PrussicAcid
Carl S. Hoveland, Crop & Soil SciencesDept., Univ. of Georgia, Athens, GA
Prussic acid poisoning can result
during summer droughts but generally
more livestock losses occur at frost time
in autumn. The danger time is
immediately after a killing frost when
prussic acid is produced rapidly and
animals consume the tender frosted
forage. Pasturesof sorghum-sudangrass,
grain sorghum stubble with new shoots,
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Unfortunately, some cattle arc lost each
year from prussic acid poisoning, all of
them easily preventable.
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interfering with the oxygen-transferring
ability ofred blood cells, causing cattle to
suffocate. Typical symptoms include
excessivesalivation, very rapid breathing,
and muscle spasms, all of which may
occur within 10 to 15 minutes after the
animal consumes forage containing
prussic acid. Cattle may stagger,collapse,
and eventually die. Death of animals is
common because it occurs so rapidly
after consumption of the poisonous
forage.

How can I preventprussic
acid poisoning?
(1) Know what forage plants have the
potential for prussic acid toxicity:
sorghum-sudangrass,forage or grain
sorghum, and johnsongrass.All of them
are valuable forage plants with good
nutritive value and can be safely used
with proper precautions.
(2) Do not grazecattle on these plants
when they have been severely droughtstressedor subjected to a killing frost. It
is a good idea to remove cattle from
pastures of sorghums or johnsongrass
when there is risk of a heavy frost. After
they are frosted, avoid grazing cattle on
these forages for a week after which it
will be safe to do so.
(3) Frosted forage will be safe to use
as hay after it has been dried enough to be
safely baled (18 to 20 percent moisture).
(4) Wild cherry trees are a special
problem. During droughts, grass in
pasturesis limited and if hay is not being
fed, hungry cattle may consume
substantialamounts of wild cherry leaves
containing prussic acid. However, at any
time during the growing season, wild
cheny limbs may be broken off during a
storm and lie on the ground. Wilted
leaves on these fallen limbs will have
large concentrations of prussic acid
which can be deadly when consumed by
cattle. Frosted leaves in autumn are also
deadly. These leaves are often consumed
by cattle if pasture growth is short
because of autumn drought. The best
solution is to eliminate wild cherry trees
from pastures and loafing areas or
fencing off wooded areas where these
trees occur. Wild cherry can be a
dangerous plant in cattle pastures and
causeseriouslosses.

