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The islands of Japan lie at the eastern edge of 
Eurasia and cover a diverse range of habitats, from 
the sub-tropical Ryukyu Islands to the almost Siberian 
taiga-like wilds of Hokkaido.  

Japan is a surprisingly mountainous and wooded 
land, with beautiful varied coastlines and very heavily 
populated lowlands, where tiny rice fields dot the 
landscape amidst the rural dwellings. Winter birding 
here is one of the greatest spectacles on earth, with 
three areas in particular being essential.  

These are the Hooded and White-naped Crane 
sanctuaries of Kyushu in the far south, the Red-
crowned Crane reserve in southern Hokkaido, and 
the wintering grounds of the magnificent Steller’s 
Sea Eagles on the ice fields around Lake Furen in the 
far north.  

Add to this the wintering wildfowl, thrushes, finches, 
and alcids, the challenge of the large Asian gull 

complex, plus a useful sprinkling of endemics 
including the enormous, marvellous, and rare 
Blakiston’s Fish Owl, and you have the makings of a 
truly memorable visit.

Blakiston’s Fish Owl

Rausu mountains,  
Shiretoko Peninsula 

Ural Owl



This 15 day tour takes you from the bustling 
metropolis of Tokyo to the snowy wastes of 
Hokkaido  taking in the best of Japanese winter 
birding. We visit the crane centres at Arasaki and 
Akan, the forested hillsides of the Japanese Alps, the 
wetlands around Kaga and the pack ice off the 
Shiretoko peninsula. 

We hope to see monkeys bathing in hot springs 
surrounded by snow, sea eagles sat upon the pack ice 
or harbour walls and the magnificent Blakiston’s Fish 
Owl coming in to feed outside our bedroom 
windows. This is a great opportunity to visit a 
fascinating and beautiful country with expert and 
experienced guides. 

This tour has many great photographic opportunities 
for those with a passion for photography with Japans 
winter background providing great atmospheric 
shots. 

This tour starts and ends in Tokyo, Japan. 

Costs will include: 
14 nights accommodation, meals as per the 
itinerary, airport transfers within Japan, transport, 
bird checklist and guide services of the tour leader.  

Cost does not include:  
Flights, phone, fax or internet charges, drinks and 
snacks, visas, laundry and items of a personal 
nature.  

Domestic flights will be an additional cost and are 
approximately AU$900.00. We will buy these for you 
to ensure that everyone is travelling on the same 
flights. 

DIFFICULTY 
This is not a strenuous tour and participants need to 
be of only moderate fitness. You may wish to bring a 
walking stick and ice grippers as, while the majority of 
birding will be done from the roadside, there will be 
some walking along some probably snowy forest 
tracks in the Japanese Alps and snow and ice in 
Hokkaido where there is a raised walkway at Cape 
Ochi-ishi. Temperatures will range from cold in the 
south to extremely cold in Hokkaido where 
temperatures of around -20C and below are not 
unusual.  

 ACCOMMODATION 
Accommodation will vary from western style hotels as 
in Tokyo, to onsens, (comfortable hotels with an 
opportunity to soak in the hot springs around which 
they are built) to traditional Japanese guest-houses or 
minshuku, with sliding walls, tatami rush matting, 
futon bedding, and wonderful deep hot bath tubs. 
Japanese culture is also a feature of the trip and we 
will be careful to observe the local etiquette. The food 
is also very distinct, with a fantastic selection of sauces 
for the fish, rice, and vegetable dishes which make up 
the traditional cuisine.  

TOUR INFORMATION
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TOUR DURATION: 

14 Nights, 15 Days 

LAND COST:  

AU$8070.00* per person twin share Tour starts and 
ends in Tokyo.  

SINGLE SUPPLEMENT:  

AU$385.00 * 

FLIGHTS:  

Domestic flights are currently approximately 
AU$900.00** per person. 

GROUP SIZE: 

6 Clients + Guide 

*These costs are based on an exchange rate between 
AUD1 to between JPY 73 & JPY 778Currency 
fluctuations either way will lead to a re-costing. 

**Please note that the domestic airfares are not 
included and will be billed separately with each 
person paying their own fee. 

Inclusions are: 
14 nights accommodation, meals from dinner on 
Day 1 to breakfast on day 15, transport, entrance 
and activity fees, guide services of tour leader. 

Exclusions are: 
Flights, drinks and snacks, items of a personal 
nature.

JUN MATSUI 
With a lifetime interest in wildlife in general Jun started bird guiding in 
1993 when he worked as a volunteer ranger at the Hikarigaoka nature 
park in Tokyo, Japan. After working for the Japanese Environment 
Agency where he collected and managed data and at several reserves 
where he was involved in setting up environmental education projects 
and guiding as well as general management, he first arrived in 
Australia in 1999. 

Spending a year traveling around and volunteering at various bird hotspots including Broome Bird Observatory he 
eventually took a job as a specialist bird tour guide for inbound Japanese groups, based in the tropical Far North 
Queensland town of Cairns. He has been involved in several bird publications and is the author of the very popular 
Japanese language field guide to the birds and wildlife of the Cairns/Atherton Tablelands area.  He is a keen 
photographer and  provided the majority of the photographs for New Hollands 2019 Photoguide to North 
Queensland in collabaration with fellow Sicklebill guide Phil Gregory. Jun joined Sicklebill Safaris in 2007.

TOUR PRICE & INFORMATION (GROUP OF 6)

ABOUT YOUR GUIDES
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ABOUT THE BIRDING AREAS

Japanese Alps 
The spine running down the centre of Honshu is a 
mountainous area where skiing and bush walking is 
extremely popular and the forested slopes are home 
to a wide variety of birds. Cold and snowy at this time 
of year there are some great walking tracks through 
the forest. 

Kaga 

The wetland reserves around this area are a great 
spot for seeing wildfowl including geese and Katano 
Kamo-ike (the duck pond) has a wintering flock of 
Baikal Teal. 

Arasaki 
Flat marshland and flooded fields with a feeding 
centre have made this a popular spot, with 15,000 
wintering cranes and mixed flocks of thousands of 
wildfowl over the winter months. 

Hokkaido 
The Kushiro wetlands provide us with a fantastic 
spectacle of the rare Red-crowned Crane at one of 
its most significant wintering sites, with the highly 
informative Crane Centre adjacent and well worth a 
visit. Hokkaido also has a lot of quite wild forested 
country, (unusual in heavily populated southern 
Japan), and some fabulous bays and headlands along 
the coast which are great for wintering ducks and 
alcids, and of course the wonderful Steller’s Sea 
Eagle. 

Red-crowned Crane

Hooded Crane

Baikal Teal
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JAPAN IN WINTER TOUR PLAN

Day 1 – Monday 3rd February 2020 
Arrive Narita and after entry formalities transfer to hotel on free shuttle bus. 
Depending on arrival times there may be a chance to do some exploration of 
Tokyo. There will be a welcome dinner that evening. 

Accommodation: Hotel Nikko Narita 
Meals included: Dinner 

Day 2 – Tuesday 4th February 2020 
Leaving Narita we will drive up into the Japanese Alps and the resort town of 
Karuizawa birding along the way. The snowy forests will be our first real taste 
of winter birding in Japan. The feeders at the hotels can be a major attraction 
as we go out in search of Japanese (Green) and Japanese Pygmy 
woodpeckers, Varied, Great, Marsh, Coal, and Long-tailed tits, Dusky 
Thrush, Eurasian Jay, Meadow and Black-faced buntings, Asian Rosy-
Finch, Long-tailed Rosefinch, Hawfinch, and the comical looking Japanese 
Grosbeak. There is also a chance for Smew, Crested Kingfisher, Long-
billed Plover, Japanese Accentor, Red Crossbill, Pallas’s Rosefinch, 
Japanese or Bohemian Waxwing (if it is an invasion year), and the elusive 
Copper Pheasant. 

Accommodation: Komoro Grand Castle Hotel 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Day 3 – Wednesday 5th February 2020 
Full day bird watching and photography in the Karuizawa area. 

Accommodation: Komoro Grand Castle Hotel 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Day 4 – Thursday 6th February 2020 
Leaving Karuizawa we will drive to Jigokudani Yaen Park to view the famous 
Snow Monkeys, a terrestrial monkey native to Japan. In the mornings during 
the winter the monkeys descend from the forests, where they spend the 
night, to the warm waters of the onsens, or hot springs. The monkeys are 
remarkable for the amount of time they spend relaxing in these hot springs, 
and we’ll observe them as they laze about in the snow- surrounded pools. 
They offer great photographic opportunities. Having gotten our fill of the 
monkeys, we’ll continue to Kanazawa. On our way we’ll stop at Lake 
Kahokugata and the wetlands surrounding it. The area is an important 
staging area and wintering grounds for waterfowl, and particularly 
shorebirds. 

Accommodation: Rute Inn Grantia Komatsu Airport 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner

Japanese Waxwing

Japanese Pygmy Woodpecker

Long-tailed Tit

Snow Monkey
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JAPAN IN WINTER TOUR PLAN (CONT.)

Day 5 – Friday 7th February 2020. 
We’ll drive today to Kaga, stopping at the wetland reserve of Katano-Kamo 
along our route. There should be hundreds of wintering ducks and geese 
here including Falcated and Smew, as well as a wintering flock of Baikal Teal 
for which the reserve is known. 
Accommodation: Rute Inn Grantia Komatsu AirportMeals included: Breakfast, 

Lunch & Dinner 
Day 6 – Saturday 8th February 2020 
After early morning birding around Kaga we will transfer to Komatsu airport 
and fly to Izumi.  

Accommodation: Hotel Wing International 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Day 7 – Sunday 9th February 2020 
Today should be one of the most memorable of the tour. With Hooded and 
White-naped cranes wintering here by the thousands, Arasaki is a major 
refuge for both species. The crane flocks can number up to 10,000 birds, one 
of the largest assemblages of them on Earth. They give tremendous views as 
they come to feed on fish and grain put out early in the morning, before 
dispersing out to the fields for the day. Other species of cranes also turn up 
here, so both Common and Sandhill are a fair bet, while Siberian White and 
Demoiselle are an outside possibility. 
The fields hold flocks of wintering wildfowl, thrushes, buntings, and finches, 
with Chinese Penduline-Tit also a good possibility, as well as the scarce 
Long-billed Plover and endangered Black-faced Spoonbill. Woodland 
areas will give us a chance of Eurasian Sparrowhawk and the Japanese 
form of Eurasian Buzzard that may well be a distinct species, along with 
Japanese Wagtail, Brown Dipper, and Crested Kingfisher. 
We’ll be staying in a hotel close to the Crane Centre. During our stay here 
we’ll visit sites that are wintering grounds for two major East Asian rarities, 
both critically endangered, Black-faced Spoonbill, which feeds along the 
tidal flats, while Saunders’s Gulls fly over searching for crabs. We will have a 
good chance of other birds as well, and a few of these include Japanese 
Pheasant, Buff-bellied and Red-throated pipits, Siberian Meadow, 
Chestnut-eared and Rustic buntings, Chinese Penduline Tit, and Daurian 
Jackdaw, with a check for Japanese Murrelet along the coast to the south. 
On one of our days here, depending on the tides, we’ll visit the Minami River 
mouth at Yatsushiro for the wintering flocks of gulls which can include as 
many as nine species, among them Great Black-headed (Pallas’s), Black-
tailed, and the rare Saunders’s plus various forms of large gulls in the 
Herring Gull complex, mostly Vega. 

Accommodation: Hotel Wing International 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Black-tailed Gull

Smew

Siberian crane

Japanese Wagtail
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JAPAN IN WINTER TOUR PLAN (CONT.)

Day 8 – Monday 10th February 2020 
More birding in the Arasaki area. 

Accommodation: Hotel Wing International 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Day 9 – Tuesday 11th February 2020 
This morning we’ll drive to Lake Mi-ike where Mandarin Duck, Scaly Thrush, 
and Gray Bunting are possible in addition to Ryukyu Minivet and maybe 
White-backed Woodpecker. 

Accommodation: Kagoshima Kuko Hotel 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Day 10 – Wednesday 12th February 2020 
This morning we will fly from Kagoshima to Kushiro with a stop in Haneda. 
We will visit the Red—crowned Crane sites at Tancho-no-Sato near Akan-gun. 

Accommodation: Kushiro Prince Hotel 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Day 11 – Thursday 13th February 2020 
 Starting the day amongst the cranes we will then move northwards to 
the Rausu and the Shiretoko Peninsula. Our main object, the magnificent 
Blakiston’s Fish Owl—one of the largest owls in the world—is a regular visitor 
to our small minshuku where the stream and surrounding ponds are kept free 
of ice and stocked with fish. 
We will have to share rooms for this one night, but the small quarters are well 
worth it for wonderful sightings of this endangered and spectacular species. 

Accommodation: Minshiku Washi-no yado 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Day 12 – Friday 14th February 2020 
 Depending on the weather, we hope to make an early morning boat 
trip out to the edge of the pack ice for up-close and personal views of the 
marvellous Steller’s Sea Eagle. This offers close up photographic 
opportunities of these magnificent birds. We’ll spend another day in this rich 
area, birding the harbors and bays for Steller’s Sea Eagle, Whooper Swan, 
Harlequin Duck, and a variety of alcids before travelling south towards the 
wetlands of the Notsuke peninsula. 

Accommodation:Daiichi 
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Eurasian Nuthatch

Ryukyu Minivet

Mandarin Ducks

Harlequin Duck
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JAPAN IN WINTER TOUR PLAN (CONT.)

Day 13 – Saturday 15th February 2020 
Lake Furen is a well-known Japanese birding centre in the heart of Steller’s 
Sea-Eagle country. Here we’ll find a very different, wild, and snow-covered 
landscape where we expect to find some of the most spectacular birds of the 
trip during our two-night stay. Our host here is a keen birder, and from his 
warm and pleasant minshuku lodge we’ll seek out such marvels as Steller’s 
Sea Eagle, the largest of the family and a truly impressive creature—once 
seen never forgotten! Passerines will be very scarce, but Willow Tit, Eurasian 
Nuthatch, and Asian Rosy-Finch are likely. 

Accommodation: Minshiku Furen  
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Day 14 – Sunday 16th February 2020 
This will be a very full and exciting day with trips to Cape Nosappu and Cape 
Kiritappu, plus local Furen sights such as sea eagles gathered around fishing 
holes cut in the pack ice on the lake. Wildfowl and seabirds come into their 
own here, and we’ll search some of the unfrozen harbors and bays for 
wintering Harlequin Duck, Common Goldeneye, Long-tailed Duck, Black 
and White-winged scoters, Whooper Swan, and loons. Sea-watching will 
give us practice with alcids, and we may hope for Common Murre, 
Spectacled Guillemot, and a chance of Least and Crested auklets or 
Pigeon Guillemot, all depending on the year’s seabird distribution and the 
thickness of the ice. It is a good area, too, for northern gulls with Glaucous, 
Glaucous-winged, Slaty-backed, and Mew (Kamchatka) gulls possible. 

Accommodation: Kushiro Prince Hotel  
Meals included: Breakfast, Lunch & Dinner 

Day 15 – Monday 17th February 2020 
We’ll transfer to Kushiro airport for a late-morning flight back to Haneda and 
then transfer to Narita for your onward flights. 

Meals included: Breakfast 

‣ Please note there may be slight changes to the itinerary 
accommodation depending on availability and weather conditions.

White-naped Cranes

Japanese Grosbeak

Pigeon Guillemot

Chinese Penduline Tit
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FURTHER USEFUL INFORMATION FOR JAPAN

Further information about this tour will be sent to 
people once registration is confirmed. This includes: 

• General information for travellers to Japan 

• Contact list  

• Checklist of birds 

• Trip report on completion of the trip 

Air Arrangements – Internal Japanese flights will be 
arranged for you. Please make sure we have details of 
your international flights as soon as possible and keep 
us informed of any changes in your itinerary. Let us 
know if you would like any help with international 
flights 

Airport Transfers – Airport transfers are included 
once the tour has started and end on day 15 on 
arrival at Haneda Airport at the end of the tour. 

Smoking - As most of our clients and all of our 
guides are non-smokers we would ask you to respect 
this and not to smoke in bedrooms, in vehicles or 
n e a r b y o n t r a i l s . We b o o k n o n - s m o k i n g 
accommodation where it is available. 

Tour Inclusions and Exclusions - The tour fee is in 
AUD and is based on twin occupancy. Cost includes 
accommodation as per itinerary, transfers, meals as 
per itinerary, site fees, guide services & bird list. Flights 
are given as a separate cost and this is not guaranteed 
until booked and paid for.  

The fee does not include airport taxes, visa fees (you 
will need to check your visa requirements for Japan), 
drinks, optional tips to local drivers and guides, phone 
calls, laundry, or other items of a personal nature. 

Tour Registration – To register for this tour let us 
know you would like to join us and we will send you 
the Registration/Release and Indemnity forms and an 
invoice for your deposit. Please fill in the forms and 
return them along with a deposit of AUD$500.00 per 

person. If registering by phone, a deposit must be 
received within fourteen days, or the space will be 
released. Full payment of the tour fee is due 120 days 
out from the tour start date. 

Trip Cancellation and Emergency Insurance - 
We strongly recommend you consider purchasing 
comprehensive trip insurance, which includes trip 
cancellation, loss or damage to baggage and 
property, missed flights and also medical insurance 
(including a medical evacuation option), to cover your 
investment in case of injury or illness to you or your 
family prior to or during a trip. Because we must remit 
early (and substantial) tour deposits to our suppliers, 
we cannot offer any refund once we have paid for 
items. 

When making a decision regarding health insurance 
you should consider that many foreign doctors and 
hospitals require payment in cash prior to providing 
service and that a medical evacuation to your home 
country may cost well in excess of AU$50,000. 
Uninsured travellers who require medical care 
overseas often face extreme difficulties. When 
consulting with your insurer prior to your trip, please 
ascertain whether payment will be made to the 
overseas healthcare provider or whether you will be 
reimbursed later for expenses that you incur.  
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You are strongly advised to take out personal, health, 
baggage and holiday insurance before travelling. 
Please note Sicklebill Safaris does not accept 
responsibility or liability for any acts, omissions or 
defaults of service providers such as airlines, hotels, 
sightseeing, transfer, vehicle car hire services, or cruise 
lines and the like, whether negligent or otherwise, or 
for your acts, omissions, defaults, conduct, state of 
health, conditions or other circumstance or for any 
events beyond Sicklebill Safaris control. We will 
prepay your tour in advance and are happy to provide 
documentation for insurance purposes to prove we 
have paid for these services but will be unable to 
reimburse you ourselves. We will have paid the money 
you paid us out in good faith and will no longer have it 
at our disposal to refund you. 

Responsibility – For and in consideration of the 
opportunity to participate in the tour, each tour 
participant and each parent or legal guardian of a tour 
participant who is under 18 agrees to release, 
indemnify, and hold harmless Sicklebill Safaris, its 
agents, servants, employees, shareholders, officers, 
directors, attorneys, and contractors as more fully set 
forth in the Release and Indemnity Agreement on the 
reverse side of the registration form. Sicklebill Safaris 
acts only as an agent for the passenger in regard to 
travel, whether by railroad, motorcar, motorcoach, 
boat, airplane, or other means, and assumes no 
liability for injury, damage, loss, accident, delay, or 
irregularity caused by defect in such vehicles or for 
any reason whatsoever, including the acts, defaults, or 
bankruptcies of any company or person engaged in 
conveying the passenger or in carrying out the 
arrangements of the tour.  

Sicklebill Safaris accepts no responsibility for losses or 
additional expenses due to delay or changes in air or 

other services, sickness, weather, strike, war, 
quarantine, or other causes. The tour participant shall 
bear all such losses and expenses. Sicklebill Safaris 
reserves the right to substitute hotels of a similar 
category for those indicated and to make any changes 
in the itinerary where deemed necessary or caused by 
changes in air schedules. Sicklebill Safaris reserves the 
right to decline to accept or to retain any person as a 
member of any tour. Baggage is at owner’s risk 
entirely. 

Participants should be in good health and should 
consult a physician before undertaking a tour. If you 
have questions about the physical requirements of a 
tour, please contact our office for further information. 
Participants should prepare for the tour by reading the 
detailed itinerary, the information bulletin, and other 
pertinent matter provided by Sicklebill Safaris. Each 
participant is responsible for bringing appropriate 
clothing and equipment as recommended in our 
bulletins. 

THE RECEIPT OF YOUR TOUR DEPOSIT SHALL BE 
DEEMED TO BE CONSENT TO THE ABOVE 
CONDITIONS. EACH TOUR PARTICIPANT AND EACH 
PARENT OR LEGAL GUARDIAN OF A TOUR 
PARTICIPANT WHO IS UNDER 18 SHALL SIGN AND 
DELIVER THE RELEASE AND INDEMNITY AGREEMENT 
AT THE TIME OF REGISTRATION. 

FURTHER USEFUL INFORMATION FOR THIS TOUR (CONT.)


