
 
There are different types of plant substances which can be poisonous to horses: 

 
TOXICOLOGY.  

 
http://www.angelfire.com/pro/realm/PoisonousPlants.html 

Chemical analysis of plants can determine their actual or supposed action on the chemistry of 
the body. For practical evaluation, however, there are also other factors which have to be taken 
into consideration. i.e. - not all parts of some poisonous weeds are toxic at certain times of the 
year, or even at certain times of the day. Also small amounts of some toxic species can be quite 
beneficial for the horse if ingested as part of a holistic nutritional profile, which means that the 
plant may be regarded as poisonous in some circumstances, but not in others. 
The time taken from when the poisonous plant is first eaten to when the first appearance of the 
symptoms appears may vary greatly. i.e. the effects of eating yew leaves and the cowbane roots 
show up much more quickly than those produced by eating bracken or ragwort. The initial 
effects of some weeds vary greatly depending on the species of the animal eating it. Deers are 
able to eat rhododendron leaves, which if eaten by goats or cattle will most likely, cause death. 
There is also a variation within certain species. i.e. some rabbit breeds are adversely affected by 
deadly nightshade which causes death, while others seem immune. 
Traditionally plants were classified according to their poisonous ratings. There are many 
of these including - alkaloids, glycosides, saponins, nitrates, minerals and phenols to 
name a few. These are either synthesized by a chemical process within the plant itself, or 
concentrated by the plant from the soil.  
 
1. There are plants poisonous to horses which contain a natural sugar glucose. These 
are called Glycosides. Some Glycosides by themselves are not poisonous but combined with 
other substances become highly toxic. The result of poisoning from Glycosides may include the 
starvation of oxygen to the brain and other tissues. This can cause rapid respiration and 
convulsions in an animal. There are 3 types of glycosides to be cautious of: 

• Cyanognic – produce highly toxic hydrogen cyanide when plant cells are damaged from 
being chewed, crushed, wilted or frozen. Cyanide poisoning results in hypoxia (deficiency of 
oxygen reaching the tissues). Symptoms may include excitement, incoordination, 
convulsions, rapid & labored breathing, bloating & coma. Death can occur in less than one 
hour. Plants/Trees: Choke-Cherry, Wild Black Cherry, Elderberry, Johnson & Sudan grass. 
• Cardiac-plants have toxic compounds that have a direct effect on the heart & blood 
vessels & also disturb digestion. Colic and diarrhea are common, & early observations are 
rapid breathing, cold extremities, and a rapid, weak and irregular pulse. The duration of 
symptoms rarely exceeds 24 hrs before death occurs. Plants: Milkweeds, Oleander, Yew, 
Lilly of the Valley, & Foxglove.                                                                                                                    
• Saponic - Saponic glycosides are distinguishable by their ability to form a lather, (sapo 
means soap) and to emulsify oils. They are widely distributed and are found in forage 
legumes like lucerne, clover and many other plants. Saponins are more toxic to animals 
when injected than when eaten, although ingestion of large quantities can cause diarrhea. 

 
2. Other plants poisonous to horses include a bitter tasting group that have Alkaloids. 
Alkaloids, when eaten, may irritate the gastrointestinal tract and cause diarrhea or colic. 
Severe cases may cause an adverse effect to the central nervous system and show up as 
blindness, salivation, convulsions and death. Plants: Yew, Water or Poison Hemlock 
 
 
 



3. When a plant has accumulated an amount of Nitrates, it may be poisonous as it 
releases nitrates into the gastrointestinal track and forming a compound which releases 
oxygen within an animal. This poison may cause the horse to stagger, or quickness of breath 
to death. Nitrate accumulation is apparently greater when nitrate fertilizers are used over when 
the nitrate source is an organic compound is the source. Climatic factors can also bring about 
different nitrate accumulation levels within a plant.  
  
4. Blood Affecting Toxins:. An unidentified toxin with oxidant properties is present in the wilted 
or dried leaves, and bark of Red Maples. Red maple poisoning affects the red blood cells & 
leads to acute hemolytic anemia. Symptoms develop 3-4 days after ingestion & include rapid 
breathing & heart rate, weakness, depression, jaundice, cyanosis & brownish discoloration of 
blood and urine, coma & death. A chemical found in sweet clover is “Courmarin”. During 
heating or spoilage of sweet clover hay the chemical Dicoumarol may be created which lowers 
the clotting ability of the blood. 
 
5. Digestive Affecting Toxins:  Many of the above mentioned may upset the stomach. 
 
6. Photosensitization: Equine can consume plants poisonous to horses which leave them 
sensitive to strong sunlight. This is called photosensitization. When digested these plants 
absorb and circulate through the blood to the skin where they are activated by the sun. Another 
form of these types of plants cause damage to the liver which prevents the breakdown of 
chlorophyll. This again is activated by the sun and may create similar symptoms such as sun 
burning, swellings, ulcers, gangrene or blindness. You can see these symptoms with St John’s 
Wort, Blue Green Algae and Buckwheat, Poison Ivy, Oak & Sumac. 
  
Blue Green Algae: Blue Green Algae in water can be a poisonous plant to horses in other 
ways which resemble an allergic reaction. Found generally in the warmer months in places 
such as slow moving water pools, symptoms can develop rapidly and can result in death. 
Stories of animals being found dead close to water’s edge may be the result of Blue Green 
Algae. This poison can cause weakness, staggering, jaundice, constipation.., or to the extreme 
being where the animal sinks to the ground and dies without struggle.  
 
Mechanical Injury: This is when something may cause physical or mechanical injury to your 
animal. An example of this would be food which is prickly and thus becomes lodged in your 
horses throat. These types of injuries may cause a multitude of concerns leading to secondary 
more serious concerns such as infection at the injured site. A plant which may be the cause of 
something like this is the thistle, or other types of grasses and burrs with sharp spines that may 
become difficult to dislodge.  
 
The type and amount of plant eaten dictates the symptoms. Plants can affect the respiratory, 
gastrointestinal, nervous, or cardiovascular systems or the liver, blood and/or kidneys. 
Oftentimes it is difficult to diagnose plant poisoning in a horse because many of the 
symptoms mimic those of other conditions. When plant poisoning is suspected, first 
eliminate the possibility that the animal is suffering from some infectious disease or chemical 
poisoning from paint, sprays or weed killers left around the farm. Plant poisoning may be 
suspected when there is a sudden onset of unexplained illness, acute disorders of the nervous 
system or the digestive tract, loss of weight, difficult breathing, weakness, coma and collapse. 
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