Goats Rue and Grazing
Extracts from Nibblers online discussion group
We have an area of wet grassland/fen which is becoming dominated by goat's rue. One option for
controlling it is to graze it with cattle in the hope that - as goat's rue has been used as a fodder crop the cattle may graze this in preference to the reeds, sedges etc. However, I've also come across
references to goat's rue being toxic to livestock - although possibly only when in flower. Does anybody
have any experience of grazing goat's rue or any information to suggest that grazing is an option
worth considering?
Steve Bound
We have it on one site and lost two rams as a consequence. I don't know if it is equally poisonous to
cattle but I should be very careful. The first indication of a problem is a dead sheep.
Mike Sandison

Could we know exactly what you all mean by Goat's Rue - in the UK thats usually Galega officinalis,
the S European introduction, also called French Lilac. In the US that name is used for a very different
priarie plant.
We have had Galega officinalis in a field in the past and the sheep have eaten it all, without any
obvious consequences, so dead rams are a surprise to me.
The plant has been used in the past to produce breast enhancement pills and creams, and is still
prescribed by herbalists for increasing human milk output, and pills are still on sale widely.
In Bown. D. Encyclopaedia of Herbs and their Uses. Dorling Kindersley, London. 1995 ISBN 0-7513020-31 an RHS publication, it records that its fed to goats and sheep to increase lactation, and I
know I have seen that in other texts.
Is it possible that other species are to blame for its reputation? Or confusion with other Rues, so such
as Ruta, or Thalictrum, or something else? Our Galega grew on dry disturbed ground - in the UK it is
largely a plant of old building sites and motorway banks, and its definitely not a plant of fens or wet
grassland as Steve discribed.
However, just to confuse us, below is an abstract from
Concentration of galegine in Verbesina encelioides and Galega oficinalis and the toxic and
pathologic effects induced by the plants.
Keeler RF, Baker DC, Panter KE.
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Poisonous Plant Research Laboratory, Logan, UT 84321.
Verbesina encelioides administered to sheep by gavage induced clinical signs of toxicity and
pathologic lesions identical to those induced by Galega officinalis. Sheep had compromised
respiratory function with shallow, rapid respiration and frothy exudate from the nares. Affected
animals necropsied at time of death presented with hydrothorax with as much as 2 to 3 L of strawcolored thoracic fluid with fibrin tags and congestion and edema of the lungs. The trachea and lung
airways contained frothy material with fibrin strands. In some cases, subendocardial hemorrhage of
the left ventricle was present. Galegine, a guanidine compound believed to be responsible for these
effects, was found at an average concentration of about 0.46% in Galega and at 0.08% in the
Verbesina collection that induced toxicosis. While G. officinalis is a known poisonous plant, its very
limited distribution in the U.S. causes it to be of minor importance. V. encelioides, however, is widely
distributed in the U.S. and presents a potential hazard for grazing livestock. Verbesina may have

been responsible for past livestock deaths in the U.S., and thus should be classified as a poisonous
plant.
PMID: 1573558 [PubMed - indexed for MEDLINE]
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/entrez?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=1573558&dopt=Abstr
act
Paul Read

I do mean Galega officinalis. Although it is growing on wet grassland, it is a site which has previously
been disturbed - which may explain its presence. I've found references to it being poisonous to sheep
and goats, references to it containing bitter alkaloids and therefore being avoided by cattle and horses
- along with numerous references to it being widely grown as a fodder crop. All very confusing.....
Steve

This was not an isolated occurrence. When we were reviewing the matter with our vet he told us that
one of his other clients had put some sheep on an area of conservation land next to the at the time
new A12 at Chelmsford and had lost many of them. A pm was done to confirm the cause. Our own
site is a former gravel pit, so both sites would fit your comment about disturbed ground. From
memory he said that that it combines with the haemoglobin and prevents oxygen being absorbed,
effectively asphyxiating the animals. Our two cases both had plenty of froth emerging from their
mouths, just as described in the American report. We now go in with a mattock and remove it all
before grazing.
Mike S

I think this correspondence about Goats Rue, Galega officinalis, highlights a useful issue. There is no
rational. sensible, and above all reliable, practical source of data on British poisonous plants. Unless
someone tells me different!
Clearly Galega has caused problems, even if our sheep didnt suffer, and yet if you look at UK horse
websites you could believe that the only safe food is grass and that every other plant has
problems. Buttercups get a bad press - yet most horses live surrounded by several species of
buttercup and horse owners are told by www.horseweb and www.horsedatata to "open hay bales and
remove any plants that you cant recognize". We have black bryony in hedges everywhere here in
Suffolk - www.horsedata says just a mouthful will kill a horse - no one removes it because, I think,
most horse owners cant recognize it!
We have only kept horses and sheep for a few decades, and cattle for just two, but as far as we know
have never had a case of poisoning, despite grazing only unimproved grassland and farming as
much for biodiversity as crop.
Yesterday we discovered that a field grazed until recently by sheep had a large patch of ragwort, now
grazed down to a mass of small leaves, unnoticed by us till now. No signs of trouble so far, tho' we
also know that ragwort is usually ignored by horses and sheep normally, even if there is virtually no
grass.
We could easily become paranoid over toxicity - yet clearly there are some critical issues.
And if you dont mind a small query on Goat's Rue I would very much like to know how a vet carrying
out a post mortem could identify galagine as the cause of poisoning. Poisoning.. yes, maybe identifying its cause as galegine - not easy! not without sophisticated and very specialized analysis.
Is anyone able to gather all this information together and create a practical guide to grazing and
toxicity?

I have spent an interesting few hours on occasions watching sheep, cattle and horses eat - surprising
what gets eaten....and what gets left. I have seen cattle selectively eating Conium maculatum with
apparent relish.
Paul Read

I am currently doing a study on GR in our conservation grasslands at Bedfont Lakes in Hounslow,
Middlesex. It has become a serious problem in that it outcompetes other herb species, fixes nitrogen
and then when it has died out from an area we are left with rank Arrhenatherum grassland with a
massive loss in biodiversity.
Unfortunately our problem is such that chemicals (Supertox 30) are the only practical answer. I would
like to hear from anyone who has issues with this plant either from a habitat management or grazing
stock perspective. Do cows eat it without effect - I've been getting mixed messages on this one.
I know it is toxic to sheep and goats - hence the name, and in severe cases is fatal within 24hrs of
ingestion. I have been told that the chemicals in the plant (Galegine and Hydroxygalegine (alkalines),
and a heteroside called Galuteoline) encourage the animal to gorge itself to quench the thirst caused
by them.
Adam Cheeseman

I read somewhere that the vast majority of ragwort poisoning cases occur not from direct grazing but
from hay bales contaminated with ragwort that are fed to livestock.
Anyone actually experienced cattle grazing goat's-rue? As it was supposedly introduced to improve
lactation and increase milk yields I can't see it being dodgy for cows. It's used in humans for the
same reason.
Cheers,
Adam Cheesman

Does anyone have experience of managing goats-rue by grazing and, if so, what particular breds
were being used. Obviously it is toxic to sheep and goats hence the name, but I have read several
items that state that it is has been fed to cattle to increase milk yield.
I am managing an area of lowland mesotrophic grasslands in Middlesex that have become infested
with the plant via piggy-backing on the effects of Yellow Rattle. There are several possible options
open to me but none of any definite consequence without trials, which I intend to do this year. It
seems strange that given the potentially invasive nature of this plant there is little info about
controlling it from British sources. All info I have to date comes from the US and NZ.
Any info would be of great interest. Many thanks in advance.
Adam Cheeseman (Bedfont Birder)
It is a killer for sheep. We lost two rams last year as a result of it and had to remove the rest in a
hurry. There is no warning. One day the animals are fine and the next dead. It apparently works in a
similar way to carbon monoxide, by preventing the blood from carrying oxygen and the animal
effectively asphyxiates. We now dig it out before the sheep go on this particular ite. Can't help on
cattle though, but if you cannot find any specific info I could personally not attempt to control it by

grazing. Cattle are too valuable and the results too serious to experiment.
Mike Sandison
Essex Wildlife Trust

