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PONDEROSA PINE AND BROOM SNAKEWEED: POISONOUS
PLANTS THAT AFFECT LIVESTOCK

D. R. Gardner*, L. E. James, K. E. Panter, J. A. Pfister, M. H. Ralphs,
and B. L. Stegelmeier
USDA/ARS/Poisonous Plant Research Laboratory, Logan, UT 84341

ABSTRACT

Ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa) and the snakeweeds (Gutierrezia sarothrae and G.
microcephala) are two groups of range plants that are poisonous to livestock. Ponderosa pine
causes late-term abortions in cattle, and the snakeweeds are toxic and also cause abortions in
cattle, sheep, and goats. Research is underway at the USDA-ARS-Poisonous Plants Research
Laboratory to better understand livestock poisonings caused by grazing ponderosa pine needles-and
the snakeweeds and to provide methods of reducing losses to the livestock and supporting indus-
tries. This review includes the history of the problem,- a brief description of the signs of
poisoning, the research to identify the chemical toxins, and current management practices on

prevention of poisonings.

INTRODUCTION

Ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa),
broom snakeweed (Gutierrezia sarothrae), and
threadleaf snakeweed (G. micro-cephala)
induce abortions in cattle. Snakeweeds are also
believed to cause abortions in other livestock
such as goats and sheep and are also toxic for
livestock. The total economic losses resulting
from livestock poisonings have been estimated
to be as high as $20 million for the direct
losses from pine needle abortions (Miner et al.,
1987; Lacey et al., 1988) and closer to $40
million in losses from the snakeweeds (Torrell
et al., 1988). The indirect losses from
increased management costs, supplemental
feeding, lost forage, veterinary care, increased
postpartum interval, and smaller weaning
weights should also be considered in the overall
effect these plants have on the economic losses
for the livestock and supporting industries.
This review provides a brief summary of these
two plants, their effect on livestock and current
research underway to better understand and
control the problems associated with the
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grazing of pine needles and broom snakeweed
plants.

PONDEROSA PINE

Description of the Plant

Ponderosa pine is a large coniferous
tree recognized by its yellowish-green needles
(18 - 28 cm long) in bundles of three and its
yellow and black bark (some common names
include yellow. pine and black jack pine).
Ponderosa pine is an extremely important tree
for the lumber industry and can be found
throughout the western US, southern British
Columbia, and northern Mexico growing at
elevations of 7,000 - 9,000 ft. Many of the
rangelands in eastern Oregon, central and
eastern Montana, northeast Wyoming, parts of
Arizona and New Mexico, the Black Hills of
South Dakota, and southern British Columbia
have dense ponderosa pine forests where cattle
have access to the trees.

In pen studies, cattle fed hay and pine
needles free choice selected up to 20% of their
diet as pine needles (MacDonald, 1952). Field
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