
Migratory birds
Successes in the last 30 years and new challenges

for the 
Workshop on Nature Conservation and Biodiversity for 

Transboundary Cooperation
28-29 August 2024 

Incheon, Republic of Korea.

Simba Chan
Associated Researcher

Japan Bird Researcher Association/ Wild Bird Society of Japan



My previous involvement in NEASPEC projects : on cranes and the 
Black-faced Spoonbill in North East Asia
Training of a new generation of conservationist in Asia (winter of 2006)



With plans drafted and implemented, crane species and the Black-faced 
Spoonbills have gradually recovered.
Black faced Spoonbills: from a few hundred birds in the 1990s to more than six 
thousand birds now.



Cranes (and the Oriental Stork)
Estimated numbers in the 1990s and now

Siberian Crane              2,500 to 4,500
Red-crowned Crane  2,000 to 3,300
White-naped Crane  5,000 to 7,500
Hooded Crane           9,000 to 16,000

Oriental Stork            2,500 to 7,500

On the whole, many wetland bird species in Asia 
are recovering because of better protection and 
higher awareness since the 1990s.

(1992, International workshop in Khabarovsk)

(1997, Training course for the North East Asian 
Crane Site Network at the Muraviovka Park, Russia)



But many other birds are still threatened.
According to the IUCN Global Red List. Republic of Korea has 34 globally 
threated bird species, four of which are ranked as Critically Endangered. 

1. Spoonbilled Sandpiper
2. Crested Shelduck
3. Chinese Crested Tern
4. Yellow-breasted 

Bunting

And I happened to work 
on two of the above four 
CR species



Thalasseus bernsteini: Chinese Crested Tern
Emberiza aureola: Yellow-breasted Bunting

• These are the two critically endangered birds I am going to report. 
They are both good flagship species to different bird groups and 
habitats.

(photo credit: James Kwok)



Saving species

• What are the threats?

• How to stop the decline?

• Conservation plans to set goals.

• Knowledge, dedication, good 
coordination, and sometimes luck 
are needed for successful 
implementation of actions.



Chinese Crested Tern Thalasseus bernsteini: a good seabird flagship

Presumed extinct prior to 2000
Population estimation before 2014: < 50
Population estimation 2014-2018: < 100
Population estimation now: about 200



Why they declined

Main threat: human exploitation and disturbance

Congregation attracted hunters to the colony or roost. 

Most seabird colonies in eastern Asia collapsed in the early 20th century due to egg 
and feather collection.



International cooperation

From 2005, I worked as a BirdLife officer with colleagues from Japan, USA, Hong 
Kong, Taiwan, China and Korea on raising awareness and restoration of the 
Chinese Crested Tern. With a good awareness programme and enforcement of 
wildlife law, egg poaching on most of the islands stopped.



Restoration of breeding sites

• Use the method of social attraction: 
decoys and sound play-back to attract 
birds to stay and nest.

• The chosen site must be free of land 
predators and human disturbance.

• The colony must be carefully monitored.

• The first trial in the Jiushan Islands, 
China was regarded as failure when 
started in 2013, but it ended up as a 
late success with at least one Chinese 
Crested Tern chick fledged.



I volunteered to stay on the island in 2014 and 2015 to make sure the project 
went on well. 
At least 13 Chinese Crested Tern chicks fledged in 2014, and at least 16 in 2015.
Now there are total of seven breeding sites of Chinese Crested Terns. In 2014 
there were only three.



Discovery of breeding birds in Korea since 2016. This raised the hope of 
establishing northern breeding sites of the Chinese Crested Tern.

(photo credit Yunkyoung Lee)



At the same time, Chinese Crested Terns were found in Shandong since 
2016, and migratory bird seen in Japan in 2018.

• 128 birds observed on 5 September 2023

• They are likely to be following migratory routes passing 
down in generations. There are chances to restore the 
northern breeding grounds in Shandong and Korea.

• Chinese Crested Terns in Korea were also found in 
Shandong and Taiwan

(photo credit: Xu Keyang)

(Yomiuri Shimbun 
26 October 2018)



EAAFP Seabird Working Group organized a 
webinar on Chinese Crested Terns at the 
Yellow Sea area on 17 December 2022



We hope this will be the first step to restore more breeding sites in the 
north

• This will reduce the risks of typhoon in 
the breeding season and prevent 
hybridization with the Greater Crested 
Tern.

• Disturbance in the Yellow Sea area is 
also likely to be lower than the East 
China Sea.



Restoration of the Chinese Crested Tern colonies was a great start, and
the team won a special achievement award at the Pacific Seabird Group 
meeting in 2023



However, at the same time, a new threat emerged.

• Highly pathogenic avian influenza emerged 
since about 2020 has devastated many wild 
birds, particularly seabirds globally. 

• In 2022, 17% of Sandwich Terns (closely 
related to the Chinese Crested Terns) were 
wiped out in Europe in just one season 
because of HPAI.

• 43 wild birds were reported dead due to 
HPAI in Jiushan Islands in June 2024.

In order to address this new threat, we are 
establishing a working group in eastern Asia



As I said, recovering of wetland birds in Asia is good news, but at the 
same time, we overlooked the decline of land bird species globally 
since the 1970s and 1980s

• Census results in Europe shows a decline of open-
habitat land birds by 50% since the 1980s.



Decline of land bird species globally since the 1970s and 1980s

Recent studies from North America 
indicates a loss of 30 billions (or 
about 29%) of birds in North 
America since the 1970s.



Decline of land bird species globally since the 1970s and 1980s

Decline of birds in Asia 
should be much higher but 
we do not have data on the 
loss.

(From internet)



Yellow-breasted Bunting and summer birds

In Japan, a joint government-NGO organized breeding bird census started in the 1970s. When the second 
breeding bird census was held in the 1990s, the decline of some summer visiting land bird species was noticed. 
The most notable example was the Yellow-breasted Bunting. In the 1970s it was a common breeding bird but 
large decline noted in the 1990s. The breeding site of this species reduced to only one in the 2010s survey.

（From Breeding Bird Survey Report 2016-2021）



Yellow-breasted Bunting Emberiza aureola : a flagship species of 
migratory passerines in farmland/open habitat:

Yellow-breasted Bunting was once 
regarded as one of the most 
numerous passerines in Asia. During 
migration flocks of tens of thousands 
can be seen in farmland and open 
habitat in eastern Asia. 

It is found in all six countries in North 
East Asia, and breeds in all six 
countries except the Republic of Korea.



I became aware of its decline in the late 1990s and started to compile 
information available. In 2015, after working with a big international 
team we revealed a very significant finding.

Estimated decline by 84.3 – 94.7% between 
1980 and 2013 (Kamp et al 2015)



Causes of decline of Yellow-breasted Bunting

• The drastic decline of YBB 
within 3 decades was most 
likely caused by overhunting, 
although agrochemical and 
habitat loss may also be 
causes of decline.

(from Internet) (Photo credit: Huang Qiusheng)



Other migrating land birds are also being caught 

(Image from the internet)

Chestnut Bunting, a species very commonly 
found in Korea in the 1970s, are found to be 
hunted and sold as ‘Yellow-breasted 
Buntings’ in China
 (Image from the internet)



Drafting of an international action plan for the Yellow-breasted Bunting

Workshop in Guangzhou, China, November 2016



Draft of the International Yellow-breasted Bunting Action 
Plan started in 2017 and the final draft finished at around 
2019. However, because of the outbreak of Covid-19 and 
other matters, communication had to depend via the internet. 
It was not until February 2024 the Action Plan was officially 
adopted by the Convention of Migratory Species at their COP 
14 in Samarkand, Uzbekistan.



Main recommendations from the workshop

• Yellow-breasted bunting should be officially protected in all range countries

• Stop illegal catching and consumption of all small migratory birds in Asia

• Identify important breeding, migration and wintering sites and have them 
protected.

• Study the migration by color banding and geolocators

• Study the effect of agrochemicals to migratory passerines that use farmlands

• Promote land bird monitoring in Asia

• Conduct education and awareness programmes to countries where hunting and 
consumption is serious

• International cooperation on research and conservation of this species and other 
migratory passerines.

• And others………



Many international projects started from 
2017.



Awareness raising programmes



Bilateral and multilateral agreements

East Asia Land Bird Monitoring Scheme Jeju. 
Republic of Korea. March 2015

Arctic Migratory Bird Initiative Meeting, Hainan, 
China. December 2018



Citizen science and land bird monitoring in 
Asia.



A better sign as of 2024

Better protected by law

Monitoring programme

Community engagement

A land bird Round Table Discussion will be 
held at the Second Asian Ornithological 
Congress, Beijing. Novemeber 2024 .

(Photo credit: Zhen Jun)



In conclusion, the successes of the seabird (tern) and land bird 
(bunting) projects have things in common

• A good plan to identify priorities.

• Building up a good team engaging 
all range countries.

• Implementation and reviewing 
progress and any new issues 
found.

• Secure support from local 
stakeholders.

• Good promotion of project 
results to raise awareness.

(Yellow-breasted Bunting Workshop in Yangon, 
Myanmar. October 2023)



Challenges

• International cooperation became more 
complicated after 2020.

• Fund-raising for projects became more difficult 
after the Covid-19 pandemic.

• Regional conservation organizations seemed to 
be less active, probably due to the reasons 
listed above.

• But during our work we found many 
enthusiastic young people in Asia. They should 
be given a chance to change the region.

(bunting meeting in Cambodia, 2023)

(tern meeting in Indonesia, 2020)



Thank you for listening

(Seoul National University, 2022) (Wildlife Science and Conservation Center, Mongolia, 2023)
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