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This trip report details a short trip to Eastern Hokkaido, Japan, made in February 2014. Despite living 

in Tokyo for a short period 1999-2000 and visiting south west Hokkaido twice, this was a trip I had 

ever made to eastern Hokkaido. Having arguably the most sensational winter birding on the planet 

and now fully armed with decent camera gear, now was the time to go and, despite losing a day due 

to weather difficulties, this proved a superlative trip and a brilliant experience. I’d do it again in a 

flash. 

Logistics Having decided in early January to go for it, we didn’t have long to sort out ground arrangements, 

especially given that February is peak season for birding and photography trips to Japan. At the suggestion of a 

friend I contacted Nigel Moorhouse at Sarus Bird Tours (http://www.sarusbirdtours.co.uk/), who organises DIY 

Japan itineraries. Nigel responded very promptly, booking internal flights, all accommodation and car rental from 

Kushiro and providing us with pretty good detailed pre-departure and location information. This, coupled with a 

few hours online (on Google maps and checking out train times and a route to get across Tokyo) before departure 

and the car’s sat nav meant that getting to the sites, birds and accommodation was very easy indeed; Tokyo 

weather apart, everything went very smoothly. You could also try contacting Tommy Onaita (email 

booking@japanbirdwatching.com) who is recommended in some trip reports; I swapped a couple of emails with 

him but these took a lot longer to get back than those with Nigel and, for us, time was at a premium. 

Weather and Strategy Our arrival in Tokyo on Friday 7th February was just before a massive snow storm, 

caused by a deep and fast moving depression racing east off the south coast of Honshu. I had clocked this from 

weather maps at home before departure and knew that it meant that our otherwise entirely feasible plan i.e. to 
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jump straight off the plane, cross Tokyo by train and get the overnight ferry to Miyake-jima, on the Izu Islands had 

to be abandoned. I have done this ferry trip a few times before so this was not a complete disaster; at all costs we 

wanted to avoid getting stuck on Miyake and then missing our Kushiro flight on the Sunday morning. Instead we 

went to our Tokyo hotel (see below) a night early, and had a day in the snow in Tokyo on the Saturday; although 

no substitute for albatross alley, this was fine. On the Saturday Tokyo had received many inches of snow and 

suffered blizzard conditions all day; some of the trains stopped as did most flights; apparently this was the most 

snow in one hit in 30 years! Next day at Haneda Airport in bright sun the snow was melting fast, but not fast 

enough and after a long wait at the airport, we had to give up and return to the hotel for a third night. We got 

away next morning and were in Kushiro by 1000; by 1115 we were scoring some serious birds. Our route on 

Hokkaido is given below where, incidentally, the weather was near-perfect – bright and calm, although with a 

biting wind on one day. On the last day, Friday, Tokyo again had snow (!) but it only just started in afternoon and 

we were able to land ok at our scheduled time of 1700. Despite sleet and rain, we were able to get across town to 

Narita for our international flight (due to depart about 2230) with (some) time to spare. A bit tight but, having 

had such a wonderful time on Hokkaido, we didn’t care at all 

Getting about In Tokyo, we used the train and metro system; despite being the most complex in the world, 

this is easy to navigate and we had no problems travelling all over the city in the day we were stuck there. 

Internal flights from Haneda to Kushiro and back were handled by JAL; again no problems and staff were very 

helpful when we turned up at the airport for our scheduled flight to find that almost all flights were cancelled that 

day; luckily there was space next day and we were booked onto that. 

On Hokkaido, we drove – there is no other option. You need an international driving permit (and be sure it lists 

Japan one of the countries where it is applicable) and to take care – a lot of roads were dusted in snow, although 

actual ice seemed uncommon. However, the roads are empty, distances are small, there was only a little night 

driving (due to us missing a day at the start) and the sat nav kept us right. No problems at all. 

Accommodation As Nigel booked all of this, I don’t have precise contact details other than for the Tokyo 

hotel. However, it would be well worth trying to use all three of the Hokkaido places we used; they were 

fantastic, homely places and gave a real taste of Japan as well as being very comfy places to stay. We met a few 

other birders and photographers on the trip on basically the same route as us and some of them were staying in 

what sounded like far less memorable places. 

A Tokyo 

Sotetsu Fresa Inn, Hamamatsucho Daimon; Email: daimon@fresa-inn.jp. Very close to Hamamatsucho Station and so handy 

for the circular Yammanote Line and the Monorail to Haneda airport. Business hotel with tiny rooms but free tea and coffee 

facilities, wi-fi and some reasonable small restaurants nearby – including a fantastic Nepalese café just across from the 

entrance. 

B Hokkaido 

1. Yoroushi Onsen – about one hour drive from Akan Crane sanctuary, where we spent the day of arrival. Top class and 

really plush but well worth splashing out on; great woodland birding next morning and with Blakiston’s Fish Owls 

calling all night – they sometimes come to the illuminated and stocked garden pond, but not during our stay. The 

owls were not too difficult to spot-light nearby however and the outdoor, starlit onsen after an hour or two 

watching them was pretty special. 

2. Rausu-kuru About 6 km north of Rausu on the splendid Shiretoko peninsula and with dramatic views across the 

straits onto the Kurile Islands. A lot less than two hours from Yoroushi; we spent the whole day making this journey 

with a long visit to the Notsuke peninsula en-route and many roadside scans. Basically an enormous log cabin and 

again very comfortable with great food and a good (albeit indoor) onsen. One of the staff members speaks good 

mailto:daimon@fresa-inn.jp


English and crews on the eagle boats; we had 

a long chat with him and he was able to 

arrange a whole morning (0500 – 1200 i.e. two 

eagle trips) for me the next day for a very 

heavily discounted price.  

3. Furen Lodge - On the edge of Furen-ko and 

about 1 – 1.5 hours drive from 2, if you don’t 

stop (we did). Situated right on the edge of the 

frozen lake, this is the classic Hokkaido guest-

house for birders as the owner, Take-san is a 

keen birder himself. He gave us loads of useful 

information for our day on the Nemuro 

peninsula and the eagle-feeding site on the 

shores of Furen-ko itself is only a minutes 

away. Also great food and spectacular winter 

scenery.  From here to Kushiro airport is about 

a 2 hour drive, although there is a very 

worthwhile stopover to be made at Lake 

Akeshi (see below). 

What to bring Warm clothes; lots and lots of 

warm clothes. It was -8 to -10oC during our visit, 

and that was when the sun was shining. In the 

wind on the Nemuro Peninsula it must have 

equated to more like – 25oC. We also brought 

camping cups and thermos flasks (life-savers and 

very easy to fill) plus things like cup-a-soups, snack 

bars etc. This meant we could avoid the usual daytime diet of 7-11 fast food which is as bad as junk food 

anywhere whilst out birding during the day. All accommodation on Hokkaido provided great evening meals and 

breakfasts. You also need a scope for serious sea-watching and, with some of the best wildlife photography on 

earth, in one of the most dramatic landscapes, lots of camera gear as well. I brought two DSLR bodies to save 

switching lenses. 

Birding details 

A A day stuck in Tokyo 

Faced with being stuck here for the day, I searched online and was pleased to find some up-to-date information at 

http://www.birdforum.net/showthread.php?t=16125 dug out by a quick Google search. Thanks a lot, Charles Harper! This 

was very useful and made getting about easy although I was helped by the fact that I had been to all these sites frequently 14 

years earlier.  The main site of interest for western birders in Tokyo is probably Meiji Jingue-mae shrine, situated inside 

Yoyogi Park, an urban park fringed by the Shinjuku skyscrapers but with extensive woodland and very easily reached from 

Harajuku station on the Yamanote Line. A pre-breakfast visit in sleety conditions produced at least four Red-flanked 

Bluetails, nearly 20 Pale Thrush and, eventually, one White’s Thrush (at the north end, in the thickest cover, beyond the 

lawns that you are not supposed to a walk on. Ahem.) Japanese Bush-Warbler showed and Varied Tit, Oriental Greenfinch, 

Bull-headed Shrike and Black-faced Bunting were also welcome. An afternoon visit next day, after we’d retreated, defeated, 

from the airport, in bright sunshine and despite hordes of people additionally yielded Rustic Bunting and Common 

Kingfisher. I was pleased to see that the Mandarins were still haunting the small ponds with the bridge at the north end near 

the flagpole; they gave superb close ups along with a few Eastern Spotbills. 

We also tried Ueno Water Park (far lower numbers of wintering ducks than in 1999-2000 but got warmed up on gulls – 

including Black-tailed - and had a Dusky Thrush – surprisingly scarce, perhaps due to the snow) and Yatsu Higata on the edge 

http://www.birdforum.net/showthread.php?t=16125


of Tokyo bay. The blizzard had descended big time so there was not so much at the latter; just the expected ducks (including 

a hybrid-type Eurasian x American Wigeon that seem to be peculiarly frequent in Japan) and a few waders but Kasai-rinkai 

Koen Park, which we visited in between, was much better, despite being very exposed to the white-out conditions blowing in 

from Tokyo Bay. We had wonderful views of Daurian Redstart and Olive-backed Pipit feeding in any shelter they could find 

(presumably snowed out of their usual wintering haunts), plus Buff-bellied Pipits and lots of duck – apparently there was a 

one-day Baer’s Pochard here about a week after us! 

B Hokkaido Now the real fun began. Areas visited and details as per below: 

1 Akan Crane Sanctuary (30 mins from Kushiro airport) 

This is the place to visit for sensational looks at the evocative Japanese Crane, albeit it in slightly contrived setting. Birds are 

remarkably tame and it is possible to wander up the road to find (more flighty) small flocks in less convenient or reachable 

fields. Feeding time is 1400 daily and, despite attracting hundreds of photographers and tourists, this is well worth waiting 

for as the White-tailed Sea-Eagles and Black-eared Kites put on a quite amazingaerialdisplay, sweeping in to snatch fish. This 

was so good that on the last day, with blue skies and bright sun we went rather earlier to the airport than we otherwise 

would have done, checked in and then returned to Akan to spend another hour with the cranes, eagles and kites and 

significantly improve on the photographs taken. We also saw the first few Steller’s Sea-Eagles here, although they were 

much shyer and less obliging than White-tailed Eagles (but that didn’t matter after the Rausu experience).  Whooper Swans 

also put on a fine display and the first distant buzzard appeared. Passerines were very hard to find. 

  

2 Otawa River, Tsuri (about 30 mins from Akan) 

The day stuck in Tokyo cost us an overnight stop in Tsuri so after over 4 hours at Akan and, more or less en-route to Yoroushi, 

we navigated to the Otawa River and the famous road bridge where the #243 crossed the Otawa. An evening visit meant only 

a handful of Japanese Cranes were present but the setting was fabulous with mist rising over the river and some cranes flew 

right over our heads; there were hardly any other people. We also had some atmospheric Whooper Swans and Goosanders 

plus a distant buzzard –caution is needed with these as Eastern Buzzard looks a lot like Rough-legged at long range. We fully 

resolved this satisfactorily on the last day. 



3 Yoroushi Onsen (one hour from the Otawa River) 

Blakiston’s Fish Owl was calling on arrival and, after a quick look before checking in, we went out and spent an hour 

following these magnificent big owls after dinner. We eventually saw them in the torch (you will want a strong one) on the 

other side of the road from our hotel, by peering onto the slope from the chalets of the other hotel in in the village (cannot 

recall the name but is only a 3 min walk – in the snow – from where we stayed). The owls were calling on and off all night in 

this area. Next morning was bright and clear and an hour’s walking along the road (too much snow to go off it) produced 

some good woodland birds, most of which we didn’t see in the forests around Furen-ko Lodge (due partly to much windier, 

colder conditions). These included Eurasian Jay, Great Spotted Woodpecker, four species of tits and Goldcrest. Hawfinch 

and frosty Eurasian Nuthatch were on the feeders during breakfast and a look at the river nearby produced Brown Dipper 

(easy) and Crested Kingfisher (noisy but hard to see well). All of these are easy enough if you are birding Honshu as well as 

Hokkaido but we didn’t see many elsewhere in eastern Hokkaido. 

4 Notsuke Peninsula (about one hour drive from Yoroushi) 

We left Yoroushi in good time to spend most of the day at this wonderful place. Notsuke is a long finger of land separating 

the open sea from a (frozen) bay and reaching out towards the southernmost Kuriles; it is possible to drive all the way to the 

lighthouse just beyond the visitor centre. The backdrop and scenery are awe-inspiring and the birds are pretty damn good 

too. Eagles are everywhere (or so we thought, but we probably wouldn’t have reckoned that had we gone to Rausu first). 

However they were lining the road and beaches and sat around in groups all over the frozen bay. We walked out over the ice 

to view groups of Steller’s Sea Eagles sat around fishing holes (don’t waste your time taking photos; leave that for the boat 

and just look) but even more time was spent scoping the sea to the north of the spit which was very calm and full of seaduck. 

Amongst a very good array, scoter predominated and I was especially pleased to see my first Stejneger’s Scoter (these were 

hard to find at Nemuro) and Spectacled Guillemot. Red-throated Diver, Brent Goose and, of course, Harlequins were also 

highly notable. The only significant passerines were Common Redpoll, Dusky Thrush and Common Raven (pretty uncommon 

winter visitor to Hokkaido?) although Sika deer walking over the ice was pretty cool. 

5 Rausu and other harbours on the Nemuro straits (Rausu is less than one hour north of Notsuke) 

Anywhere along the eastern coast of Hokkaido can be good for seaducks and we made many stops heading north from 

Notsuke to Rausu and again going south the next day, including at the harbour of Odaito which looks back across the bay 

towards Notsuke. Numbers of seafowl were generally at bit lower than off Notsuke itself (at least, there were many few 

Black Scoter) but variety was excellent and included many Goldeneye and Scaup, as well as sawbills, Pelagic Cormorant and 

odd groups of Harlequins here and there. A fast-flowing river between Notsuke and Rausu (on the north edge of Shibetsu 

and accessed from some rough ground on the south shore) produced several Smew. A male Bufflehead has wintered at 

Rausu harbour (off the small stream just south of the harbour proper) for (at least two?) recent winters and that was another 

merry bonus as well. Perhaps because of the rather calm conditions, there were no auks evident close to shore. Gulling can 

also start in earnest anywhere along this coast, with good numbers present in any harbour or river mouth. Slaty-backed 

dominate, with Glaucous and Glaucous-winged easy to find too and over the few days we had a sprinkling of Kamchatka 

Gulls. Vega Gulls were scare however and we only saw one (but a few were present at Ueno in Tokyo). Driving south to 

Furen-ko, not long before the road bends inland, we stopped at another river mouth to find a family of Japanese Cranes in 

the shallows. 

5 Washino – Yado (just north of Rausu town) 

This site is a deep valley running inland just a km or two north of Rausu town centre and is famous for the Blakiston’s Fish 

Owls that come down to fish in the stocked pools in the icy river. It is quite easy to find, being, I think, the first proper valley 

running inland north of town and very close to a big road tunnel; they were doing some serious road maintenance when I 

was there and I pulled the car in right by the construction and just off the bridge where the coastal highway crosses the 

stream. There is a tiny guest house a few hundred metres upstream from that bridge that provides some viewing facilities for 

photographers. I did not have a booking for here so kept well away from the action, watching from about 100m downstream 

of the famous abandoned bus and tucking myself out of the way; I didn’t use my torch here but with all the snow it was 

actually quite light. A pair of owls called regularly from my arrival at 1845 up the slope on the south side of the valley and 

were seen briefly in flight. They wouldn’t have been visible from the confines of the bus. After calling had stopped for some 

time, I walked back to the coastal highway and walked a little way south, to where there is some trees on a steep cliff right 



above the road. I soon heard the owls calling again and, by mimicking them and using my torch (we were now well away 

from the guest house and quite out of sight of it) was able to get quite good views, although the birds were high up the slope 

above. I am not sure if any came to the stocked pool that night but, if they did, those folks had a long, icy wait for them. 

6 Rausu boat trip (departs each morning in the very short season from the main harbour on the south edge of 

Rausu) 

These boat trips, above all else, are the reason to 

come to Hokkaido in February. Boats sail out of 

the harbour and straight into the pack ice (on our 

visit this was a few km offshore the day we 

arrived, but a lot closer the afternoon we left!) 

where they are soon surrounded by hungry 

eagles. This is big business locally and several 

boats go each morning, sometimes more than 

once, but there is very narrow window when it is 

possible – the pack may not form until early 

February and one southerly storm at any time may 

drift it well out of range for the rest of the season. 

Our timing, although we only realised this with 

hindsight, was flawless. Having spent some time 

thinking about this the night before and given the 

forecast of another clear, sunny morning, I elected 

to do the trip twice: at 0500 – when you sail out in 

the dark – and again at 0830 for a second course. 

Six hours was still hardly enough however; these 

eagle-and-ice-trips are one of the most superlative 

wildlife experiences anywhere. The eagles leave 

their mainland roosts very early and are soon 

congregating on the pack ice at dawn; by 1000 on 

the second trip it was possible to see some 300 

scattered about in several clusters. Of these, 

about 75% were Steller’s Sea-Eagles, surely the 

most magnificent eagle on earth. By 1100 on the 

sail back, quite a few were purposefully flying back 

to the mainland. In pursuit of fish being thrown 

overboard (it would be interesting to know what, 

if anything, this artificial feeding is doing to the local ecology), eagles horde close around the boat at almost spitting range. 

Photographic opportunities are sensational for the birds alone, never mind the fact that the backdrop of snow-covered 

volcanoes, grinding pack and deepest blue 

skies could only be matched by Antarctica.  

Only the most single-track Larophile would 

bother looking at the gulls that gather round 

the boats in search of scraps but it is worth 

keeping an eye out for auks – we had 

Brunnich’s Guillemot in the closest lead of 

open water soon after dawn and small 

groups of Least Auklets skimming by whilst 

sailing out and back. These were not far 

from Rausu harbour but barely tickable from 

land. 

 



7 Furen-ko (about 1.5 hrs drive south of Rausu) 

We did just a couple of short pre-breakfast walks, in deep snow, into the forest by the nature trail just up the track from 

Take-san’s house. Views were spectacular but it was tough making progress through the forest in waist-deep snow so we 

didn’t find White-backed Woodpecker. Nuthatch, Japanese Pygmy-Woodpecker and Dusky Thrush were all ok, although a 

young White-tailed Eagle that had tumbled through the trees to crash into the forest floor just ahead was even better. 

Watching Red Foxes trotting about on the frozen lake was also good. The main interest in winter close to Furen-ko Lodge is 

the eagle feeding station at the layby / cafe just a km or two west of the lodge; this happens at 0900 every morning in 

season. It was fantastic place to get (yet more) great looks and photographs of White-tailed and Steller’s Sea Eagles and 

Black-eared Kites and, in some ways, an easier place (than the boat) to get good flight views of Steller’s Sea Eagles, as they 

came in to snatch scraps in front of the assembled crowd.  

8 

Nemuro Peninsula (south side) (all within an hour of Furen-ko Lodge) 

The one full day we had at Furen-ko was spent on the Nemuro Peninsula, using details provided for us by Take-san. A biting 

northerly wind had got up and this meant no boat trip out of Habomai. Instead we went to Ochiishi where Take-san had 

given us a stake out for Asian Rosy-Finch. We missed these, and the Red-faced Cormorants at the cape but, having seen both 

before, neither were critical. The harbours along the south side of the peninsula, as well as being fairly sheltered had loads of 

seaduck, with Harlequins especially prominent and closer Black Scoter than ever before. It was difficult to get close to the 

open sea but we did manage this by doing a nice walk at the lighthouse at Hamasaki (look for signs for the ‘wheel rock’) and, 

in all, we racked up about 45 eagles (1/3 being Steller’s.) The highlight, however was right out on the easternmost point of 

Japan, Cape Nosappu. Here, by the small and lonely lighthouse there was a cold but sheltered hide with a marvellous seafowl 

panorama to enjoy below. As a veteran of many longs stints on the Firth of Forth, I can honestly say that Ruddon’s Point will 

never seem the same again – as well as just about all the aforementioned gulls and seaducks, albeit in low numbers, we had 

both Red-necked and Slavonian Grebes, Black-throated Diver and, at last, a prolific showing from the auks – five species 

included three each for Brunnich’s and Common Guillemots, at least three Pigeon Guillemots amongst over 25+ Spectacled 

and, best of all, 15 Ancient Murrelets – these required some persistence to get good views of in rough seas but we got there 

in the end. A Steller’s Sea-Eagle flew right by the hide having spent an hour or two perched on Russian islands across the bay 



and, as if all that wasn’t enough, a Sea Otter suddenly appeared in the brash ice right below the headland amidst the 

Harbour Seals. These should be almost as rare as Bufflehead in Japan! 

9 Lake Akeshi (one hour from Furen-ko and about one hour further to Kushiro airport) 

We stopped here just to break up the journey from Furen-ko to Kushiro. The lake is easily reached by heading into town on 

the main road and taking any left to get you down to the shore; in all it is only a five minute diversion off the highway. It was 

only half-frozen when we were there and so packed out with duck, particularly Goosander and Whooper Swans (hundreds of 

each). Two redhead Smew were not bad at all and even better was a single male Falcated Duck. The obligatory Steller’s Sea-

Eagles, about ten, were scattered about on the ice. Back on the highway nearby we also finally saw a close Buzzard and 

pulled in for a good view; it proved to be Rough-legged and so made a very decent last bird. After that it was on to check-in 

early at the airport and then to complete the circle by proceeding up the road to Akan for one last hour of gluttony with the 

cranes and eagles. 

 

 

 


