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9.13.1 Introduction 
Leafy spurge (LS) infests at least 1.2 million acres in Manitoba and has a direct cost to the livestock 
industry of $10.2 million based on lost grazing capacity1. Both sheep and goats will eat LS and do a good 
and economical job of reducing LS infestations. However, in Manitoba the adoption of using either 
sheep or goats alone or in combination with cattle has not been high. Leafy spurge is not well adapted to 
grazing pressure and past projects have shown a significant reduction in stem densities when sheep or 
goats have been used for LS control 3,4. 
 
While goats perfer LS, sheep have a slight aversion, and cattle show a total aversion to eating LS. Work 
done by Kathy Voth5 has shown that cattle can be trained to eat LS as well as many other weeds. Leafy 
spurge does contain a phytotoxin which cattle do not seem to metabolize as well as goats and sheep2. 
Their study results indicated that LS in not generally toxic to bovine ruminal bacteria, but that the 
microbial activity in the rumen may be responsible for enhancing LS toxicity to cattle.  
 
When needing to treat large areas infested with LS, herbicides currently available are uneconomical as a 
control method. In addition, LS infests areas which are hard to access such as woodlands and riparian 
areas where herbicide application is banned or impossible to administer.  
 
A leafy spurge infestation doubles in size every 10 years and a pasture with 80% cover of LS reduces the 
carrying capacity of that pasture for cattle to zero. Leafy spurge is therefore a weed of serious concern 
to the cattle industry. 
 

9.13.2 Objectives 
The objective of this project is to try to train beef cattle to eat leafy spurge. It will try to determine if 
cattle will eat leafy spurge and if the consumption rate will be enough to reduce infestation levels.  
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9.13.3 Project Design and Methods 
In June of 2016, 50 heifers and five cow-calf pairs were put on the Kathy Voth, ‘Teach Cattle to Eat 
Weeds Program’5 . The training period lasted eight days and included feeding the cattle twice a day for 
the first four days, feeding clipped LS for three days and one day of mob grazing a small area in paddock 
A of the First Street pastures. Very palatable and nutritional concentrates were fed at a rate of about 2 
lb/hd/d. Feed was put in half-cut down 45 gallon barrels at a rate of one tub per three head. Later in the 
training, the tubs were reduced to one tub per four to five head to increase competition amoungst the 
animals. 

 
On day five, freshly clipped LS was mixed with wheat bran, which they had been introduced to in the 
first four days of training. During the last three days of training, the cattle were fed only in the 
afternoon; on days six and seven, only freshly clipped LS was fed with a tiny amount of molasses. On day 
eight, the cattle were confined to a small area of infested pasture and mob grazed for one day. On day 
nine, the cattle began their regular pasture grazing rotation. 

 
For comparison purposes three plots were established in paddock B. They are each 0.25 ac in size and 
consisted of a control, herbicide treatment and mowing. On July 28, the herbicide plot was sprayed with 
Truvist and on August 15 the mowed plot was treated. 

 
Once the cattle were removed after the first grazing rotation, the number of eaten stems of LS were 
counted in each paddock. This was done by locating a patch of LS in the paddock and running a transect 
through the patch using 15 sampling points. A 0.25-m2 frame was used at each sampling point, the total 
number of stems were counted, as well as how many stems had been eaten.  

 

9.13.4 Results and Discussion 
The cattle training period went well and they could be observed trying and eating the spurge from the 
tubs. Both young heifers and some mature cows tried the spurge;  their willingness to try and consume 
the spurge varied. About 15% of the cattle did not participate in the spurge training portion. Once they 
discovered spurge was being offered they went to the perimeter to eat or laid down.  

 
During the mob grazing the cattle tried many standing plants. Some spurge appeared to be consumed 
and other stems bitten and dropped. Almost all LS was trampled if not eaten by the end of the one day 
mob grazing period. 

 
In pasture surveys conducted after grazing each paddock, the cattle continued throughout the summer 
to nip off the tops or strip leaves from a small percentage of the plants (Table 1). The last count on 
August 26 was nearly double the average stems eaten during the rest of the summer. This may be due to 
dropping nutritional value of the grasses causing the cattle to eat more LS which is higher in protein and 
energy. Or it may have been the natural dropping of LS leaves (senescing) being  mistaken as grazing.  

 
At weighing a veterinarian checked the cattle and none appeared to suffer from mouth blistering or 
diarreha as a result of eating LS. The low consumption rate does indicate that the cattle were 
experiencing some gastrointestinal negative feed-back (upset stomach). It is promising that the cattle 
did continue to incorporate some LS in their diet after the training period and throughout the grazing 
season.  
 
The top six inches of leafy spurge was clipped and sent for wet chemistry analysis in late July and again 



in early October. Table 2 shows that the feed value is very similar to alfalfa, even in early October the LS 
maintained good feed quality. While feed value is high, leafy spurge produces a phytotoxin which causes 
cattle to experience digestive upset and they usually develop a total aversion to the plant. 

 
 

Table 9.13.1 Leafy Spurge stem counts and percentage of stems eaten by cattle, counts were taken 
just after the cattle had finished grazing in a paddock 

Date Paddock 
Average # LS stems (0.25-

m2) 
Average % LS eaten (0.25-

m2) 

11-Jul B 8.1 4 
15-Jul E 8.3 5 
18-Jul I 11.1 7 
2-Aug G 15.6 5 
2-Aug F 10.5 8 

18-Aug D 8 7 
26-Aug H 20.1 14 

Overall Average  11.7 7.1 

 
 

Table 9.13.2 Leafy spurge feed quality remains high throughout the grazing season   
Nutrient, % 27-Jul 6-Oct  

Crude Protein 17.4 13.8 
Acid Detergent Fibre 22.2 34.2 
Neutral Detergent Fibre 27.8 29.9 
Total Digestible Nutrients 74.9 62.2 
Calcium 1.5 2.3 
Phosphorous 0.5 0.3 

 
 

9.13.5 Summary 
A relatively high number of the cattle made a good effort to taste and eat LS. Once the training program 
was complete the cattle were rotationally grazed on a pasture with varying amounts of LS. Stem counts 
were taken on removal of the cattle from each paddock and indicated that cattle did continue to 
consume LS at about seven per cent of the available spurge. Feed tests indicated that LS feed value 
remained high and was similar to alfalfa late in the grazing season. Spurge does contain a phytotoxin 
which can cause digestive upset in the cattle and could be responsible for the low intake of the weed. It 
is not known if this low rate of consumption by cattle will have a negative impact on the leafy spurge 
density in the pasture. 
 
The same cattle will be coming back to the First Street Pasture in 2017. The cattle will be observed to 
see if they continue to eat LS at the same rate, consume more or less, or if they teach their calves to eat 
LS. Longer term monitoring of the spurge density may reveal if the spurge is being impacted by their 
consumption. 
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Fig. 9.13.1 Heifers compete at the feed tub 
for leafy spurge. Many give it a good try, First 
Street Pasture, June 18, 2016; photo by 
Manitoba Agriculture. 
 

 
Fig. 9.13.2 Even a mature cow gives leafy spurge a 
try. This cow ate leafy spurge on all three feedings. 
First Street Pasture, June 17, 2016; photo by 
Manitoba Agriculture. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 9.13.3 Barrel was one-third full of chopped spurge. 
By the third feeding of spurge, cattle were eating most 
of the spurge. First Street Pasture, June 19, 2016; 
photo by Manitoba Agriculture. 
 

 
Fig. 9.13.4 Mob grazing on the 8th day.  Many 
attempts to eat the standing spurge, First 
Street Pasture, June 20, 2016; photo by 
Manitoba Agriculture. 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 9.13.5 The yellow/green of leafy spurge blooming in 
June; a problem over much of the First Street Pasture, 
June 2016; photo Manitoba Agriculture. 
 


