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MANAGE POISON HEMLOCK 

 

 

   I have had a few inquiries this spring about Poison Hemlock (Conium Maculatum) taking over 

old cattle lots and if it would be safe to put cattle back in there.  The quick answer is, it’s not safe, 

it could poison your livestock. Poison Hemlock and its cousin, Water Hemlock, are two of the 

most poisonous of ALL flowering plants.  Poison Hemlock flourishes in old feedlots, wet or moist 

soils along streams, roadsides and can be found in some of our pastures.  Good moisture in the 

spring gives it plenty of vigor. 

   One important step is proper identification.  It can be confused with a non-poisonous weed 

called Wild Carrot or Queen Anne’s Lace.  They grow in the same places and look really similar.  

The sample I looked at this week was over a foot tall with carrot like leaves and a thick hollow 

stem.  The farmer thought it was Wild Carrot.  Wild Carrot has hairy stems and petioles (stems 

that attach to the leaves), whereas, Poison Hemlock is “bald all over”.  Poison Hemlock has 

purple spots along the stem, Wild Carrot does not.  The Wild Carrot root smells like a carrot, 

Poison Hemlock smells like parsnip or some might say a noxious “mousey” like smell when 

crushed. This bad smell might help cattle to avoid it.  The white flowers of both weeds are similar 

but with some minor differences.  The flowers with Wild Carrot is flat-topped, while the Poison 

Hemlock flower structure is more rounded or umbrella like. Both weeds are biennials and have 

taproots.  With the above differences, the weed sample was clearly Poison Hemlock and the 

answer was do not put cattle in that lot to mow down the weeds, as it could be a death trap.     

   Fortunately, in pasture situations, animals won’t eat much.  However, livestock may be attracted 

to it in early spring, even though the plant is not considered very palatable. Try to keep livestock 

from having grazing access to the plant. The poisonous alkaloids are present in all plant parts, 

although leaves, flowers and seeds tend to have the highest concentrations. Cattle are more 

sensitive to the effects of Poison Hemlock alkaloids relative to other livestock. Consuming just 

five pounds of foliage can be potentially lethal for cows.   

   It’s critical that you avoid overgrazing pastures that contain hemlock or use an old lot with 

hemlock in it. If hungry animals are turned into fresh pasture containing hemlock, some hungry 

animals will eat the first green plant they come to when very hungry, palatable or not. Also make 

sure plenty of water, salt, and mineral always are available. Animals deprived of water or mineral 

may eat abnormally, increasing the risk of consuming some hemlock. 

   Bruce Anderson at UNL says do not try to control hemlock during the grazing season by 

clipping or spraying.  He repeated, “Do not spray or clip hemlock during the grazing season”. 

This alters the plant and actually can increase its palatability, making it more likely that animals 

will eat enough of it to cause poisoning.  By grazing intelligently, livestock losses can be avoided.   

   A mixture of 2,4-D + Dicamba or Grazon P&D can effectively control Poison Hemlock when 

applied in the fall or early spring before it begins to bud. Spot treatments can be effective as long 

as night time temperatures remain above freezing.  Keep livestock out of treated areas, as the 

poisonous alkaloids can still be present in dead leaf tissue. Dead plant tissue also tends to be more  

 

 



 

palatable to livestock than green or growing plants. Repeated herbicide applications may be 

necessary over a number of years in heavily infested areas for adequate control. Follow all label 

directions when using herbicides. Poison Hemlock can also be controlled with repeated mowing.  
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