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A LEARNING
CURVE
Hello, for those of you who haven’t
met me yet, my name is Gwen and ’m
one of the latest Nantwich recruits.
The past couple of months have
been quite a steep learning curve, not
only facing the standard challenges
of a new graduate, but also doing so
during the pandemic. Having said this,
I have thoroughly enjoyed my first few
months in practice, despite spending
a large amount of time lost in the
countryside.
Some of my highlights so far include
gaining my first routine client, surviving
my first weekend on call, as well as
replacing quite a substantial uterine
prolapse with the cow tied to a
moored canal boat (a practice first, so
I am told!). Perhaps not a highlight, but
definitely a memorable moment for
me was when I spent approximately
48 hours as Rob George’s personal
chauffeur after his truck broke down.
Duties included driving him to and
from routines, sick cow calls, and
of course, the dentist - all the while
enduring his terrible jokes. Nothing I
learnt at vet school prepared me for
that!

As I didn’t have much time at home
this year I didn’t quite get round to
baking copious amounts or learning an
impressive new skill, instead I jumped
on the pandemic bandwagon of getting
a puppy. His name is Gus and he’s a little
terrier of some description. The jury’s
still out on what breed he actually is so
any guesses would be welcome!
I’m looking forward to the return of
normality in the new year and hopefully
exploring the area a bit more, with
Gus in tow of course. I’m also looking
forward to joining Young Farmers in
the Spring, Coronavirus permitting.
Thank you very much for my warm
welcome to the practice, and a Happy
New Year to you all!!

SPOTLIGHT

TB ADVISORY SERVICE (TBAS)
It is your FINAL chance to receive TWO HOURS of FREE advice regarding bovine TB.
The TBAS project began in 2017 and we have now been informed that there are 100 visits
left nationwide, first come first served, before funding runs out and the project closes
in April 2021. Advice can be in the form of a telephone call and/or a personalised visit.
Farmers who have received a visit have all given positive feedback and pointed out its
usefulness, even if only picking up one or two pointers for reducing the risk of TB entry or
spread on their farm. There is no denying that bovine TB is a complex and controversial
disease affecting our cattle but the project focuses on “controlling the controllables.”
The areas investigated include buying in policies, infrastructure and boundaries specific to
your farm, and hopefully can help you make informed decisions going forward as well as
answering any niggling queries you may have regarding the disease.
Reflecting on the visits undertaken so far the top three points that have cropped up most
commonly are:
•

Solid doors or flaps to protect concentrate feed stores
from wildlife access. This door which fortunately was
being shut at night was found to have muddy badger prints
on most mornings:

•

Use of the ibTB website (www.ibtb.co.uk/), an online resource which many farmers
had not come across. This can be used to assess the level of bovine TB risk in your
neighbourhood as well as assessing risk from buying in. Searches can be set on any
holding number to find out if they have any previous or current TB breakdown, or
whether holdings nearby have had problems.

•

Applying pasture-based wildlife control during the grazing season
including: not feeding cattle from the floor or low troughs, using
water troughs higher than 1m and cleaning them regularly or
covering them when not in use, making sure any licks are raised
off the ground (>1m).

The skin test which all cattle are eligible for is known to have a low sensitivity (50-80%)
which means infected animals are easily missed. Therefore testing alone is not sufficient
as a control measure; other tests and measures must be applied in conjunction to work
together to eliminate or reduce TB.
The TB advisory service is there to offer a free, confidential, open discussion about
minimizing the risk of bovine TB on your farm with your private trusted vet; it is
available to farmers with or without TB in their herd. Please get in touch if you
would like to participate.

IN FOCUS

PLANT
POISONING
An article in a recent Vet Record by
Arthur Otter from the APHA in
Shrewsbury got us thinking about
plant poisonings in cattle. More and
more farmers have been considering
out-wintering cattle in recent years.
This can have many advantages
including reducing housing costs and
certain disease risks. But one factor
to consider is that if forage is in short
supply, cattle may look to hedgerows
and water courses and accidentally
consume some of the many toxic
plants that grow in the British
countryside. Many growing plants are
bitter and animals will avoid consuming
them, but in some circumstances, such
as if the plant is dead, dying back or
cropped, they become more palatable.
Toxic plants may also be consumed
if chopped and mixed in feed, for
example ragwort being included into
silage bales.
Plant poisoning can occur in any farmed
animal species, but cattle are relatively
non-selective grazers and young stock
in particular are also inquisitive. Sheep
tend to nibble and both sheep and pigs
are more discriminatory than cattle
and so are more likely to reject feeds
by taste and smell. Problems can often
occur when animals escape into areas

where undesirable and toxic plants are
growing. Occasional issues are seen
when plant cuttings from gardens have
been thrown into a field.
The autumn months are the most
common time for plant poisoning to be
identified in cattle, the one exception
being ragwort poisoning which is
usually seen earlier in the year. Some
of the most common plant poisonings
in cattle are acorns, bracken and yew,
with cases of hemlock water dropwort
poisoning sometimes identified during
the later part of the year. (Fig 1)

Fig 1: Seasonality of diagnoses of poisoning by acorn/oak,
bracken and ragwort in cattle in England and Wales 2008–
2020 (A. Otter)

ACORN/OAK

(Quercus species)
This year we saw a large crop of
acorns falling in the late summer into
the autumn. Most of these have now
disappeared thanks to the work of the
Great British wildlife but it is still one

of the more common plant poisonings
seen in cattle. Phenols and tannins
found in the acorns and oak leaves
cause damage to the kidneys. Cattle
need to consume large amounts to
show clinical signs but some animals
seem to develop a craving for acorns
and will eat them even if there is lots
of fresh grass or other feed available.
Once kidney damage develops, these
animals stop eating and may show
signs of bloat or colic. They are initially
constipated but then produce dark, tarlike muck. They become dehydrated
and lethargic, eventually dying due to
kidney failure.

BRACKEN

(Pteridium aquilinum)
Bracken poisoning is the most
commonly diagnosed plant poisoning
in cattle in England and Wales, but to
be honest in our practice area we do
not see as much of it as in other areas.
This is mainly due to the sort of land
and farming systems in this area, but it
is still well worth being aware about.
Cattle do not usually choose to eat
bracken, especially in autumn when it
is woody and less palatable, but they
might do under some circumstances.
This could be if they are short of
forage, a possibility with outwintered

Fig 2: Bracken poisoning can occur when there is shortage of
forage (fginsight.com)

cattle waiting for their next big bale
to arrive or if there is competition
around the feeder. Another possibility
is if their diet is short in fibre, for
example if they are turned on to very
leafy green pasture; not an issue at this
time of year!
Bracken contains several toxic
components that cause bone marrow
suppression, which reduces the
amount of platelets produced in the
bone marrow. Platelets are essential
for blood clotting so affected animals
often show blood in the urine or
muck, and on post-mortem may have
bleeding in multiple parts of their body.
Bracken poisoning also affects the
production of all the red and white
blood cells, leading to anaemia and an
increased risk of infections.
The clinical signs often occur after
ingestion over a prolonged period,
therefore bracken is not always found
in the stomach contents on postmortem.

HEMLOCK WATER DROPWORT
(Conium maculatum)

This is occasionally found to be a cause
of poisoning in animals at pasture,
usually between April and November.
It has been known to be toxic dating
back to ancient times, with Socrates
reported to have poisoned himself
with it in 399BC.
It grows in wetter areas such as
marsh land or waterways. Toxicity
occurs when the roots, referred to as
‘dead man’s fingers’, are ingested.
These can become exposed by
flooding or ditching
activity.

Fig 3: Hemolock’s flowers and the toxic roots, or
‘dead man’s fingers’

Fig 4: Ragwort is an increasingly common sight
on poorly maintained pastures (www.nadis.org)

The toxic components are extremely
fast acting, with signs occurring within
minutes of ingestion; initially salivation,
ataxia and respiratory distress,
progressing to recumbency, fitting and
death.

Ragwort is one of the only toxic plants
that can cause poisoning outside of
the grazing season. This is due to the
chronic nature of the disease caused
when cattle either eat the plant at
pasture or when it has been included
in silage or hay.

YEW

(Taxus baccata)
Yew is a surprisingly common cause
of poisoning in cattle. It can occur at
any time of year but is most commonly
diagnosed in the autumn and winter,
often from animals picking at fallen
branches or hedge clippings that have
been irresponsibly disposed of. Taxine,
the toxic component, is very fast acting,
causing nervous signs such as tremors
and incoordination, which progress
rapidly to breathing difficulties and
death. Often animals are found dead
with no prior clinical signs. On postmortem it is usually possible to see
the yew leaves in the stomach as death
occurs so quickly after ingestion.

RAGWORT

(Senecio jacobaea)
Ragwort is a relatively common (and
increasing) sight in British fields, so the
risk of forage being contaminated can
be a concern.

The toxin damages the liver resulting
in chronic weight loss and diarrhoea,
with affected animals being dull and
depressed. They can sometimes show
jaundice, swelling under the brisket
and jaw and nervous signs.

ERGOT
Ergot is a mycotoxin produced by
Claviceps purpurea fungi so is not
strictly speaking a plant toxin. It can
grow on cereals such as ryegrass, and
animals can be affected when they are
fed contaminated forage. The toxins
in ergot cause the blood vessels to
constrict causing peripheral sites such
as ear tips, tails or the lower limbs to
develop gangrenous necrosis. Mildly
affected animals can recover but if the
limbs are affected the animal needs to
be euthanized. The AHVLA describe
an outbreak of ergot last year where
16 of a herd of 80 suckler cows had
to be culled, resulting from silage made
late in the season which had become
contaminated with ergot.

We occasionally see other plants
causing toxicity in cattle including
rhododendron, bog asphodel, box
(Buxus species), Pieris species and
foxgloves.

TREATMENT
There are no specific treatments for
plant poisonings in cattle. If poisoning is
suspected animals should be removed
from the source of the plant material.
Access to good quality forage will
improve nutritional status and it may
help to dilute the toxic plant material

in the stomach. It may be possible to
treat some of the symptoms such
as dehydration, but often severely
affected animals have a poor prognosis.
If you ever suspect a plant poisoning,
please give our vets a call and we will
be able to advise you on what to do
with the animals.
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COURSES

ONLINE MEDICINES COURSE

Date TBC
These courses include covering correct administration
of medicines and avoiding residues and fulfill all the
requirements for Red Tractor Farm Assurance. If you are
interested or need to attend one of these courses, ring
the office to get your name on the list.

LAMBING COURSE

Wednesday 10th February 2021
This will involve an online session on the above date, with
a small-group practical session at the Farm Practice the
following week. More details to follow.

LAMBING HAMPER
Our Nantwich Farm Vets lambing hamper
includes the essentials you need for the
lambing season ahead. Hamper includes
lambing ropes, arm length gloves, vet lube,
iodine navel spray, stock marker, lamb feeding
tube and syringe, lamb bottle and teat, digital
thermometer, head torch, note pad plus
other Nantwich Farm Vets goodies. All in a
handy storage tray, £65 (ex VAT)
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