Whooper Swans everywhere,
including about 10 feet away posing for photos! We also had good looks at Pintails, Common Goldeneye, and
both Red-breasted and Common Mergansers. From there we followed the coast around to Kiritappu, a grass
covered peninsula surrounded by cliffs and great views. We had a pair of Rough-legged Hawks here — they are
pretty rare in Japan but Kiritappu is probably the best place to see them. As we pulled into the parking area,
there was a fox walking down the wooden fence. It stopped and staired into the grass like it was waiting to
pounce before it finally gave up on whatever it was after. An Asian Rosy-Finch landed near us, another target
species for Kiritappu. We started the walk to the lighthouse, scanning as we went, and before long had several
Harlequin Ducks, Black Scoters, and one other mystery bird. Originally Bryan called it a female Stejneger’s
Scoter, but it didn’t seem quite right. After watching it for 20 minutes (and actually looking through photos
later) we realized it was in fact a Surf Scoter - a very rare winter vagrant to Japan (Japan tick for both Bryan and
Koichi!). We made one last stop at Kunigami where we had our first looks at lots of gulls. There were a few
hundred here and we ended up seeing eight species before heading into Nemuro to our Hotel.

Sun., Dec. 14:  White-tailed & Stellar’s Sea Eagles

Nemuro sits at the base of a peninsula and we spent the day exploring the coast line and various points
overlooking the ocean. The highlight today was definitely the eagles — we had well over a hundred Steller’s Sea-
Eagles and several dozen White-tailed Eagles as well. They seemed to be everywhere. On the other hand, Alcids
were tough to come by today, but we did end up with distant views of a few Spectacled Guillimots. Lots of gulls
were everywhere, including hundreds of Black-legged Kittiwakes. Everyone enjoyed seeing the monuments for
the disputed Kurile Islands and learning a bit of the history. It was surprisingly warm today because there was a
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big storm approaching and the wind picked up throughout the day. By late afternoon it was starting to snow,
but thankfully it held off and allowed us to have a good day exploring the area.

Mon., Dec. 15: Blizzards, Onsens, and Fish Owls!

The storm arrived as expected and snowed throughout the night. We had maybe six inches here, but there
were reports of much more snow in the direction we were headed today and most of the roads were closed due
to drifting snow and downed power lines from the wind storm. Most of our birding plans for the day were
scrapped and we were just trying to navigate through the maze of closed roads, but we did make one stop along
the coast to scan for ducks. It was extremely rough and hard to see, but some of us got on a Stejneger’s Scoter
in flight so far out, it was almost in Russia!

We arrived in Nakashibetsu in time for lunch. The city was in the process of digging out from the snow — it
looked like they had gotten about 3 feet overnight. The storm was supposed to pick up again in the afternoon,
so we were anxious to get safely to our lodge, and it ended up being not a minute too soon. Visibility was very
low and the drifting snow made it a challenge, but Koichi safely got us to our destination and we were all so
grateful to be there out of the storm! If you have to be snowed in, Yoroushi Onsen is possibly the best place for
it. We watched the tits, nuthatch, and Eurasian Jays (orange-headed ones in Hokkaido) until dark, then started
our vigil for the Blakiston’s Fish-Owl that made this place famous. The last two days it had been in by about 5
PM, but tonight, possibly due to the storm, it hadn’t showed when we left for dinner at 6. Dinner here is quite a
production and we decided that we had 16 courses!

After dinner it was back to the warm lobby for the checklist and to keep an eye out for the owl. It made us wait,
but it finally showed up at about 9:30! It flew in and landed on the perch over the pool. Over the next 20
minutes, it caught and ate several fish, then flew down the river before eventually settling down on a large
snow-covered rock. It was a great experience that will not be soon forgotten.

Tue., Dec. 16:  Yoroushi Onsen | Scenery & Birds along the Coast

Today, all roads around us were closed until the plows could catch up. Most of the areas we hoped to bird today
were shut off and not going to open in time, but we got word that the road to the coast in Shibetsu was open.
That said, some of the group opted to stay warm and enjoy the wonderful hot springs, bird feeder, and
ambiance of the lodge, and later in the day, some ventured out for a walk in the winter wonderland and others
relaxed and had a massage. It sounded like all enjoyed a wonderful day.
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For the rest of the group willing to brave a ride to the coast, we checked out a couple of ports and viewpoints
over the ocean, but failed to find anything new. The views of Kunashir, one of the disputed islands, and the
mountainous Shiretoko Peninsula to the north were gorgeous in the new snow. There were rumors of a flock of
waxwings in a town not too far away, but in spite of our valiant efforts, they failed to show themselves. We
arrived back at Yoroushi in time to enjoy the feeders and relax in the onsen before dark. The Fish-Owl was very
cooperative tonight and we all got to enjoy it and still get to bed early (although some of us made multiple trips
back to check on it during the night and got nice photos of the male and female at about 4 AM).

Wed., Dec. 16: Red-crowned Crane | Return to Tokyo

Today was our last day of the trip and we were relieved to wake up to clear skies, although the thermometer
was at a brisk 1-degree Fahrenheit at sunrise. We enjoyed one last breakfast at Yoroushi with more views of
Brown Dippers on the river and like yesterday, Crested Kingfisher shot past as it flew along the river. We had
planned on going to Lake Kussharo for swans in the steamy warm springs at one spot of the lake, but the road
had not been plowed yet, so we just enjoyed the scenery of the lake and the huge vents of steam at the nearby
active volcano, lozan (Sulfur Mountain). We had enough time to stop and watch the Red-crowned Cranes for a
bit. The number of cranes visiting the area had increased significantly with the snow and will no doubt keep
increasing as it gets more difficult to find food. The cranes hold a sacred place in the hearts of the Japanese, and
it was a fitting ending to our trip to enjoy them one last time before we caught our flights back to Tokyo and
went our separate ways.

Photos: Group Birding (Bryan Shirley - BS), Long-tailed Tit (BS), Siberian Crane (BS), Snow Monkey (BS), Eurasian Wigeon (BS),
White-naped Crane (BS), Common Kingfisher (Peter Fritz), Baikal Teal (BS), Snow Monkeys (BS), Japanese Grosbeak (BS),
Eastern Spot-billed Duck (BS), Lesser White-fronted Goose (BS), Gray-headed Woodpecker (BS), Red Fox (BS), Black-legged
Kittiwake (BS), Ural Owl (BS)
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