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POISONOUS PLANTS  INCLUDED  IN THIS GUIDE 

Poison hemlock (Conium maculatum) 



 

 

Introduction  

This guide has been designed to help landowners identify some common 
plants in Whatcom County which are potentially poisonous to livestock. 
While this booklet is not intended to be a complete guide to poisonous 
plants, it does provide some basic information for the land and livestock 
owner. Plants which are currently listed on the Washington State Noxious 

Weed List  are indicated on the pages by a green side bar. 

 

The Signs/Symptoms listed on the following pages are those that are most 
likely to be observed. Symptoms may vary greatly depending on the quan-
tity of plants eaten and the time taken to eat the plants. The toxicity of a 
plant may also change during the growing season. In addition, different 
animals or species may respond differently to the toxins.  

 

For example, sheep may be more susceptible to lupine poisoning than cattle 
and horses. Cherry is more toxic after a freeze or wilting. The alkaloids of 
tansy ragwort accumulate in the liver and the animal slowly weakens over 
time, while the symptoms of poison hemlock appear quickly as the nervous 
system is attacked.   

 

Some plants remain toxic after being dried. Animals can become ill by eat-
ing  weed-contaminated hay or feed. This type of poisoning is more diffi-
cult to control, and often results in new weeds spreading on your property. 
Reasonable handling of your feed areas and careful inspection of imported 
hay will help prevent some problems.  

 

In general, pastures which are wisely managed have few undesirable 
plants. Animals with good feed and forage available to them will usually 
avoid eating toxic plants. Be sure to watch your animals for unusual 
changes in behavior. If you suspect a poisoning, consult a veterinarian as 
soon as possible.   
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BRACKEN FERN     Pteridium aquilinum 

Description:  Bracken fern, or 

western bracken, is a wide-

ranging native plant that grows in 

shaded woodlands, upland pas-

tures, and recently cleared or 

burned land. It is a large fern up 

to 4 feet in height. The broad tri-

angle-shaped leaves grow in 

groups of three. Rusty spores are 

found on the undersides of the 

leaves. It dies back each fall.   

Toxicity Rating: Low  

Toxic Parts:  The spores, leaves, and the roots contain a cumulative poison. 

The toxin remains in the plant after drying.  

Signs/Symptoms:  Bracken fern poi-

sonings are rare. Horses develop the 

signs of bracken fern poisoning over 

a 2 to 4 week period. Considerable 

quantities of fern must be eaten, ei-

ther in the fresh state or as hay. A 

disease called "fern staggers" results. 

Signs include a staggering gait, 

twitching muscles, a weak, fast pulse 

and convulsions. Death occurs sev-

eral days to weeks after the onset of 

symptoms. Cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs can also suffer from bracken poi-

soning and can cause blindness.   
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BUTTERCUP       Ranunculus sp 

Description:  There are two types of 

buttercup which are weedy in north-

west Washington. Creeping butter-

cup (Ranunculus repens) has bright 

yellow flowers with 5 to 10 petals. 

The green leaves have dark markings 

across the top. It is a creeping, low 

growing plant. Tall buttercup, 

(Ranunculus acris) grows up to 3 feet 

tall. The flowers have five shiny, yel-

low petals, which are 1/2 inch long. 

The leaves are toothed and deeply 

divided. Both buttercups are native to 

Europe. They are most often found in 

moist pastures and meadows. Buttercups generally bloom from April to 

June.   

Toxicity Rating: Low  

Toxic Part:  The juice of the entire plant contains the toxin ranunculin.   

Signs/Symptoms:  When butter-

cup is eaten by livestock, it irri-

tates the mouth and intestinal 

tract. This can result in blisters 

and ulcers. All livestock can be 

affected. When the plant occurs 

in dry hay it is harmless.  Unfor-

tunately, moving contaminated 

hay is a common way of spreading plants to other sites. 

Animals will avoid buttercup when there is dependable alternative forage, 

but this allows the plant to seed and spread freely. Eventually it can over-

run a pasture. Avoid overgrazing.   
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CHERRY      Prunus sp. 

Description:  A variety of plants in 

the rose family, of which cherry is 

a member, are known to cause 

livestock poisoning. These include 

apricots, peaches, plums, sweet 

cherries, sour cherries, and choke-

cherries. Cherry is a shrub or small 

tree with finely toothed, alternately 

placed leaves. The creamy-white 

flower clusters bloom in the spring 

and the red cherry-like fruits are 

seen in midsummer.   

Toxicity Rating: Low/Moderate  

Toxic Part: The seed or pit of the fruit, twigs and leaves are toxic. Wild and 

cultivated cherries contain the toxin. Sudden wilting or freezing concen-

trates the toxin in the leaves. The leaves of the plant are most toxic early in 

the growing season and again in early fall.  

Signs/Symptoms:  Livestock which eat a large amount of the leaves over a 

short time may die without exhibiting symptoms. When smaller amounts 

are consumed by livestock their symptoms may include, breathlessness, 

convulsions, suffocation, and a bright red bloody discharge from the nose 

and mouth. Prompt treatment by a veterinarian can result in almost imme-

diate recovery. 

Although horses rarely eat cherry, cattle, sheep, and even deer relish the 

leaves. Keep hungry animals away from areas where cherry is common.  

Remove any downed branches which have fallen due to pruning or wind 

damage. 
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COMMON GROUNDSEL    Senecio vulgaris 

Description:  Common groundsel 

is a summer or winter annual, pos-

sibly a biennial.  It has hollow 

stems and grows 6 to 18 inches 

tall.  It has deeply lobed leaves 

and yellow, tubular flowers borne 

in clusters at the end of the stalks. 

Seeds are produced in a small 

dandelion -like puffball. Common 

groundsel usually flowers from 

spring into the fall, but can flower 

year-round during mild winters. It 

generally has a small taproot, with 

small, secondary, fibrous roots. 

Common groundsel grows best 

during cool, moist weather.  

Toxicity Rating: Moderate 

Toxic Part:  All parts of the plant, both fresh and dried, are poisonous 

to livestock. 

Signs/Symptoms:  Common groundsel con-

tains the same alkaloid found in tansy rag-

wort. Irreversible liver damage and the 

same symptoms observed in tansy ragwort 

poisoning occur with common groundsel. 

Most poisoning occurs by feeding livestock 

contaminated hay. Some animals may not 

die from poisoning, but will remain in poor 

shape. Cattle and horses are more seriously 

affected than goats and sheep. 

 

 

W
A

S
H

I
N

G
T

O
N

  S
T

A
T

E
 N

O
X

IO
U

S
 W

E
E

D
 

  

6 



 

 

FIELD HORSETAIL      Equisetum sp. 

Description:  Probably no county in the 

state is without some species of horsetail 

or scouring rush. This plant is related to 

ferns. It spreads quickly with creeping 

roots, especially in wetlands. It invades 

pastures and croplands from infested 

stream banks and ditches. The round 

stems of horsetails are grooved and hol-

low. The branches are whorled. Plants are 

typically evident in the spring through 

late summer, though some species are 

evergreen.  

Toxicity Rating: Low  

Toxic Part:  The entire plant is toxic. 

Horsetail contains a toxin, also in bracken fern, which interferes with vita-

min B1 metabolism.  

Signs/Symptoms:  In horses, watch for loss of coordination, slow pulse, 

arched back, trembling, and lying down. Convulsions and coma usually 

precede death. Cattle and sheep are 

not as susceptible. 

Because horsetail is not palatable to 

animals, it is generally avoided.  

Poisoning typically occurs when 

plants are included in hay. Hay that 

contains at least 20% horsetail may 

produce symptoms in horses in 2-5 

weeks. Horsetail is a difficult plant 

to control once it is established. 
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