
Cardiac Glycosides
Cardiac glycosides are the most common toxin affecting cardiovascular health and are found in 
wide variety of plant families. Generally all parts of the plant are highly toxic and lethal if eaten in 
small quantities. Plants containing cardiac glycosides are not a significant cause of livestock death, 
as most plants are not very palatable.

Common Pasture Plants Containing Cardiac Glycosides
Asclepias spp. Milkweeds
Digitalis purpurea Foxglove
Solanum spp. Nightshades
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Milkweeds, Asclepias spp.

Identification: All varieties: One to five foot 
perennials, smooth lance or oval leaves, either 
alternate or whorled. Flowers in terminal or auxiliary 
umbels, with an inner, horn-like petal. Fruit is a 
follicle containing seeds with silky hairs. Milky sap in 
all plant parts.
Habitat: Roadsides, ditchbanks, pastures.
Animals Affected: Mainly sheep, some cattle and 
horses.
Toxin Family: Cardenolides (cardiac glycosides)
Other: Cardiotoxic effects include slow breathing, 
inability to stand, weak, rapid pulse and eventual 
death. Can cause acute death if eaten in large 
quantities. Most toxic at maturity, toxin is contained 
in the sap. Bitter and unpalatable unless no other 
forage is present. Labriform milkweed is the most 
poisonous, but all milkweeds should be considered 
toxic.
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Foxglove, Digitalis purpurea

Identification: Big, upright biennial; up to 12 feet tall. 
Large softly-hairy lower leaves with toothed edges, 
growing alternately and getting progressively smaller 
up the stem. Pink-purple or white tube flowers with 
paler lower side and dark spots within in 1-sided 
raceme.
Habitat: Roadsides, fields and pastures, forest edges, 
logged areas.
Animals Affected: All livestock.
Toxin Family: Cardiac glycosides.
Other:  Causes abdominal pain (colic) and diarrhea as 
well as cardiac arrhythmias and heart block. 
Not usually eaten. Eaten if other food is scarce and 
poisoned animals may develop a craving. Highly 
poisonous in hay. 
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Nightshades, Solanum ssp.

Identification: Erect or trailing annual or perennial. 
Leaves range from ovate sinuate-toothed to heart-shaped 
with basal leaflets, depending on species. Flowers with 
five petals, arranged as a star, either white (S. nigrum) or 
purple with distinct yellow anthers (S. dulcamara). Fruits 
green when immature, turning black (S. nigrum) or red (S. 
dulcamara) when ripe. 
Habitat: Roadsides, fencerows, ditches, cultivated fields 
and hedgerows
Animals Affected: Livestock and humans
Toxin Family: Steroidal glycoalkaloids
Other: Decreased heart and respiratory rates, muscle 
weakness, colic; can lead to cardiac arrest. Rarely eaten 
unless no other forage is present. Bright berries of S. 
dulcamara can be attractive to children.
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