Nitrate poisoning in Cattle

Just a word of caution.  We are starting to see farmers sacrificing their corn crops and an alternative is to feed the stalks to livestock.  I have already heard of one producer losing nearly 80% of the herd to nitrate poisoning as a result of doing this.  
 
The nitrates are more concentrated due to the drought and they are higher in the plant parts closest to the ground, i.e. the stalks.  Nitrate levels decrease as the plants mature but with the drought stress, plants have stalled at an early maturity stage. This is not restricted to corn though, it occurs with other plants including oats, barley, Sudan grass, sorghum-Sudan hybrids, and pearl millet, as well as pasture weeds including dock, lambs quarter, nightshade, pigweed smartweed and wild sunflower.  With the poor forage production animals will be more likely to consume these weeds, if available.
Clinical signs of nitrate poisoning are related to the lack of oxygen in the blood. Acute poisoning usually occurs between a half hour and four hours after consuming toxic levels of nitrate. Onset of symptoms is rapid and includes: 
1. bluish/chocolate brown mucous membranes 
1. rapid/difficult breathing 
1. noisy breathing 
1. rapid pulse (150+/min) 
1. salivation, bloat, tremors, staggering 
1. weakness, coma, death 
1. dark "chocolate-colored" blood 
Pregnant females that survive nitrate poisoning may abort due to lack of oxygen to the fetus. Abortions generally occur approximately 10-14 days following exposure to nitrates. 
If cutting corn stalks, recommend cutting 6- 12” above the ground.  At the very least, any forages cut with the intent of being fed to animals should be tested for nitrate levels prior to feeding. The following link provides details on how to obtain a sample and where to send it for analysis: http://www.agry.purdue.edu/ext/forages/Forage%20Analysis%20for%20Nitrate%202012.pdf
These feeds can also be mixed with other low nitrate feeds in order to dilute the effects. 
You can read more at the following links, if you are interested.
http://www.agry.purdue.edu/ext/forages/Forage%20Analysis%20for%20Nitrate%202012.pdf
http://www.agry.purdue.edu/ext/corn/cafe/drought/forages.html
https://www.addl.purdue.edu/newsletters/2002/fall/nitrate.shtml
http://purduephil.wordpress.com/2012/07/03/nitrate-poisoning/
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