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Countryside Land Use Patterns and Distribution of Gray-faced Buzzard : Chiba Prefec-
ture, Japan.

Ken-ich TOKITA' Atsuki AZUMA?

The distribution of gray-faced buzzard Butastur indicus was studied in a countryside environ-
ment in northern Chiba-Prefecture, central Honshu, Japan. The study area was located in the
watershed of Tega Marsh, a shallow wetland formed along the Tone River. The environment
consisted of narrow valleys, called yatsu (also called yachi and yato in other regions) cut into
the Hokuso Uplands.

The yatsu valleys are typical of the countryside landscape in south Kanto area. Traditional
land use consisted of irrigated rice paddies on the floor of the valleys, and dry vegetable fields
and fruit orchards on the uplands. The slopes were covered with secondary forests of oak and
hornbeam maintained for firewood and charcoal, or plantation of pine and cryptomeria.

In the past, the yatsu valleys supported an extremely diverse fauna and flora. In recent decades,
however, the slope forests have been cut, and rice paddies have been abandoned. As a result,
bio-diversity in the yatsu valleys is thought to be in decline.

This research was designed to contribute to our understanding of the land use factors involved
in determining the value of the yatsu valleys as wildlife habitat.

The gray-faced buzzard lives at the top of the yatsu valley food chain. The buzzards winter in
southern Japan and Southeast Asia, and arrive in the study area in March or April. They net in
mature pines or cryptomeria, and hunt primarily among the rice paddies, feeding on frogs,
snakes, beetles and a variety of other small animals.

A total of 22 yatsu valleys were surveyed from 1 May until 7 June, 1998. Only gray-faced
buzzard observed either hunting or perched among the rice paddies or in the slope forests were
considered. Buzzards were confirmed in 8 of the 22 yatsu valleys. The results of this survey
were then analyzed against several land use variables.

The analyses indicate that the buzzards prefer wider and longer valleys, and valleys with
larger slope forest area. The buzzards also prefer valleys with a greater area of cultivated paddy
as opposed to abandoned paddy.

There are few areas of true wilderness in the southern Kanto area, and much of the regional
bio-diversity thus depends heavily on the countryside landscape, the gray-faced buzzard, at the
top of the food chain, is a good indicator of the health of this countryside habitat.

KEY WORDS ! Gray-faced Buzzard, Yatsu-habitat, distribution, A Watershed of Tega Marsh,
semi-natural environment, parching point

1 Abiko City Museum of Birds

2 Lab. of Landscape Ecology and Planning Department of Agricultural and Environmental
Biology The Univ. of Tokyo

Bull. Abiko Mus. Birds Vol.7 : 37—47 (1999)
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