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Japanese Murrelet Kanmuri-umisuzume  (Jpn) Synthliboramphus wumizusume  
 Morphology and classification   

 Distribution and Habitat   

 Life history   

Classification: Charadriiformes Alcidae  
 

Total length:  220-265mm (60) Tail length:  139-213g (214)  
Wing length:  113-132mm (163)   Tail length:  19-42mm (152)   
Culmen length:  13.8-17.8mm   Bill depth:  6.7-8.6mm (124)  
Tarsus length:  23.2-27.8mm (152)   
 

Quoted from Ono (1996). (Average, maximum-minimum, number of samples) of data 
in Biroujima Isl. of Kadokawa Town, Miyazaki Pref. from 1993 to 1995.  
 

Appearance:  
Male and female are the same in 
plumage. The forehead, lore, 
cheek, and flank are black. The 
back is gray. The nape and under-
part from chest to belly are white. 
Breeding plumage has black crown 
feathers 3-5cm long. Ancient 
Murrelets S. antiquus, which are 
closely related to Japanese Murre-
lets, on the other hand, lack these 
crown feathers. The bills of Japanese Murrelets are bluish gray, but 
those of Ancient Murrelets look white, shorter and somewhat 
thick. Both species have a white throat in breeding plumage, but 
this white part extends into the neck in Ancient Murrelts, but not in 
Japanese Murrelets. In the non-breeding seasons, the crown feath-
ers of Japanese Murrelets become shorter and the area around an 
eye is white with the upperparts pale gray.  
 

Vocalization:  
They call like "Chui, Chui, Chooi …" or "Pidju, Pidju ...". and 
“Chieet".  

Breeding system:  
Japanese Murrelets are basically monogamous. They start to ap-
pear in the sea surrounding their breeding grounds in late January 
or February in the Izu Islands. The first age of breeding is not 
known. Mating is poorly known, but the observations of two birds 
in a nest with no eggs (Nakamura & Ono 1997) and apparent mat-
ing in a nest (Ono 1993) suggest that copulation may occur in a 
nest. 
 

Nest:  
Japanese Murrelets nest in a gap in a rock, a crack in a cliff, at the 
root of grass such as sedge, in a ground depression and a gap in a 
man-made structure such as the stone wall of a lighthouse. They 
not only lay eggs in these sites without building a nest but also dig 
a burrow in the ground or use an old nest of other bird species 
(Higuchi 1979).  
 

Clutch size, and size and color of eggs:  
The clutch size of Japanese Murrelets is 1-2 eggs. Major axis of 
the egg is 54.1 ± 1.5mm by 34.7 ± 1.0mm, with weight of 35.6 ± 
2.6g (Ono 1996). The egg accounts for as much as  22% of female 
body weight. The eggs have reddish dark brown, blackish brown 
and gray-blue speckles on an off-white, pale red-brown, gray-blue 
and light brown grounds.  
 

Incubation and nestling periods, and hatching rate:   
The egg-laying begins from mid to late March on Biroujima Is-
land. Two eggs are usually laid and the incubation starts when the 
first egg is laid, but the first egg is incubated only during the night 
until the second egg is laid, when male and female begin to take 
turns incubating eggs continuously. After a month incubation the 
two eggs hatch at almost the same time in late April or early May 
(Ono 1996). Hatching rate was reported to be about 60% from 
Koyajima Island, Fukuoka Prefecture. (the Research Division of 
the Wild Bird Society of Kitakyushu 1978).  
The chicks leave the nest for the sea during the night one or two 
days after hatching, guided by the call of the parent birds (Ono 
2010). It is not until they are out on the sea that parent birds feed 
their chicks, but the rearing period is not known.  
The breeding starts later on the Izu Islands, Tokyo than Biroujima 
Island. The chicks hatch from early to mid May, and the family, 
thereafter, move elsewhere from the waters around the breeding 

Distribution:  
Japanese Murrelets are 
distributed from Taiwan, 
and Ishigakijima and Irio-
motejima Islands of Okina-
wa (24° N) to the Nemuro 
Peninsula, and Shikotan and 
Sakhalin Islands (50° N), 
but they are concentrated in 
the northwestern part of the 
Sea of Japan and southern 
South Korea. 
 

Habitat:  
In the breeding season, they stay in the waters around the breeding 
grounds, but they spend the non-breeding season far away from the 
breeding grounds. They range in the waters with surface tempera-
tures between 8 and 22°C throughout the year (Gaston & Jones 
1998). Little is known about their ecology of the non-breeding 
season. 
 

Breeding habitat:  
Japanese Murrelets breed only on the reefs and the remote islands 
of Japan and southern South Korea. Six of seven species of Alci-
dae breed in Hokkaido and a part of Tohoku region, but Japanese 
Murrelets are the only murrelet species that breed in the temperate 
waters from Torishima of the Izu Islands (30° N) to Nanatsujima 
Island, Ishikawa Prefecture (37° N). They build nests on reefs or 

cliffs free from waves, sedge grasslands, forest floors 
and gaps in artificial structures, such as the stone wall 
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of a lighthouse on a remote island.  
The largest breeding colony of Japan is located on Biroujima Is-
land, Miyazaki Prefecture, which accommodates approximately 
3000 birds. It is followed by the Izu Islands that hold about 1000 
birds. They also breed on Koyajima of Chikuzen Okinoshima Is-
lands, Fukuoka Pref., Mimianajima Island, Mie Pref., Koushima 
Island, Kochi Pref. and other islands. They are estimated to be 
5000 to 6000 birds (Ono 1995, 1996). In the Izu Islands, the breed-
ing is confirmed in a total of nine locations, such as Tadanaejima 
and Onbasejima of Kozu Island, Onoharajima of Miyake Island 
and Hanshima of Niijima Island (Carter et al. 2002). In addition, 
family groups have been observed recently in the western area of 
the Inland Sea (Setouchi region), which suggests the breeding 
possibility (Iida 2010).  
Outside of Japan, Japanese Murrelets were recorded to breed on 
Gukholdo Islands, southern South Korea (Won 1984), and a corpse 
of a juvenile Japanese Murrelet was found  in the Bay of Peter the 
Great, Russia in July 1984, which suggests a possibility that a 
small number of them breed in this area (Nazarov & Shibaev 
1987).   
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breeding season non-breeding season

Photo 2. Japanese Murrelets swim 
against a background of Onoha-
rajima Island, Izu.  [Photo by Yo-
shiharu Suzuki] 

Photo 1. Japanese Murrelets. 
[Photo by Yoshiharu Suzuki]  
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 Diet and foraging behavior   

Topics of ecology, behavior and conservation  

● Offshore distribution of Japanese Murrelets in the  
      breeding season  
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of the breeding grounds of Onoharajima of 
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serve this species firstly by understanding the current status of their 
breeding grounds in the Izu Islands. We received grants for the off-
shore survey from Nippon Foundation and the Student Birdathon 
Committee. I would like to thank them in this opportuni-
ty.   y-yamamoto@wbsj.org 
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Data on the offshore 
distribution of Japanese 
Murrelets around the 
breeding sites have been 
collected gradually by 
the Wild Bird Society of 
Japan. On Onoharajima 
Island of Miyakejima 
Island, for instance, 
about 80% of Japanese 
Murrelets observed for-
aged within 6km of their 
breeding ground in the 
breeding season of 2009 
(Fig.1). The density of the murrelets was higher in the area less 
than 4 km of the breeding ground. 
We carried out a simultaneous survey of this species on five fish-
ing vessels off the Izu Islands (Miyakejima, Mikurjimaa, Kozushi-
ma, Niijima Islands, and Mikomotojima Island of the Izu Peninsu-
la), and counted at least 441 birds in April 2010. Considering that 
we failed to detect a fairly large number of them, measures such as 
increasing survey courses need to be taken to improve detection 
accuracy in the future.  

Censuses from a passenger liner that operates on a fixed schedule 
indicated that Japanese Murrelets declined in the waters between 
Niijima and Oshima Islands of the Izu Islands (Mochizuki and 
Ueta 1996). It was also reported that they ceased to breed on 
Shikinejima and Kozushima Islands (Carter et al. 2002).  
The decline of this species are attributed to the predation of eggs, 
chicks and adult birds by crows attracted to the chum or food 
scraps left by anglers who landed on the breeding islands. In addi-
tion, it was reported that brown rats catastrophically damaged the 
breeding colony on Koyajima Island, Fukuoka Prefecture 
(Takeishi 1987). The entry of people to the breeding grounds leads 
to increasing the chances that the murrelets desert their nests and 
rats intrude there.    
Entanglement in fishing nets is also responsible for the population 
decline. Japanese Murrelets were reported to be entangled in gill 
nets of squids in the area at 40-42° N and 143-146° E from August 

to November (Piatt & Gould 1994). The entanglement in gill nets 
of flying fish was also reported from the Izu Islands (Ono 1997). 
In addition, mortalities due to oil pollution were reported (Sato 
1999, Committee of the Oil Pollution Damage on Seabird 2001).  
In order to conserve this species, it is necessary to control preda-
tors in the breeding grounds including thorough management of 
food scraps attracting them, to arouse the public awareness and to 
take measures to reduce by-catch in conjunction with the popula-
tion monitoring.  

Fig. 1. Distribution of Japanese Murrelets 
in the area around the breeding ground.  

grounds. It is poorly known where Japanese Murrelets spend the 
non-breeding. However, the information collected through the 
Internet (the Wild Bird Society of Japan 2010) and by-catch data 
(Piatt & Gould 1994) confirmed them off the coasts of Sanriku of 
Tohoku region, as well as the eastern and southeastern Hokkaido, 
northern Japan. This suggests that they moved north from the Izu 
Islands or more southern areas.  
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● Contributory factors to the reduction of Japanese  
      Murrelets  

 Yutaka YAMAMOTO  Wild Bird Society of Japan  

Author   



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


