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The University of Melbourne

Batrisyia Iman, 4” (Final) year of the Doctor of Vetetinary Medicine

I am incredibly grateful to have participated in the Hokkaido University & University of Melbourne International Veterinary
Exchange Programme. The experience was academically enriching, but also challenged me to reconsider how veterinary

medicine, animal welfare and conservation are shaped by cultural and environmental contexts.

One of my favourite experiences was the mini conference at Hokkaido
University. Hearing researchers and veterinarians discuss highly
pathogenic avian influenza, bear management and DNA methylation in

wildlife ageing opened my eyes to the breadth of wildlife medicine and

, ~ Be B conservation. | was particularly fascinated by bear management and

human-wildlife coexistence in Hokkaido. | realised that veterinary medicine extends beyond treating individual animals,

encompassing population health, research, public safety and conservation.

At Asahiyama Zoo, Dr Mei Shinohara shared her experiences in zoo medicine, while Dr Keisuke Saito at the Kushiro Wildlife
Conservation Centre demonstrated how practical innovation can support raptor conservation. Learning how roads and
powerlines cause preventable injuries and deaths, and how infrastructure modifications can reduce these risks, showed
me that wildlife veterinarians can prevent harm rather than simply treat its consequences. Visiting Hokkaido University’s
Veterinary Teaching Hospital and Obihiro University’s large animal facilities allowed me to compare veterinary education in
Japan and Australia. | was impressed by the emphasis on hands-on learning, from spaces accommodating live horses and
cattle to surgical theatres with viewing windows. These experiences made me reflect on how different teaching

environments can shape students’ confidence and preparedness for clinical practice.

Discussions around euthanasia highlighted how cultural values influence veterinary decision-making. Japanese
perspectives may place greater emphasis on the sanctity and longevity of life, while Western approaches may focus more
strongly on sentience and alleviating suffering. Rather than viewing these as opposing approaches, | learned to appreciate
that ethical frameworks are shaped by culture, and that veterinarians must remain open to different perspectives while

keeping animal welfare at the centre of their decisions.

Experiencing Hokkaido’s biodiversity firsthand was perhaps the most memorable aspect. Walking through Shiretoko
National Park and observing Sika deer made conservation feel tangible. Although | had hoped to see a bear, learning about
human-bear conflict made me realise that not encountering one was perhaps a positive outcome. Conservation is not
simply about protecting wildlife, but creating environments where animals can thrive alongside people. Similarly, raptor
conservation demonstrated the importance of collaboration between veterinarians, researchers, communities and

industries.

Spending time with Hokkaido University students was equally heartwarming. Despite language barriers, they made genuine
efforts to communicate and delivered presentations in English. Their willingness to step outside their comfort zones made
the exchange feel truly reciprocal. Through shared meals, conversations and exploring Hokkaido together, we learned from
one another beyond the classroom. Ultimately, the programme broadened my understanding of veterinary medicine as a
profession connected to education, research, conservation and the relationship between animals, people and their

environment. | hope to carry this perspective and the meaningful connections | made into my future veterinary career.




The University of Melbourne

Nathaniel Sng, 4™ year of the Doctor of Veterinary Medicine

My friends and | were truly blessed to be a part of the 2026 exchange program between Hokkaido University and
Melbourne University. The chance to spend one of my final year rotations learning about wildlife and One Health in
another country was a unique and special experience. On top of that, we got to make new friends, learn new cultures

and did lots of fun activities both wildlife and non-wildlife related.

This entire trip was truly unforgettable, but one highlight that
stood out to me was our visit to Kushiroshitsugen Wildlife
Centre where they house the raptor sanctuary. Listening to Dr
Saito’s presentation on the many many ways he has helped
save native owls and eagles was beyond inspirational. After 30

years of working with the raptors, he has helped to plan and

implement infrastructure changes to reduce vehicle collisions, ; PSR EET A
phased out lead hunting ammunition to prevent toxicity, and MR EENRELY 5 —

Kushiroshitsugen National Park,
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even prototyped a new kind of wind turbine that would minimise
bird strikes. My favourite part was when he talked about how SR ‘ 2y ;
they successfully used antivirals to treat High Pathogenicity C7oup photo at Kushiroshitsugen Wildlife Centre
Avian Influenza in eagles. It reflects on how vastly the culture in Japan and Australia differ on a veterinary aspect as
many Australian vets would consider euthanasia before antivirals and long rehabilitation. It was eye-opening to learn
so many ways that we can give vet care to wildlife. Besides the raptor sanctuary, | also really enjoyed getting to meet

and pet the seals as Asahiyama Zoo and seeing and feeding the fish at Shibetsu Salmon Park.

In between our stops for the academic part of the wildlife tour, we also had an
excellent time resting and relaxing at onsens, enjoying local food and getting to
know our new friends. | learned about the Japanese
tradition of drinking cold milk after an onsen and it
was so refreshing! | also particularly like soft served
ice-cream and Hokkaido is well known for it so |
might have let myself go a little too much. Dr
Yanagawa was so kind to treat us to a round of ice-
creams on our second day. He also picked up on my
affinity for it pretty quickly and planned some of our

rest stops for the tour based on where had good or

. unique ice-cream flavours! | ended up having a total

of 19 ice-creams in my 8 days in Hokkaido and now 17y favourite ice-cream of the
Post-onsen photo with my new friends as | type this report in Melbourne, | miss them so  11/p: Lingonberry flavour from a

Toshiki and Taiser much. stop in Shiretoko

Overall, | cannot recommend this tour enough. | hope future Melbourne Uni students will get to enjoy it like | did. | also
look forward to seeing some of my HU friends when they come over to Melbourne later this year for our Emergency

Wildlife Response week!




The University of Melbourne

Natasha Looi, 4% year of the Doctor of Veterinary Medicine

The 2026 Hokkaido University Wildlife Health Study Tour was an incredible experience and | feel extremely privileged
to have participated in this program. This was not only a unique opportunity to further my veterinary education in wildlife
medicine but also a chance to form lasting invaluable connections with other vet students and veterinarians from

across the globe.

The tour started at the veterinary faculty of Hokkaido University, where we visited the International Institute for
Zoonosis Control. We were able to observe how they utilize advanced techniques such as metagenomics and cryo-
electron microscopy, which | had not been previously exposed to. We then toured the Hokkaido University Veterinary
Teaching Hospital. It was interesting to note the similarities and differences to our own teaching hospital in Melbourne
in terms of layout and patient flow throughout the hospital. The next day, the mini-conference hosted by the Hokkaido
Summer Institute and the International Vet Exchange Program was a great opportunity to exchange knowledge
between our universities. | learned that there is more of a focus on research throughout vet school in Japan, with each
student belonging to a laboratory, while in Melbourne completing a variety of non-clinical and clinical placement

throughout vet school is prioritized.

On the third day the tour began in earnest, as we boarded the bus to begin our travels across Hokkaido. We visited
Asahiyama Zoo, where Dr Mei Shinohara treated us to a behind-the-scenes look at the care of various species including
fur seals, polar bears, and giraffes, which was a real highlight of the trip for me. We then learned about the management
of wild bear populations at Shiretoko National Park, and gained insight into the measures put in place to educate
visitors on bear safety. The trip continued with wildlife spotting excursions on Cape Notsukesaki, a visit to the Shibetsu
Salmon Park, and an inspiring talk by Dr Keisuke Saito at the Institute for Raptor Biomedicine. It was heartening to hear
of the tangible positive change occurring in raptor populations in Hokkaido due to the decades of research, advocacy,
and clinical work done by Dr Saito and the rest of the team at the IRBJ. Finally, we finished at the Obihiro University Vet
Faculty. It was my first time seeing a sterile operating theatre set up for large animals, since in Australia most

procedures on cattle are conducted outside!

Underpinning the entire trip for me was the beauty of Hokkaido’s natural landscape and the privilege of partaking in
aspects of Japanese culture such as the delicious food and relaxing visits to the onsen. | am also immensely grateful
for the new friendships I've made on this tour. There is something so special about meeting like-minded individuals
from all over the world who are also passionate about animal welfare and wildlife conservation. Thank you so much to

IVEP and Hokkaido University for faC|l|tat|ng this exchange, | could not recommend it more to future students!
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The University of Melbourne

Ruby Fraser, 4 year of the Doctor of Veterinary Medicine

My time spent with the students and staff of Hokkaido University was an eye-opening experience for cultural
exchange and gaining a unique insight into wildlife conservation in Japan. | truly had a fantastic exchange in Hokkaido
thanks to the warm welcome from Hokkaido University, and | have formed connections that | hope to continue well

into the future.

We were given a tour of Asahiyama Zoo by Dr Mei Shinohara, one of the veterinarians monitoring the health and welfare
of various animals kept in the zoo’s collection. We were given a very informative lecture about the zoo’s involvement
in the Ongaeshi Project, where they’ve collaborated with a range of private companies in donating funds and volunteers
for the protection of Orangutans and Elephants in Borneo. Hearing about Dr Shinohara’s personal involvement in the
project was especially inspiring, as we got to learn firsthand about specific actions taken to fund the conservation of
these species, and the difficulties faced with working in such remote environments without basic utilities and
necessities that we may take for granted. Getting a behind-the-scenes tour of the zoo was another extraordinary
opportunity, as we were able to observe handling training of their seals up close, as well as learning about how they

design all their enclosures and provide enrichment for the many different species on display at the zoo.

By far my personal highlight of the tour was to the Kushiroshitsugen Wildlife Centre, where we had the opportunity to
learn about the many opportunities for conservation efforts towards some of Japan’s most threatened raptor species,
particularly the Steller’s Sea Eagle and Blakiston’s Fish Owl. Dr Saito Keisuke headed the talk, and his passion for the
conservation of these raptors was palpable throughout our time at the rehabilitation centre. The numerous
preventative measures against motor vehicle accidents and powerline accidents, and how their implementation was
possible when companies were provided with clear data was truly impressive. Given the different worldviews on
euthanasiain Japan compared to Australia, there was a different attitude towards treating these animals vs euthanasia,
which was also very interesting to see and appeared to open up other opportunities to further treat and research these

threatened species that is seldom seen in Australia.

Overall, my time in Hokkaido truly felt like a once in a lifetime experience that | will carry with me into my career and for
the rest of my life. The learning opportunities, not simply cultural but also the academic exchange possible in this

program is incredibly unique and something that | hope will continue for years to come. | want to thank everyone who

made this program possible!
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The University of Melbourne

Yuna Okamoto, 4™ year of the Doctor of Veterinary Medicine

My week in Hokkaido was filled with so many unique opportunities to explore the natural sensibilities of Northern Japan,
learn about wildlife conservation practices, and create connections that deepened my understanding of what itis to be
a globally minded veterinarian.

During the mini conference, we heard about a wide range of pertinent topics, including the mammalian transmission of
HPAI, chytrid fungus in frog populations and the threat of wild bears in urban environments in Hokkaido. We were able
to continue our education on the complex interactions between humans and bears, and the management strategies in
place, at Shiretoko National Park, and saw them for ourselves in the controlled environment of Asahiyama Zoo. We also
had the privilege of hearing about the elephant rescue project in Borneo run in partnership with Asahiyama Zoo,
innovative conservation efforts to prevent Steller’'s Sea Eagle deaths at Kushiro Shitsugen Wildlife Centre and on
salmon anatomy and physiology at the Shibetsu Salmon Museum.

Hokkaido University itself felt one with its natural surroundings. We got a glimpse of the traditional archery facility
tucked within a forested area of the campus, explored the Natural History Museum and the International Institute for
Zoonosis Control; all facilities that we do not have in Melbourne. Talking to the Japanese students, it was very interesting
to see a glimpse of what life is like for a veterinary student in Hokkaido, especially how involved the 5" and 6" years are
in their laboratories. The teaching hospital felt the most similar to our university, in seeing students and professors work
closely together across various disciplines.

My time in Obihiro was a personal highlight as a long-time fan of the manga series ‘Silver Spoon’, or ‘Gin no Saji’.
Witnessing the Banei horse racing in action, a style specific to the Obihiro racecourse where ‘banba’ horses weighing
roughly one ton pull a sled over sand hills, was a dream come true. The sheer power and intensity of the race has left a
lasting impression on me.

Although the week went by fast, there were so many incredible memories made that have become a highlight of my
final year of vet school. | am so grateful for this opportunity to learn more about Japan’s wildlife, and the amazing people
that work to protect it. | have been able to make new friends, new dreams, and felt harmony with my identity as a
Japanese - Australian, soon to be wildlife veterinarian. | am so excited to return to my studies inspired, and with renewed

drive to shape my career in wildlife conservation.
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