Rhododendron and sheep grazing
Extracts from Nibblers online discussion group
I've recently been carrying out a survey on the distribution of Rhododendron ponticum in
Snowdonia. This strongly suggests that sheep are an important factor in limiting the
establishment of rhododendron. If this hypothesis is correct it has potential implications for
land managers.
It is my understanding that rhododendron is poisonous: several farmers have told me of
instances of poisoning of their stock. (I would be grateful for any literature references to this)
Signs of browsing on well established plants are rare. However, younger plants not
infrequently show some signs of browsing/grazing damage. This together with the
distribution pattern suggests that seedlings are readily consumed (or uprooted) as part of the
sheeps’ grazing regime (with no apparent poisoning effect). Pilot experiments in which
rhododendron seedlings were planted into sheep pasture appear to confirm this. Where the
burden of rhododendron seed is very high, there seems to be a point at which grazing
predation ceases to have a major impact.
I would be very interested to hear from others who have observed something similar.
Peter Jackson
Ian Rotherham, Sheffield Hallam University did his PhD on rhodo in the Peak District - you
may like to contact him about this. I have found more rhodo on South Pennines moors that
are not grazed than nearby ones that are grazed, provided there are colonisation gaps, but it
still colonises sheep grazed moors as well. Presumably it would be most vulnerable to being
grazed off as a seedling?
Penny Anderson
Peter,
There appears to be quite a bit of evidence regarding the toxicity of Rhododendron
ponticum. All plant parts are said to be toxic.
Animals most affected are said to be cattle, sheep and goats. Horses, dogs, cats and
humans have also been affected. Humans can apparently be indirectly poisoned via
consumption of honey, if bees have fed heavily on Rhododendron flowers - although this is
very rare in GB. Bees feeding predominantly on Rhododendron can be killed.
Oral doses are not well known, but as little as 10 leaves can be toxic to cattle, and as few as
1-2 leaves toxic to dogs.
The leaves, flowers, pollen and nectar of many Rhododendron species all contain several
toxic diterpenoids (grayanotoxins) e.g. andromedotoxin.
Symptoms include hypersalivation (cattle, goats), projectile vomiting, diarrhoea (or
constipation), intense abdominal pain (sheep), colic (horses), ataxia, anorexia and a fall in
milk secretion. If large quantities are consumed - relatively rare, as the rapid onset of
symptoms (or, perhaps, the 'burning' of the animals mouth) may prevent animals from eating
a potentially lethal dose - animals may suffer violent bouts of convulsions, dizziness,
trembling, weak pulse, staggering and collapse. Animals may die, from respiratory failure,
shortly after becoming unconscious - and within a few hours of consuming the
Rhododendron.
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Hope this helps.
Chris
Chris Britt
ADAS
peter (vet rec = the veterinary record)
In Seathwaite area of lake district have seen rhodie encroachment from outside grazed area
(ie behind fence) on to moorland hindered by tight sheep grazing (\'over\' grazing other
moorland vegetation though?) and some evidence of \'browsing\' of leaves that were
accessible to herdwick sheep
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Dear Penny, Jim and Chris,
Many thanks to you (and others) for your comments on rhododendron. Your observations
are in accordance with mine. Grazing does appear to have a clear effect on reducing rhodo
colonisation tho' it doesn't stop it completely especially when there are a lot of seeds. It
seems that the seedlings (which develop slowly in the first few years) are grazed off
with the surrounding grass. I've seen numerous examples of nibbled seedlings. The few
transplants i put into a grassy sward soon had their tops nipped off or were uprooted.
(Fortunately, no corpses were evident!).
All this leads me to think that we need to think hard about whether it is appropriate to reduce
grazing density (for conservation reasons) where conditions are favourable for rhododendron
colonisation. The positive role that grazing (or even "overgrazing") can play in slowing the
spread of invasive species often seems to get rather overlooked.
Peter Jackson
Awdurdod Parc Cenedlaethol Eryri /Snowdonia National Park Authority
Has anyone evaluated the use of pigs as a tool for rhododendron removal/prevention?
Henry
I don't know of any specific attempts to control Rhododendron using pigs. However, I believe
that pigs have been grazed in Rhododendron-infested woodland at Dunbeag in Argyll.
Someone may have more details of this and be able to tell you if it worked or not.
The GAP 'Breed Profiles Handbook' states that:
"Pigs have been used to break up the thick litter layer left after clearance of Rhododendron.
Rhododendrons can be toxic to some animals and not enough is known of the effects of the
plant on pigs so care should be exercised and other food always available. Control of
Gaultheria, an introduced plant species, has been achieved in the New Forest by using
pigs."
Chris
Chris Britt
ADAS
Forestry Commission in NF ran a small experiment in a pine clump infested with Rhodo and
bracken and gaultheria in the late 1990s, which may be what is being referenced in the GAP
handbook. The pigs dug the place up to get at the bracken rhizomes, so dealing with
gaultheria and some of the rhodo mat, but from memory they didn't sort the rhodo out
completely. Others may know more.

Nigel Symes
Yes. They won't do it, but they will assist in clearing away brambles and impenetrable growth
so that the spray team can come along and deal with the stuff in half the time.
Chloe Randall
Dunlossit Estate, Isle of Islay

