Hemlock Water Dropwort
Extracts from Nibblers online discussion group
Can anyone offer any advice to the following enquiry? Thanks.
I have a field which I am trying to return to natural meadow. It is cut for hay once a year.
There is some hemlock water dropwort in the field. I am trying to eliminate it by treating with
glyphosate where it is in the ditch and therefore not in the area that is cut for hay, and by
cutting and treating the cut base with glyphosate where there are a few isolated plants within
the field. I understand that it remains poisonous even when dead. If I miss an occasional
plant, is there a significant risk to animals who might eat the hay? None of the local farmers
seem to be concerned about this plant even though it appears to be widespread along
stream banks and in boggy areas. None of them to my knowledge have had problems with
animals, (although a horse in a neighbouring field suffered an unexplained illness last year,
from which it recovered). It is however possible that their livestock/hay-making are much less
affected because most of their land is on hillsides whereas my field is a valley meadow
which floods occasionally. Any advice would be much appreciated. Hilary Luce
I had a similar query recently, where a chap wanted to graze a fen meadow with cattle. In
that case, the hemlock was confined to a discrete corner of the field and my advise was to
electric fence it off before sticking the beasts in.
Simon
While carrying out a Countryside Stewardship application several years ago, I asked the
farmer why the 'dropwort had been sprayed. He said he had lost several calves through their
eating it.
Monty Larkin
Grazing Co-ordinator
I knew a heathland site in Pembroke some years ago which had a fair amount of Water
Dropwort, most of which disappeared once cattle-grazing was reintroduced.
I was surprised at the time that there seemed to be little or no concern locally over the
animals eating the above-ground parts of the plant, as long as there was a good supply of
other herbage, so long as the cattle didn't eat the below-ground parts.
The site was part of the Pembrokeshire's Living Heathlands project, headed by Andrew
Tuddenham (NT) who may be able to give you more information (e.g. confirm that it was
Hemlock water dropwort, and that all the cows did not die the week after my visit!)
Regards
Steve
Hemlock water-dropwort (Oenanthe crocata) is highly toxic to humans and domesticated
animals - although the roots are more toxic than the above-ground parts - and very small
quantities can be lethal. There is some evidence that the concentration of toxin
(oenanthetoxin) in the roots increases in winter.
Poisoning of farm stock is said to occur most frequently when animals eat roots that have
been brought to the surface during ditching operations. Death can occur quickly after roots

are consumed, with animals dying in a convulsion.
Sheep are less susceptible than cattle, pigs or horses. Apparently humans have died after
mistaking stems/leaves of HW-D for celery!!
Other Oenanthe species are also toxic, though less so than hemlock water-dropwort.
This is a native plant, so attempts to eradicate it should not be encouraged!
Chris Britt
ADAS
From: http://emj.bmjjournals.com/cgi/content/full/19/5/472
A group of eight young adults who were on holiday in Argyll collected what they thought
were water parsnips from a small stream. The roots were cleaned, chopped, and added to a
curry. All consumed the curry, but the majority of the group only had a small amount of the
root, which was easily identifiable in the curry, partly because there was some doubt
regarding its nature and partly because of its bitter taste.
Early the next morning, 10 hours after ingestion one of the group had a witnessed grand mal
seizure lasting about five minutes. He was taken to the community hospital and was in a
post-ictal state. No connection at this point was made with the ingestion of the plant root the
night before.
Gradually over the course of the next four hours a number of the group became unwell and
nauseated. During this time four of the group consumed the left overs for lunch. One of
these individuals, subsequently become increasingly unwell, nauseated, and began to vomit.
He had a witnessed grand mal seizures lasting about three minutes. On arrival at the
emergency department this person was conscious but vomiting and experiencing visual
hallucinations. The patient was agitated, tachycardic, but blood pressure and oxygen
saturation were within normal limits. He was hyper-reflexive with dilated pupils, but there
were no focal neurological signs. He had one further subsequent grand mal seizure
controlled with intravenous diazemuls.
The other patients all had varying degrees of nausea, vomiting, lethargy, sweating, and low
grade fever.
Initially it was uncertain from the description as to the identity of the poisonous plant. The
community hospital that they were admitted to serves a rural area of Argyll. The police were
able to take an asymptomatic member of the group to the stream to recover a further plant.
The police knew of a local botanist in the area who was able to positively identify the
specimen
Henry Campbell-Ricketts
Mike Freeman (Jersey Environmental Services Dept,) has plenty of experience of looking at
this problem in the restoration of wet meadows in Jersey. Contact above (Sorry Mike)
Kind regards,
Penny Anderson

As Steve says we have a lot of it in Wales and by and large farmers do not seem overly
bothered about it, although they are more worried where cattle are concerned
Jan Sherry
Hi. Here at Epping Forest we have masses of Hemlock Water Dropwort within the area
grazed by the English Longhorn cattle. We have had no problems in five years and I don't
think you should get problems with this as a living plant provided that there is lots of
alternative fodder for the animals. In the Forest they are free-range grazing and so can move
widely to find the most nutritious areas at different months of the year. The cattle have
grazed in the ditches in amongst this plant mostly ignoring/avoiding it although I've seen
them take the odd flower-head, which although poisonous have had no ill-effects on them.
They also trample it down if it is in their pathway but don't eat the dying/drying parts.
In hay I would be cautious - because then the cattle might eat it unwittingly where they would
normally avoid it. I would not cut hay in an area with Dropwort.
The stories of cattle being killed by Hemlock Water Dropwort (or Cowbane as it is also
known) I think must come about because cattle which are running out of grass in fields (in
hot dry summers) without much herb variety turn to graze in ditches and browse a plant
they'd otherwise avoid
Dr Jes Dagley
Conservation Manager
Open Spaces Department - Epping Forest
We have a lot of problems with Hemlock Water Dropwort in Guernsey, where it appears in
many wet meadows. The whole plant is poisonous but the most fatalities are caused by
animals eating the roots after being dug out curing the cleaning of ditches. The roots are
particularly poisonous but so are the leaves. Apparently human fatalities have been caused
by people mistaking the leaves for parsley or celery.
The active poison is oenanthetoxin which is a convulsant poison that is not affected by
drying and storage. Therefore, it will still be present in hay and every effort should be made
to ensure that it is not included in hay.
Dr Andrew Casebow
see
http://www.ceh.ac.uk/sections/wq/documents/31Oenanthecrocata.pdf
regards jim
Hi Our cattle eat a good deal of what I call "water hemlock" (I think this is a less confusing
name). They also readily eat true hemlock.
One of our fields has very large amounts of water hemlock, and we have had no problems
with it -- they often chew the plants down to the ground. It's a good early bit for them...
We do regularly check the water's edge and ditches for exposed roots, which are like
bunches of largish white carrots. As I understand it the amount of toxin in the leaves is fairly
low, but higher in the stems and much higher in the roots.

After a few years of grazing water hemlock becomes quite scarce, surviving only in the
wettest areas out of reach.
I think the roots are dangerous because the animals learn to accept the taste safely from the
leaves, then they find something tasting similar, but lovely and starchy.
I don't think we'd worry about leaves in hay if well diluted, but we've not made hay with it in.
One neighbour once lost several Angus-dairy crosses, but no Herefords in the same herd -so perhaps there is variation in tolerance or perhaps more likely good sense.
No problems either with true hemlock. This was grazed on a heathland, mixed with a good
deal else. As I recall it's supposed to be toxic in larger amounts, but smaller amounts can be
teratogenic -- causing limb deformities similar to Thalidomide if exposed in early pregnancy.
However, the one calf we had off such a pregnancy was fine (she had her own first calf
recently).
Our cattle also eat quite a few other supposedly toxic plants keenly, including heath
groundsel, cherry laurel, box (I think) and broom.
However they do not touch ragwort, marsh ragwort or rhododendron. They also avoid quite a
few non-toxic plants which to me seem no less palatable than things they do eat -- these
include larch and Scots pine seedlings. They do browse mature pine if hungry.
They eat some things only if quite hungry (like hard rush, birch and iris), or if it's the only
green thing available in winter.
They don't go for spiny plants much, unless the spines are small (like dwarf furze) -- but they
love sloe when covered in berries, and they chew common gorse a bit in winter.
The only poisoning we've had is from acorns, which are cumulative and so lull them into
false confidence -- but those individuals (dry cows) under lower physiological stress just got
fat...
Richard C
Hemlock Water dropwort is very common in Jersey in fact v. dominant in most meadows
(cow parsley is extremely rare) and it is generally accepted that it is the roots that are the
most toxic-records of slave workers during the occupation dying from eating root plus cattle
eating root exposed by ditching operations- but I have seen cattle grazing the younger
rosettes/leaves without apparent ill effects .We have found that
cutting/digging and safe disposal of root is best if you have time, herbicide less effective.
Many years ago (19C) it was apparently successfully eradicated in Alderney, presumably by
cutting and digging , but that could take some time!
Best wishes
Mike Freeman BA(open) MIEEM ,CEnv.
Hello all
Just a point of clarification - Hemlock Water-dropwort Oenanthe crocata is not Cowbane
Cicuta virosa as suggested by Jes. They can occur in similar habitats. But Cowbane, also

toxic to cattle as the name suggests, is very rare. It has been subject to eradication in the
past and now occurs in only 70 x 10 km squares in Britain, though is much more common in
Ireland (N & S).
The other water dropwort which also can occur in similar situations, on the edge of flowing
ditches and rivers is River Water-dropwort Oenanthe fluviatilis - this is also quite rare (occurs
in 127 x 10 km squares, largely in south and eastern England). It looks superficially similar
but has much finer leaves (less celery-like!)and some leaves may be submerged.
One of the ways that Hemlock Water-dropwort is thought to spread is by its (very
poisonous)roots floating downstream, so if you do dig it up, get it all! Bank erosion will also
help it to spread. Hemlock Water-dropwort has a more westerly distribution than River Water
Dropwort.
Jude
WildWorks Ecology / RSPB
As I have posted before - when working for BBONT in the 80's – 6 beautiful pedigree
Dexters died from eating the tubers of hemlock on a marsh near Newbury. The all died very
suddenly after only two days on the site. Before grazing sites with Hemlock I would consider
it only fair to warn the graziers of the potentially risk as once they are dead it’s a bit late.
There had been no ditch clearance - the treading action in the wetter areas was enough to
expose the roots.
Jenny Phelps
Is it possible that cattle raised on pasture with hemlock eat a bit and develop immunity
and/or get a trace in their mother's milk and so become immune. This seems to be how
homeopathy works. This would explain why these new arrivals suddenly died.
Richard Micklethwait
Anyone encountered problems with tubular water dropwort (Oenanthe fistulosa )? We have
some of that on some of our sites (not yet grazed) although O. crocata and O. fluviatalis are
absent. This plant in our area is found on the margins of ponds and in marshy areas.
In case it is useful, we do have the corky-fruited water dropwort (O. crocata)on one site,
which has been grazed for a decade by a variety of cattle (including young steers let out into
the big world for the first time - cue lots of mooing and excited running and jumping about)
with no problems so far. Note though that the site is clay, grazed summer-only and is well
away from standing/running water, so we have never seen any exposed roots.
Many thanks to all for the info so far,
Nick Owen
Manager, Lower Mole Countryside Management Project
Jenny
Deaths from livestock eating hemlock water dropwort are all very well documented.
I suggest that you read two excellent books on the subject that I constantly use:
British Poisonous Plants by A A Forsyth (Bulletin 161) from the old Ministry of Agriculture.
This states that Poisoning of farm stock usually occurs from eating roots. Death is rapid and
few symptoms may be seen before it occurs. Horses and cattle usually die in convulsion.

Sheep are less susceptible and 50% may recover from acute poisoning.
The second book: A Colour Atlas of Poisonous Plants - A handbook for Pharmacists,
Doctors and Biologists by Frohne and Pfander was published in translation by Wolfe
Science, London in 1984. As its name suggests this concentrates on humans and the
symptoms of poisoning, but is very good.
On the control of Hemlock Water Dropwort. Most people here use Glyphosate which can be
applied using a weedwiper. However, in our experience there is a good 'off-label' way of
doing this that is most effective and much better in conservation areas. If you cut the plant
off at the base of the stem and then squirt a good quantity of diluted glyphosate down the
hollow stem, this is very effective. Alternatively some people here cut the plants down and
then put some straight 'nitram' type of ammonium nitrate fertiliser down the cut stem, which
is also said to be very effective.
We dont dig out the tubers because we are particularly concerned with it in flower rich wet
meadows, there is always a risk of leaving some behind, there is a danger that some may be
left on the surface for livestock, and its very hard work if there is a lot to be done. So the
controlled chemical approach after cutting seems to work well.
Best wishes
Andrew Casebow
I know that Hemlock-water-dropwort is supposed to be very toxic, but many years ago, when
I did not know that, I fed quite a lot of it to my sheep without any obvious effect. It was during
a dry time when there was no grass so they ate mostly Hemlock Water dropwort for several
days.
There is masses in all the water meadows here and it does not seem to be a problem with
the grazing cattle.
Hemlock is readily eaten by sheep too and does not seem to affect them.
Paul Toynton
At the risk of sounding pedantic, Corky-fruited Water Dropwort is Oenanthe pimpinelloides,
not O. crocata (which is Hemlock Water Dropwort) - a slip of the pen, I guess. There are 7
species of Water Dropwort, so it is easy to get confused! I don't know how many are
poisonous though, or which parts of the plant are, but the general concensus seems to be
that it is mainly the roots (but probablbly not exclusively) of Hemlock Water Dropwort that do
the damage, and that these are very poisonous to both humans and livestock.
Dr F.W. Kirkham
Thanks for the reply, Francis. Ooops! Email in haste and repent at leisure? I did mean O.
pimpinelloides (corky-fruited water dropwort). And O. fistulosa (tubular water dropwort).
Re O. pimpinelloides, I'd advise (based on our experience) that the above-ground parts
seem not to be harmful to cattle - indeed they seem to seek it out, converting a tall plant int a
dense, low, ground-hugging sward dominant. As a precaution, avoid exposing roots (which
my trusty CTW says have rounded tubers - I've never dug any up). But, I still would like to
know if the roots/tubers are poisonous/harmful.
Re O. fistulosa, it maybe uncommon/inaccessible enough to not have caused a

problem?
Many thanks
Nick Owen
Manager, Lower Mole Countryside Management Project
Re. toxicity of other Oenanthe species MAFF Reference Book 161, 'Poisonous Plants in
Britain and their effects on Animals and Man' (Cooper & Johnson, 1984) states...
"Six other Oenanthe species occur in Britain, all of which are considered poisonous but to a
lesser degree than hemlock water dropwort. Oenanthe pimpinelloides is suspected of
poisoning cattle, while Oenanthe aquatica poisoning has been reported in cattle in Poland
and Oenanthe silaifolia poisoning in man in Greece. The symptoms that these other species
produce are not so acute, and are of the depressive type, generally not progressing to
convulsions."
Chris Britt
Senior Research Consultant
ADAS
O. fistulosa can occur in lush inundation grasslands (eg MG 13 for those familiar with NVC),
therefore very accessible to stock.
Cheers
Jude

