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Buyer Beware!
If you are a horse owner you have probably 
purchased hay needed for the upcoming 
winter season but a few of you may still need 
to get that task crossed off your to do list 
before the end of the year.   Perusing  the 
“Buyers Guide” I see plenty of options for 
you late buyers.  One thing you should always 
consider is the quality of the product you are 
feeding.  At the top of the checklist  should be 
whether or not the hay is quarantine released 
(Park County) or certified weed free.  These 
products will ensure that you don’t end up 
with a noxious weed problem on your property 
or in the back country (weed free).  Each of 
these types of products require an inspection 
before harvest of the hay crop on the site 
of production.  For complete information on 
these programs see our publication “Weed 
Free Forage and Park County Quarantine”.   
More to consider than just weeds/seeds 

in purchased hay!  
Fortunately-or perhaps unfortunately, horses 
can function on poor quality forage for a long 
time. But what about TOXIC plants! In poorly 
managed or over utilized pastures, animals 
will avoid undesirable or poisonous plants—to 
a certain point.  Most often these harmful 
species are unpalatable and our horses avoid 
them.  But hey...even I’ve eaten things I’m 
not fond of when the cupboard is bare!  Or 
how about when that nasty plant is presented 
in a different form-say in hay!  Why then it 
may not even taste so bad; however, most 

poisonous plants retain their
 
toxicity even 

when dried.  There are many plants that 
are toxic to horses, some more than others. 
Environmental stresses such as drought or 
hard freezes can increase the toxicity of some 
plants.  Certain times of the year or maturity 
levels  of different plants make them more 
toxic to animals.  Still other plants can cause 
an acute reaction (western water hemlock) 
in a single incident while others may have  
a cumulative effect (yellow star thistle).  
“By the time a horse is showing symptoms, 
whatever plant is responsible for the 
condition is probably  gone, out of season, or 
the toxins have probably metabolized out of 
the horses system and the only thing left are 
the damaged systems whatever that may be, 
liver, heart, neurological, etc.”  (K. Bischoff, 
DVM, MS,  Cornell University’s New York State Animal 
Health Diagnostic Center)
Whether or not you choose to purchase 
forage that has been quarantine released or 
certified weed free is your choice; however, 
we are quarantine* county!  There are some 
poisonous species found in our area that 
neither of these inspections would require a 
producer to have absent from their field such 
as sweet clover or arrowgrass; however, both 
of these species are toxic to horses.  Most 
serious producers don’t usually allow these 
species in their hay fields but some meadow 
hay fields that are harvested for hay could 
contain either of them.  There are many toxic 
species inspections will identify!  Here are  
few common ones we find in Park County.  

*A preventative District wide program requiring all farm products including hay to be inspected 
before the crop is harvested and moved onto any public roadway.



Russian knapweed 
(Centaurea repens) 
contains a toxic 
substance that effects 
the neurological 
system and results 
in chewing disease 
in horses.  Horses 

may stop grazing, hold food in their mouths, 
or develop frothy saliva. Horses must consume 
50 to 200 percent of their body weights over 
30 to 90 days to receive a toxic dose of Russian 
knapweed. Most horses avoid R. knapweed 
in the pasture; however, in hay it loses its 
unpalatability while maintaining its toxicity!  
USDA Plants Poisonous to Livestock in the Western United States 
2011   
 
Houndstongue 
(Cynoglossum 
officinale) is making its 
way into production hay 
fields! Houndstongue is 
poisonous to horses 
because it contains 
concentrations of 
harmful alkaloids, which 
can seriously affect the liver. Dried 
houndstongue is tastier to horses than fresh 
houndstongue and poses a risk baled in hay. A 
horse can consume as little as 7-10 grams of 
houndstongue a day for two weeks and develop 
liver disease (that is the equivalent of about two 
dried plants per day). Continual grazing on 
houndstongue can be deadly for horses. 

Field bindweed
Convolvulus arven-
sis - all parts of field 
bindweed plant are 
toxic. Causes colic or 
diarrhea. 

Milkweeds  Asclepias 
spp.- All parts of all 
milkweed plants are 
poisonous (cardiac 
glycosides, others).  It is 
a common pasture weed 
and also found in ditch 
banks and occasionally 
in hay fields, especially 
in irrigated areas. It is 

most toxic during rapid growth, but retains its 
toxicity when dried in hay. One-half to twenty 
pounds of milkweed will kill cattle in as little as 
ten hours. Symptoms include depression, lack 
of coordination, difficulty in breathing. (Schultz,B. 

Showy Milkweed Identification, Toxicity, and Control. UN 2003)

Hoary Alyssum Berteroa 
incana is a newly listed 
noxious species in Park 
County.  Hoary alyssum 
can cause lameness 
resulting from limb edema 
and in severe cases, 
laminitis if more than 
30% of available feed is 
consumed in the pasture 
or contaminated hay.   

Flixweed - Descurainia sophia (European in-
vader) and Tansy mustard 
-Descurainia pinnata– (na-
tive) are both toxic annuals 
found in disturbed or waste 
areas and in many hay 
fields.  May cause partial 
blindness and the inabil-
ity to swallow or use the 
tongue can occur.  Treat-
ment includes removing 

horses/cattle from the plant source and provid-
ing adequate food and water. (B. Sebade Barnyards 

and Backyards 9/2012)

(Merck Veterenarian Manual
Poisonous Range Plants of North 

America)

Here Are Few Toxic Plants That Do Get “Weeded” Out During the Inspection Process for Either 
the PC Quarantine or the Naisma Weed Free Forage Standards!     

(Horse DVM Toxic Plants Hoary Alyssum 2016)



Leafy spurge Euphorbia 
esula contains a milky 
sap that is poisonous 
to humans, horses, and 
cattle. (The problem is 
more related to grazing 
than to eating dried 
plants in hay.) The 
substance is an irritant, 
emetic and purgative. 
It causes scours and 

weakness in cattle and may result in death. The 
toxin causes inflammation and loss of hair on 
the feet of horses from freshly mowed stubble 
during haying, and has caused mortality in sheep 
that grazed leafy spurge exclusively. However, 
sheep and goats safely can graze leafy spurge 
as a portion of their diet, and grazing can be 
used as a form of cultural control. Ruminants 
will eat dried plants in hay, but many livestock, 
particularly cattle, avoid eating live plants.  (Lym, 
R., Messesmith, C. Leafy Spurge Identification and Control 2013 
NDSU) 

Baby’s breath (Gypsophila paniculata) 
contains saponins.  It is a contact-dermatitis 
causing plant that can irritate horses’ skin and 
cause a painful contact dermatitis.

Other Notables
The following plants may not be on any local 
quarantine or weed free “lists”; however, 
may be present in hay that is purchased and 
could cause problems for your horses or other 
livestock!  You may also find these species 
lurking in your pastures. 

Crownvetch Securigera 
varia is an aggressive 
perennial planted for 
erosion control and as 
forage for ruminant 
animals; however,  
crownvetch is toxic to 
horses and other non-

ruminants because of the presence of nitro 
glycosides. If consumed in large amounts, it can 
cause slow growth, paralysis, or even death.

Curly dock Rumex crispus 
All parts are toxic to 
horses as it has the ability 
to accumulate high levels 
of nitrates and oxalates. 
Can cause coma, death, 
kidney damage, tremors,
depression, and general 

weakness.

Yellow /White Sweet 
clover (Melilotus 
officinalis/M. alba) is 
an annual or biennial 
common in the Basin. 
This plant may be a 
common component 
of hay.  All parts of 
M. officinalis contain 
coumarin, which is able 
to convert to dicoumarin, 
the active principle in Warfarin, a powerful 
anticoagulant toxin. This plant becomes a 
problem during spoilage when the coumarins are 
converted to toxic dicumarol. Poisoning causes 
similar symptoms as what’s seen in cases of 
anticoagulant rodenticide poisoning. 

Arrowgrass Triglochin 
maritima starts growing 
in early spring. It is 
often found growing in 
native meadows that are 
cut for hay. Arrowgrass 
cut for hay may be less 
toxic.  Environmental 

(drought,frost) and mechanical (mowing, 
haying) stressors can increase amounts of the 
toxic substance in Arrowgrass.  There is enough  
hydrogen cyanide found in ¼ to 3 lb of stunted 
arrowgrass to kill a 600-lb animal.  The toxic 
dose must be eaten at one time to cause death 
because the poison is not cumulative. Death 
results from respiratory failure.  (USDA Plants 
Poisonous to Livestock in the Western States 2011)

Why Take a Chance!  Purchasing Quarantine 
Released Hay or Weed Free Forage Could 

Save a Vet Bill or Maybe Even a Life!  

For a list of Weed Seed Free Forage visit www.wyoweed.org/forageproducers
Need help locating Quarantine Released forage?  Call us at 754-4521



Most Poisonings are Preventable!
Know what you’re buying.  Ask for documentation of the quarantine release or weed free certificate.  If you 

have pastures, walk them!  Use proper pasture management practices and do not over graze. Manage for 
desirable species.  Learn to recognize potential problems and take necessary measures for eradication of 

them.  Use the best method of control for that species.  If you are unsure of what you have growing on your 
property, contact Park County Weed and Pest for a no cost survey, UW Extension, or other qualified entity.    

Across
1. The toxin found in arrowgrass.
6. A common weed this plant accumulates nitrates and 
oxalates that may cause kidney damage, tremors, coma, 
or worse!
8. The act of physically monitoring for poisonous plants 
via visual inspection of pastures, hay, and utilizing 
proper grazing management to lessen chance of undesir-
able species.
9. The toxic substance found in crownvetch that is harm-
ful to horses and other non-ruminant animals!
11. A newly listed Park County noxious species, this plant 
causes lameness and laminitis in horses.
12. Causes ‘Chewing Disease’ in horses.
13. Causes painful contact dermatitis.
14. All parts of this plant may cause colic!

Down
1. This species is tastier dried than fresh posing greater 
risk in hay due to harmful alkaloids that affect the liver.
2. The milky sap of this species can cause problems for 
cattle, horses, and humans. If large quantities are con-
sumed death may occur.
3. Preventative program requiring producers of farm 
products to have fields checked for noxious weeds.
4. Although Monarch butterflies need me-I can be deadly 
to cattle and other livestock!
5. A common weed of many hay fields this weed contains 
the toxin coumarin which during spoilage of hay turns to 
the deadly toxin dicoumarin a powerful anticoagulant!
7. North American Invasive Species Management Associa-
tion.
10. The toxic substance found in yellow and white sweet 
clover that turns to  dicuomarin during spoilage.

 

What's in Your Hay?

You have questions, we have answers!  
307-754-4521  or 307-527-8885


