Rhododendrons - They’re Pretty But...
They’re Poisonous to Goats
Rhododendrons and other members of the heath (Ericaceae) family including laurels, azaleas, lily of the valley
and Japanese pieris, are poisonous to goats. They contain andromedotoxin, a substance which acts primarily
on the autonomic nervous system of the goat. Ingestion of these plants will induce vomiting and other
symptoms including hypotension (low blood pressure). It doesn’t take much to cause a problem—as little as
0.1% of the animal’s body weight ingested as fresh leaves may cause clinical signs.
Within 6 hours of eating the plant, the goat may show signs of depression, weakness, anorexia, salivation,
abdominal pain, vomiting and maybe bloat or diarrhea. If small amounts of the plants are consumed, the
harmful substance will eventually be eliminated—through one end or the other. If a large enough quantity is
ingested, death may occur.
If exposure is noticed before symptoms occur, a rumenotomy before onset of signs is recommended. This is a
procedure where rumen contents are removed. If symptoms are present, they may last several days and your
treatment would be only symptomatic. Treatment might include intravenous fluid therapy to counteract the
hypotension, insertion of stomach tube to release bloat if necessary, oral treatment with magnesium hydroxide
and activated charcoal and injections of calcium. To prevent aspiration pneumonia due to vomiting, an
antibiotic may also be useful.
If much has been injested or if you are unsure of the amount, you will want to work with your vet.

An Experiment with Rhododendrons
An experiment was conducted with goats and rhododendrons. Eighteen goats were offered free choice
rhododendron clippings. Of the test subjects, two of them suffered convulsions and died. All of the remaining
goats lived to tell the tale, but suffered a weight loss. Seven of them showed a sudden drop in milk production.
Before you conduct your own inadvertent experiment with rhododendrons or azaleas, you may want to make
sure that your goats do not have access and that well-meaning neighbors are also aware of the danger.
Most of us have our tales to tell about goats and rhododendrons. Often goats will discover forgotten
rhododendrons in the middle of a brush patch or those well-meaning neighbors will toss their yard trimmings
over the fence for your herd.

