Pasture Plant Toxicity Resources
Ag Agents’ Wisline Discussion, hosted by Livestock Team, April 13, 2012

Although there are a number of pasture plants that can be poisonous to grazing animals, toxicity
issues are relatively uncommon with good pasture management practices in place. With the
initiation of the grazing season, here are some resources and suggestions for assisting with
guestions that may come up.

General information requests:

Usually, livestock will not seek out toxic plants unless there is insufficient forage available to
graze or the available forage is of very low quality. Thus, proper grazing management is a
primary key to minimizing livestock problems due to toxic plants. A regular inspection walk
around pastures is an opportunity to fine-tune grazing management and identify potentially
harmful plants that may require a control strategy. UW Extension has a number of good
resources that can assist clients with learning the basics of pasture management as well as how
to identify the common pasture plants and weedy species.

If landowners and/or tenants are interested in knowing more about potentially toxic plant
species that might be found in their pastures, here are several resources that Dr. Mark Renz
and | have both used for identification and information about toxic plants that may be found in
locations that livestock may have access to':

e Canadian Poisonous Plants Information System

e Colorado Guide to Poisonous Plants

e Cornell Plants Poisonous to Livestock database

e Penn State Poisonous Plants Homepage

e Texas A&M Toxic Plants of Texas database

e University of lllinois School of Vet Medicine Poisonous Plants database

e University of Minnesota Horse Program: Plants Toxic or Harmful to Horses page

e University of Wisconsin Poisonous Weeds in Pastures (article by Dr. Jerry Doll)

e USDA Poisonous Plant Research Laboratory (Logan, Utah)

'Note: these links also available at the UW Extension Grazing Resources & Research fyi site, located on
the ‘Weed Management’ page: http:/fyi.uwex.edu/grazres/weed-management/
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Assisting clients with specific toxicity situations:

When a potential toxicity issue does come across your desk, here are a few suggestions for
providing assistance to the client:

If the client has not already contacted their veterinarian, a referral is recommended to
rule out other potential causes of death or disease and to clarify symptoms of toxicity to
help identify potential plant sources

Survey the area where the animals have been recently located to identify any plants that
may be a potential source of toxicity

Use a digital camera for taking pictures of unknown plants for comparison to on-line
identification databases, published references and/or for submission to the Extension
Plant Doc diagnostic system to confirm identity

If taking plant samples for identification, observe basic safety precautions: avoid direct
contact with plant materials by using disposable gloves, clean sampling tools after use
(pocket knife, scissors, clippers), etc. Label & refrigerate samples until they can be
identified

Question landowner/tenant on recent land management practices to discover less
obvious clues.

Observe the general environment: availability and source of water, salt, minerals,
presence of other feeds or plant materials such as tree trimmings, presence of junk, old
building materials or any other items within the animals’ reach that might also potentially
be a source of toxic compounds

Recent weather conditions such as frost or drought may play a role in elevating toxicity
concerns with some plants

Examples of situations that have been encountered in pastured situations:

Lead poisoning from old car batteries in the farm “junk” pile located in nearby woods
(veterinarian suspected from blood sample results, confirmed on site visit)

Shrub/tree trimmings and yard waste (yews, cherries)

Toxic compounds and/or weeds in hay (fescue toxicosis; nitrates, hoary alyssum)
Early spring grazing/browsing when other forage resources are limited: hemlock spp.,
black locust, oaks, etc.)
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Toxic dose not yet determined, but large amounts need to be ingested to

(Wild Parsnip Severe Sunburn (photosensitivity)
cause a response.
Perirenal edema (kidney damage), drowsiness, weakness, muscular Dose dependent on nitrate level. Results from ingesting plants that
Pigweed spp. tremors, staggering gate, recumbancy, abortion. Sudden death (with uptake nitrate from nitrate fertilizers or some herbicides (2, 4-D). Stems

enough nitrate present)

most poisonous. Most potent at night/early morning and overcast days.

Lambs-quarter

Perirenal edema (kidney damage), drowsiness, weakness, muscular
tremors, staggering gate, recumbancy, abortion. Sudden death (with
enough nitrate present)

Dose dependent on nitrate level. Results from ingesting plants that
uptake nitrate from nitrate fertilizers or some herbicides (2, 4-D). Stems
most poisonous. Most potent at night/early morning and overcast days.

Hoary Alyssum Lameness, stiffness, limb swelling, fever diarrhea, abortion. Not yet determined. All parts toxic, green and dried.
Horseweed [Mucosal and skin irritation Unknown
Bt Reddening of oral mucous membrane, salivation, diarrhea. Bitter milk or el ey o i, (G s st i s,

blood in milk

Bracken Fern

Hemorrhaging from nose, mouth, or other mucous membrane; blood in
urine or feces; high temperature, cancer

Cattle need to eat their body weight over several months.

Young plants (“fiddle heads”) up to five times as poisonous as mature
plants. Cattle attracted to these. All parts poisonous.
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