STRIX Vol. 14, pp. 171-172 (1996)

Short Communication

An observation of migrating Black-crowned Night Herons
Nycticorax nycticorax

Simon J. Lane

Laboratory of Applied Ornithology, National Agriculture Research Centre, Kannondai 3-1-1,
Tsukuba 305, Japan

The Black-crowned Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax is a common resident in southern
Japan, whilst individuals breeding in the northern half of the country are thought to move to
more southerly areas for the winter (Brazil 1991). Ringing recoveries have led to the belief that
an unknown proportion of the population also winter in The Philippines, parts of southern
China (Hainan Island, Guangdon) and Taiwan (Hancock and Kushlan 1984, Bird Migration
Research Center 1985, 1987, 1990, 1993). However all recoveries reported are of birds banded
as nestlings or fledglings and so it is not clear to what extent these data reflect the occurrence
of true migrations or are indicative only of juvenile dispersal. Details of spring and autumn
migrations of adult birds in this region, such as timing, size of migrating flocks, and routes
taken, appear to be unreported.

At 1000 hrs on 8th April 1995 | observed a group of 10 adult Black-crowned Night Herons
from a ferry which was travelling southwest from Tokyo to Miyazaki. | estimate the location
to have been 40-50 km south of Cape Muroto, Shikoku (thus approximately 32°46'N 134°
10'E). The flock, which was flying at a height of about 30m, approached the ferry from the
south, flew alongside the ship in a southwesterly direction for 10-15 minutes, and then
turned and continued to the northeast.

There are two possibilities to account for the occurrence of this flock in the open ocean.
First, they may have been birds resident in Japan blown out to sea by a storm. However the
weather was calm at the time of the sighting and had been so for the preceding few days so
this would seem unlikely. Second, the time of year and the southerly direction from which
they approached the ferry suggests that the birds were migrating from their wintering
grounds. The departure point for these birds clearly cannot be ascertained. The likely origin
may have been in The Philippines, although other possibilities include southern China,
Taiwan, or Okinawa Island (H. Ikenaga pers. comm.).

An observation such as that reported here is clearly of limited value when considered in
isolation. However if all sightings of this kind were reported, then a clearer picture of the
movements of the migratory proportion of the Black-crowned Night Heron population
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would emerge.

I thank M. Narusue for comments and E. Urano for discussion and providing the
Japanese summary. My stay in Japan is supported by the European Union and by a
fellowship from the Science and Technology Agency.
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