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A Tropical Birding SET DEPARTURE tour 

Taiwan: Formosan Endemics and Migration 
Main tour: 13 ς 18 April 2019 

Matsu pre-tour extension: 18 ς 27 April 2019 
 

TOUR LEADERS: Nick Athanas and Da Chih Chen (main tour); Keith Barnes (extension) 

Report and photos by Nick Athanas 

 

¢ƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘŜƳƛŎ {ǿƛƴƘƻŜΩǎ tƘŜŀǎŀƴǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊ ōƛǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊ  

 
This was my second trip to Taiwan, and every bit as fun and successful as my last trip in November. Our group 
managed to see every endemic bird species, a feat that has become much less common following recent splits 
of several birds, most notably Taiwan Thrush. April is one of the best times to visit this island nation as many 
birds are starting to nest, passage migrants are still coming through, some winterers are lingering, and the 
sweltering summer heat has not yet arrived. We had a friendly tour group (with some truly eagle-eyed 
observers), and on the main tour were helped by an excellent local guide and translator, Da Chih Chen, who 
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also went by his English ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ άwŀȅƳƻƴŘέΦ Some rain can always be expected on this wet island, but we 
ǿŜǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƭǳŎƪȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ άƭƻǎǘέ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŏƻǎǘ ǳǎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ in the 
way of birds. 
 
This was also the first time Tropical Birding offered the Matsu extension, which visited the migrant traps of 
Dongyin and Nangan Islands. While well-known to Taiwanese birders, this was a ground-breaking destination 
for western tour groups, as evidenced by the fact that our visit made front-page news in the local newspaper! 
Migration birding is very hit and miss, but we were fortunate on our inaugural trip with excellent activity and 
decent weather. Keith Barnes led the extension, but I joined too along with Charley Hesse (who led another 
concurrent main tour) so there was no shortage of guides. YŜƛǘƘΩǎ ǿƛŦŜ ¸ǾƻƴƴŜΣ ŀ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ¢ŀƛǿŀƴŜǎŜΣ ŎŀƳŜ 
along on the extension to help with some of the logistical hurtles, and her assistance and pleasant company 
were greatly appreciated. The extension was run before the main tour to hit the peak of migration at the ideal 
time. 
 

 
Forest Wagtail was one of many superb migrants we saw on the extension 

 
13 April: The Matsu pre-tour extension commenced this evening as we gathered at our designated meeting 
point near the international airport, then drove through Taipei City towards the coast. After a nice welcome 
dinner near the ferry dock in Keelung City, we went through check-in formalities and then boarded the ship. 
Dropping bags in the bunk rooms, we headed up top and spent a few minutes watching the ferry pull away 
from port and start steaming north before going to bed. It was a bit rough for a little while, but then the waves 
calmed down and it was a fairly smooth crossing. 
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14 April: We awoke to music blaring on the loudspeaker, signaling that the ship was pulling up to its first port 
of call, Nangan Island. As we were continuing on to Dongyin Island, we gathered in the cafeteria for breakfast 
and then had some spare time before the ferry was set to depart. We disembarked and walked around the 
port for a little while, seeing our first Light-mantled Bulbuls, Yellow-browed Warblers, and even a 
Manchurian Bush-Warbler. There was a smorgasbord of 
pipits on hand as a few Olive-backed Pipits foraged near 
the forest edge, and a horde of Red-throated Pipits had 
taken over a nearby baseball field. Sorting through them 
got us a few wƛŎƘŀǊŘΩǎ tƛǇƛǘǎ and a lone American (Buff-
bellied) Pipit. It was nearing departure time, so we 
reboarded the ship and embarked. We spent the two 
hour journey on deck hoping for some pelagics. There 
were a few birds around, but they were mostly distant, 
and much of the birding was camera-based as we shot 
distant specks and identified them later from photos, 
including Red-necked Phalarope, Black-tailed (photo 
right) and  άIŜǳƎƭƛƴΩǎέ Lesser Black-backed Gulls, and 
Great Crested and Common Terns. After arriving on the 
tiny island of Dongyin, we dropped our stuff in the hotel, grabbed some lunch, and then headed out into the 
field eager to see some migrants. !ŦǘŜǊ ǎǘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ Little and Black-faced Buntings 
were feeding on the lawn and a Pale Thrush flew by flashing its white tail corners, we headed down to a small 
vegetable farm. We knew we were onto something straight away when we saw a gaggle of photographers all 
lined up with huge lenses. Quickly we started spotting great migrants. Flycatchers were everywhere with the 
flashy Narcissus and Mugimaki Flycatchers headlining a show that also included Gray-streaked, Ferruginous, 
Taiga, and Asian Brown. Daurian Redstart, Siberian Stonechat, Red-flanked Bluetail,  Brown-rumped 
Minivet, and a flashy Chestnut Bunting were also around while Pacific and House Swifts circled overhead. As 
the parade of new birds ebbed, we headed to a different spot down a steep valley, flushing up a few Gray-
headed Lapwings and watching a very tired-looking Oriental Pratincole dozing in a garden (photo below). We 
had our first Dusky Warblers, and then a great sighting of a couple of Yellow-browed and ¢ǊƛǎǘǊŀƳΩǎ .ǳƴǘƛƴƎǎ. 
We finished the day at a small running track and reservoir, finding Little Ringed Plover, Eurasian Wigeon, 
Chinese Pond-Heron, and Crested Myna. 
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15 April: We started the morning back at the running track, hoping to find some more birds before the joggers 
arrived and chased them away. Things started off well with a gorgeous male Yellow-breasted Bunting perched 
in the bushes ς this species is now considered critically endangered due to recent precipitous population 
decline that is not fully understood, but is at least partly due to trapping during migration. Walking around the 
track, we also added Greater Sand-Plover, Wood Sandpiper, Common Snipe, and Sharp-tailed Sandpiper 
before heading back to the veggie garden. Only one photographer was present, but he had put out some 
mealworms that were attracting a gorgeous Forest Wagtail along with a few other species like Siberian Blue 
Robin. Activity was still good and many of the same species from yesterday were present, but some new 
species for the trip included Japanese and Brown-headed Thrushes, and Ashy Minivet. A Gray-faced Buzzard 
soared overhead along with more swifts and some Red-rumped Swallows. We covered various other sites on 
this little island over the course of the rest of the day, adding Yellow-rumped Flycatcher, Eastern Buzzard, 
Peregrine Falcon, Brambling, tŀƭƭŀǎΩǎ [ŜŀŦ ²ŀǊōƭŜǊ, Eurasian Wryneck, and the always-entertaining Eurasian 
Hoopoe to the rapidly-growing list.  
 

 
Narcissus Flycatcher near the lighthouse on Dongyin 

 
16 AprilΥ ! ǉǳƛŎƪ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ 
ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻƻƴ ƻƴ ŀ ŦŜǊǊȅ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ bŀƴƎŀƴΦ ²Ŝ ǎŀǿ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ Ǝǳƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǊƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ Whimbrels, a 
distant flock of Garganey, and a few other shorebirds that we would see far better later on in the trip. After 
sorting out the vehicles we headed out to the west side of the island. Nangan is much larger than Dongyin 
with more extensive forest cover, so the migrants are not as concentrated, but this is balanced by the fact that 
it has a higher overall diversity. Our first stop near a dam got us a perched Gray-faced Buzzard, a flock of 
Oriental Greenfinches, a nice male Blue-and-white Flycatcher, and a few Common Kingfishers, along with 
some of the same species we had seen on Dongyin. A couple other stops added Yellow-billed Grosbeak, 
Eyebrowed Thrush, Black-throated Tit, and Red-billed Starling before breaking for lunch. A small garden near 
the restaurant was quite productive too with the only Yellow Buntings of the trip along with Blue Rock-
Thrush, more Little Buntings, and others. We spent the rest of the afternoon checking various other hotspots 
ς highlights were a flock of White-shouldered Starlings, a singing Blue Whistling-Thrush, and some tidal flats 
that that we hit at the perfect time. Along with various shorebirds such as Lesser Sand-Plover and Marsh 
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Sandpiper, the muddy inlet was covered with hungry wagtails including Citrine, Gray, White and two different 
races of Eastern Yellow Wagtail. We rounded out the day at a hole-in-the wall restaurant recommended by a 
ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƻŦ ¸ǾƻƴƴŜΩǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻŘ ǿŀǎ ŦŀƴǘŀǎǘƛŎ ς some of us thought was the best meal of the whole trip. 
 

 
White Wagtail on Nangan Island 

 
17 April: Our last morning on Matsu was sunny and absolutely beautiful ς not ideal for migration birding! We 
had a nice walk around the west side of the island enjoying the weather, scenery, and some common birds. 
We did add one scarce migrant, a Japanese Sparrowhawk, before heading to the airport and flying back to 
Taipei. We stopped at Guandu Nature Park on the north side of the city for some very productive birding. The 
wetlands held a nice variety of waterbirds including Eastern Spot-billed Duck, Green-winged Teal, Long-toed 
and Red-necked Stints, and even two Black-faced Spoonbills. We flushed up an immature Malayan Night-
Heron that posed for photos in a tree, and watched a Crested Serpent-Eagle soar over, dwarfing the nearby 
Crested Goshawk. We had our first Gray Treepies and Plain Prinias, and Taiwan Barbet was the first endemic 
bird of the trip, giving a taste of what was to come on the main tour. We spent the night on the north coast. 
 

 
Our visit to Matsu made the local newspaper 
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18 April: Yehliu Geoparƪ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƻǇŜƴ ǳƴǘƛƭ уΥллŀƳΣ ǎƻ ǿŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ōƛǊŘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƴŜŀǊōȅ 
sites, where White-cheeked Starling was the highlight among a bunch of more common species like the 
introduced White-collared Starling. Even though we got to Yehliu a few minutes early, there were already 
throngs of tourists pouring out of buses. The park is famous for its oddly shaped eroded geological formations, 
ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ά¢ƘŜ vǳŜŜƴΩǎ IŜŀŘέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŜ vǳŜŜƴ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ LΦ ¸ŜƘƭƛǳ ƛǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ 
peƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜ ǘǊŜŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǇΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ ŀ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƘƻǘǎǇƻǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ 
were there. Few visitors venture far along the trail and we soon had the park almost to ourselves. We saw a 
few Pacific Reed-Herons along the rocky coast on the walk out and then a Yellow-bellied Prinia in a thicket, 
though overall it was pretty quiet with more butterflies than birds. Near the end of the trail, we finally hit the 
avian jackpot with a gobsmackingly beautiful male Japanese Paradise-Flycatcher that made the trip worth it, 
as well as a Taiwan Scimitar-Babbler. We drove back to Taipei over the mountains, making stops to see Black 
Eagle and a pair of nesting Taiwan Blue Magpies before ending the extension in Taoyuan, where we spent the 
night and met up with those just joining the main tour, as well as our local guide Da Chih. 
 

 
Taiwan Blue Magpie 


