
Tansy Ragwort: A Hidden Danger in the Pasture 
 

Tansy Ragwort (Senecio jacobaea) is more than just a common weed; it is a serious 
threat to the health of livestock and pets. While its bright yellow flowers might look 
cheerful, this plant contains toxins that can cause irreversible damage to the liver. 

 

 
 
Identifying the Enemy 

●​ Appearance: Features clusters of daisy-like yellow flowers with 13 petals. 
●​ Leaves: Dark green, ruffled, and "ragged" in appearance. 
●​ Growth: Usually grows 2–4 feet tall. It is most dangerous during the summer 

months when in full bloom. 
●​ Where it grows: Pastures, hayfields, and roadsides. 

How Poisoning Occurs 
Most animals instinctively avoid fresh Tansy Ragwort because it tastes bitter. However, 
the plant becomes a major "silent killer" in two scenarios: 

1.​ Contaminated Hay: When dried and mixed into hay, the plant loses its bitter 
taste but retains its toxicity. Animals cannot sort it out and eat it unknowingly. 

2.​ Overgrazed Pastures: If grass is scarce, hungry animals may resort to eating 
the weed. 

 

 
The Science: What Happens Inside? 
Tansy Ragwort contains pyrrolizidine alkaloids (PAs). When ingested, these toxins 
are processed by the liver and turned into highly reactive molecules that cause 
permanent damage to the liver cell’s DNA.  

Cumulative Effect: The damage is often not immediate. Small amounts eaten over 
weeks or months "add up" until the liver can no longer function. 

●​ Irreversible Damage: Once liver cells are destroyed and replaced by scar tissue 
(cirrhosis), the damage cannot be undone. 

 



 
Signs and Symptoms 
Symptoms often appear weeks or even months after the animal has finished eating the plant. 
Look for: 

Early Signs Advanced Signs (Liver Failure) 

Weight loss despite eating Yellowing of whites of eyes/gums (Jaundice) 

Lethargy or depression Photosensitivity (severe sunburn on light skin) 

Poor coat condition Aimless wandering or "head pressing" 

Reduced milk production Fluid buildup in the abdomen 

Note: Horses and cattle are the most susceptible. Sheep and goats are more 
resistant but can still suffer damage if they consume large quantities. 

 
 
What You Can Do 

1.​ Inspect Your Hay: Know your source. Ensure your hay is free of yellow-flowered weeds. 
2.​ Pasture Management: Pull or spray Tansy Ragwort before it goes to seed. Always wear 

gloves, as the toxins can be absorbed through human skin. 
3.​ Don’t Overgraze: Ensure animals always have plenty of healthy forage so they aren't 

tempted by weeds. 
4.​ Consult Your Vet: If you suspect your animal has ingested Tansy Ragwort, blood tests 

can check liver enzyme levels before clinical signs even appear. 
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