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Weeds and Livestock





• Physical impediments or injuries

• Malnutrition

• Poisonings

What problems can common 

weeds cause in livestock?



























































• Sudden death (+/- collapse, breathing problems)

• “Staggers”

• Gastrointestinal (bloat, diarrhoea etc.)

• Photosensitisation

• Chronic and cumulative poisonings

• Bracken poisoning

Some plant poisoning syndromes



Sudden death: Nitrate toxicity

Ruminants

• Organs starved of oxygen

• Rapid breathing

• Weakness

• Lethargy

• Abortions



Sudden death: Nitrate toxicity examples

Cathead / 

Caltrops

Tribulus
terrestris
• Relatively 

un-

palatable

Wild Radish 

(Raphanus
rapha-
nistrum)
• palatable

Mintweed

(Salvia 
reflexa)
• Relatively 

unpalatable

• More 

palatable as it 

dies in late 

autumn / early 

winter

ThistlesPatersons

Curse
Echium
Plantagineum
• Relatively 

palatable, 

more after 

herbicides
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• Falling with tremors syndrome

• Other neurological or neuromuscular conditions

“Staggers”



Staggers example: “Phalaris staggers”

Phalaris (Phalaris aquatica)

• Multifactorial
• Lush new growth
• In the morning
• High soil nitrogen
• High temperatures
• Foggy or cloudy weather / 

shade
• Frost

• Tremors and 

weakness

• Worse when forced 

to exercise

• Excitable

• Head tremors, 

twitching, nodding

• Kneeling, 

knuckling

• Falling over

• Problems eating

• (Sudden death)

• Cattle and 
sheep

• Alpacas 
(sudden death 
syndrome)



Staggers example:
“Coonabarabran staggers”

Cathead / Caltrops
(tribulus terrestris)

• Progressive muscle 
weakness

• Lean to one side

• Walk on diagonal

• Eventual death
Sheep
• Eating large 

amounts



Staggers example: Sulphur poisoning

Wild radish 
(Raphanus
raphanistrum)

• Stop eating

• Lethargic

• Breathing problems

• Depression / 
aggression

• Apparent blindness

• Head pressing

• Aimless circling

• Confusion

• (Sudden death)

Ruminants
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Gastrointestinal example: Steroidal 
glycoalkaloids

Solanum species
• Unripe fruits
• Green parts

Herbivores
• Hungry 

• Severe diarrhoea 
and colic

• +/- vomiting

• Rarely breathing 
problems and 
depressed brain 
function
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Photosensitisation

• Primary or secondary
• Sensitiser molecules lodge in skin
• Activated by sunlight
• React and cause inflammation
• Unpigmented and unprotected skin affected

• Primary
Plant pigments 

• Secondary
Liver-damaging plant toxins 
Liver can’t excrete chlorophyll breakdown products
These lodge in skin as sensitiser molecules



Photosensitisation: Reddened and swollen skin

• Sheep: Ears, eyelids, face, lips, coronets 

• Cattle: Teats, udder, escutcheon, muzzle, underside of tongue 
• +/- Drooping ears, weeping eyes, high temperatures, restlessness and 

confusion, incoordination, lameness, abortion 



Photosensitisation examples

St Johns Wort
Hypericum perforatum

Primary 
photosensitisation

Horses      >      Sheep      >     Cattle     >     Goats

• Worst in summer during flowering
• Sheep only need ~60g in summer 

(versus ~3kg in winter for toxic effect)

• Can use strategic grazing 
• Use adult Merinos, fine or super-fine, not 

pregnant, not lactating, with 4 months of 
wool growth



Photosensitisation examples

Caltrop / Cathead
Tribulus terrestris

Mostly ruminants

• Stressed plants more toxic

• Chronic exposure

• Young animals more susceptible 
Secondary 
photosensitisation
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Pyrrolizidine Alkaloids

Toxins damage the liver +/- lungs and kidneys

Pigs                >   Poultry           >   Cattle and Horses            >   Sheep and Goats

Damage builds up over time

Once illness is observed it is permanent and usually fatal

Weeks to months until symptoms appear



Pyrrolizidine Alkaloids symptoms

Emaciation
Diarrhoea
Yawning
Compulsive walking
Blindness
Injury from collisions
Head pressing
Msucle tremors
Dangerous behaviour

Weight loss
Diarrhoea
Dangerous behaviour
Breathing difficulties

Weight loss
Diarrhoea
Behaviour change
Breathing difficulties

“Toxaemic jaundice”
Sudden death when 
stressed 
• Mustering



Pyrrolizidine alkaloids examples

Paterson’s curse
(Salvation Jane)
Echium plantagineum

Fireweed
Senecio
madagascariensis
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Bracken Poisoning

• Extensive bleeding (“bracken poisoning”)

• Eating large amounts over 2 – 4 weeks

• Pale gums and whites of eyes +/- with pinpoint bleeding

• Blood in urine, manure, nasal discharge

• Infections and fever

• Tumours of the urinary bladder

• Eating small amounts over years

• Red urine +/- blood clots

• Progresses to anaemia, weakness, wasting, death



Bracken Poisoning

Bracken
Pteridium esculentum

• All parts of plant are toxic including 
underground parts

• Greatest concentration of toxin in young 
unfurling fronds

• 2 -4 weeks of intake 

• Young animals, novel feed, palatable 
part of plant



• Move livestock slowly and carefully to an area 
with a different plant species composition

• Minimal stress

• Good quality non-green hay

• Good quality clean water

• Contact your vet or district vet

• Get the diagnosis confirmed

Plant poisoning “first aid”



• Photosensitisation 

• Reduce exposure to sunlight
• Shed / shade +/- animal sunscreens

• Good quality non-green hay

• Good quality clean water

• Contact your vet or district vet

• Get the diagnosis confirmed

• Vet to determine use of anti-inflammatory or 
antibiotic treatments

Plant poisoning “first aid”



• Weed seeds and stock
• Different diets will affect the passage of seeds 

through the gut
• Generally will take 3- 4 days but up to 7 days
• 10 day quarantine is best practice

• Adherence to sheep wool
• Seeds can stay attached to wool for months
• Shear before release from quarantine

• Care with bought in feed
• Poisonings
• New weeds establishing

Biosecurity



Resources and contacts

https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/biosecurity/weeds

https://www.olg.nsw.gov.au/local-government-directory

NSW Invasive Plants and Animals Enquiry Line
P: 1800 680 244
E: weeds@dpi.nsw.gov.au








