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What does sustainable mean?  
Herman Daly of Maryland’s School of 

Public Policy, whom we quoted last issue, 

comments:   “The United Nations’ 

Brundtland Commission’s report had come 

out and the idea of sustainable development 

became a sort of mantra.  Everybody had to 

be in favor of sustainable development.  It 

was easy because nobody knew what it 

meant.” 

   Those of us who took courses in general 

semantics in university were warned about 

using words for only their emotional effects:  

Thus, there were “purr” words that stroked 

you and “snarl” words that repelled you.   

   In the area in which I grew up (Wisconsin) 

in the late 1940s and 1950s a big “purr 

word” was scientific.  Advertisements 

featured men (rarely women) in lab coats.  

Mothers were told that they should not 

breast feed because baby formula was more 

scientific.  Penicillin was dispensed for flu 

bugs that were viral and for scratches and 

scrapes that previously were treated with 

alcohol or iodine.   

    Lately, words like sustainable, natural, 

organic, non-GMO, chemical free, 

antibiotic- free,  etc., are often used without 

any specific content.  As one of the Quick 

ranchers told me once, “You know, 

everybody is talking now about grass-fed, 

but there is a difference between a cow that 

is grass-fed and one that is grass-fattened.  

Anyone can feed a cow on grass but much 

harder to fatten a cow on grass.” 

   If you’ve been paying attention to 

advertisements and trends it is popular to 

say that cattle (especially) are raised on 

pasture; it may well mean they are fattened 

on grain in a feed lot.   

   Whatever your views, natural probably 

doesn’t apply to 10,000 cattle living on a 

cement-floor feedlot.   

   Back to sustainable.  What do you mean 

when you say your garden, farm, or ranch is 

sustainable?  Does it produce all the energy 

needed to run your tractor (perhaps bio-

diesel)?  Does it mean that you can replenish 

your soils without adding lime, gypsum, or 

rock phosphate?  Or without ammonium 

nitrate, urea, or 0-0-55 (potash)?  Or that all 

the necessary minerals for soil health are 

inexhaustible on your property or are being 

replaced by natural processes?   

   It is our editorial opinion that all of us 

could be more careful with our use of words:  

1.  Consumers should remember caveat 

emptor—“let the buyer beware” and ask 

questions of producers, wholesalers, and 

retailers. 

2.  Advertisers need to get back to giving 

real-life content to their advertising rather 

than emotional appeals. 

3.  Producers (farmers, ranchers) should be 

ready to drop everything to explain to their 

customers exactly how they raise the food 

they offer for sale.   

-“Yes, I use some chemical fertilizer.”   

-“No, I only use mined, unprocessed 

minerals.”   

-“My animals are on pasture for four months 

of the year and on hay and silage the rest, 

but I do give them a little barley [or oats] to 

keep them tame and give them extra 

nutrition at certain times of the year.”  

-“Our farm is certified organic to B.C. 

standards.  You can find them. . . .” 

-“The only chemical I use on the vegetables 

is a form of slug bait.”  

-“I  burned down a field with glyphosate 

herbicide four years ago, but have used no 
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herbicides since then and never use Graze-

On.” 

-“For their health, I treat animals with 

homeopathic medicine and sometimes with 

antibiotics if they have nasty infections, just 

like your doctor probably uses them if you 

were in the hospital for surgery.”   

-And the best publicity of all:  “Why don’t 

give me a telephone call and I’ll arrange a 

time for you to come visit the farm and see 

how I raise my vegetables, fruit, forage, and 

livestock.”   

 

News and Views: 
 For those who are doing bale grazing, 

onpasture.com has reprinted a classic 

column giving this advice about which 

field to use for bale grazing:  “Seeded 

perennial fields with at least one 

“rhizomatous” grass species are best for 

bale grazing. Rhizomatous grasses 

(smooth bromegrass, quack grass, 

Kentucky bluegrass) spread through both 

seeds and roots (rhizomes) and are best 

adapted for growing up through the 

waste that will be left behind from bale 

grazing. Bunch grasses have greater 

difficulty doing this. If your pasture is 

dominated by species like crested 

wheatgrass, meadow bromegrass or 

orachardgrass you might find dead spots 

and weed growth where the bales were 

placed.”   

     Comment:  I think that perhaps some 

of the attempts at bale grazing in the 

central Interior/Bulkley Valley were 

used with hayfields that were high in 

orchard grass and therefore produced 

more dead spots in the spring, making 

the whole process seem less fruitful than 

one might have imagined. 

 

 

 

 

2018:   
The Year of Water Hemlock 

If drought and heat weren’t enough, the summer of 2018 will be remembered as the year that 

water hemlock killed more cows than any other year in memory.   

 

What is it?   See photo. 

 

Where is it found?  Plants of Northern British 

Columbia (Mackinnon, Pojar, Coupé, et. al.) 

says this:  “Marshes, edges of streams and 

ditches, and in other low wet places, from the 

lowlands to middles elevations. . . .” 

 

How dangerous is it?  

 “The main distinguishable characteristic of 

western water hemlock is its toxicity. 

Cicutoxin is the toxin that is produced by 

the water hemlock, making it the most poisonous plant in North America. Cicutoxin is a 

yellowish liquid that is prevalent in the roots. It is an unsaturated alcohol that has a major 

impact on the central nervous system of animals. Early symptoms of cicutoxin poisoning 
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include excessive salivation, frothing at the mouth, nervousness, and incoordination. These 

symptoms can turn into tremors, muscular weakness, seizures and respiratory failure. Very 

small amounts of green materials of W. water hemlock, about .1% of a person's body weight 

can even lead to death. In addition to being extremely dangerous to humans, this plant has an 

enormous impact on animals. It is one of the first plants to come out in springtime, and has a 

very appealing odor. As little as 0.2%-0.5% body weight for sheep, 0.1% body weight for 

cattle, 0.5% body weight for horses, and 0.3% body weight for swine can be lethal. Death 

can occur within fifteen minutes of ingesting this toxin. These characteristics, along with the 

fact that it grows in moist areas make it a very desirable, yet deadly, plant for grazing 

animals”.  Source:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cicuta_douglasii  

 

 Don’t trust Wikipedia?  Try this source:  

Spotted water-hemlock (Cicuta maculata) is a native perennial herb found in wet soils and 

marshes across most of Canada and is considered the most violently toxic plant in North 

America. Humans and all classes of livestock are susceptible to poisoning and death after 

ingesting plant material. The onset of symptoms is often so sudden and traumatic that 

treatments are not always successful. The symptoms are similar in all cases of poisoning: 

salivation, muscular spasms, violent convulsions, coma, and death from asphyxiation. Death 

can occur within 15 minutes to 2-3 h after a lethal dose (Starrveld and Hope 1976, Panter et 

al. 1988). 

http://www.cbif.gc.ca/eng/species-bank/canadian-poisonous-plants-information-system/all-

plants-common-name/spotted-water-hemlock/?id=1370403267209  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 WATER HEMLOCK Cicuta douglasii (DC.) C.R.  

 Description—Water hemlock is a tall (2 to 6 feet), rather pale green, branching, smooth, 

perennial forb of the Carrot family. The stems are stout, hollow and jointed, often with 

purplish spots. The leaves are generally doubly compound and alternate, with the leaf-stem 

bearing a number of smaller leaf-stems carrying oval leaflets arranged along each side. The 

leaflets generally have saw-toothed edges. The flowers are small, white, in compound 

umbrella-like heads. The fruit is small, round, splitting when mature, and dill-like, with 

prominent corky ribs. The plant blooms during June and July but the fruits do not mature 

until late in the season. The rootstocks are short, tuberous and exude a yellowish, aromatic, 

extremely poisonous oil. The base of the stem is generally somewhat enlarged and 

characterized by hollow chambers divided by horizontal cross portions. Water hemlock is 

probably the most poisonous plant of the region. . . .  

 Conditions of  Poisoning—Although the bulk of the poisonous oil is concentrated in the 

tuberous roots, there may be sufficient accumulation in the leaves and stems, especially in the 

spring, to cause trouble. In addition, the tubers are more likely to be pulled out and eaten 

while the ground is soft. For this reason, cattle, because of the pulling action of their grazing, 

USE EXTREME CAUTION:  Water hemlock is toxic to people, too.  This summer our 
grandchildren were puttering around in a little boat on our dugout and my son said to me, 
“You know there is some of that plant in here, too.”   If you find it necessary to handle the 
plant, use protective gear—rubbers gloves, etc.—and wash everything that comes in contact 
with the plant thoroughly.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cicuta_douglasii
http://www.cbif.gc.ca/eng/species-bank/canadian-poisonous-plants-information-system/all-plants-common-name/spotted-water-hemlock/?id=1370403267209
http://www.cbif.gc.ca/eng/species-bank/canadian-poisonous-plants-information-system/all-plants-common-name/spotted-water-hemlock/?id=1370403267209
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are most likely to be affected. All classes of stock, however, and even humans have been 

poisoned. The dried tops are not generally considered toxic.  

 Toxic Principle—The toxic principle is a resinous substance called cicutoxin. This clear, 

brown, sticky substance has an acid reaction, is soluble in alcohol, chloroform, ether, and 

dilute alkalis. 

  Symptoms and Lethal Dose—The symptoms are frothing at the mouth, followed by 

uneasiness and pain. This is followed by violent convulsions in which the animal kicks, 

bellows, and groans as though in great pain. A piece of the rootstock the size of a walnut is 

large enough to cause death to a cow. The stems and leaves are much less poisonous. (9) 

 Treatment—Treatment is not usually possible. Morphine injections may be used to aid in 

controlling the convulsions and a purgative may help in eliminating the poison.  

 Reported Poisonings—Widespread reports have been made from most grazing districts 

where cattle graze in meadows and along water courses and particularly from the central 

interior. Water hemlock is frequently confused with the non-poisonous WATER PARSNIP 

(Sium suave Walt.) which it resembles. It can generally be distinguished from the latter by 

the tuberous, very oily rootstocks and enlarged, more distinctly chambered stem base. Also, 

the leaves are more compound, with a greater number of leaflets on the branched leaf stems. 

Water parsnip does not have tuberous rootstocks, the base of the stem is not enlarged, 

although it may be somewhat chambered, and the leaves consist of an unbranched leaf-stem 

with only one series of elongated leaflets arising from it. A small amount of oil may exude 

from a cut stem base.   Source:  a 1958 report from the Canadian Department of Agriculture.  

You can find it at http://publications.gc.ca/site/archivee-

archived.html?url=http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2015/aac-aafc/A53-1037-

1966-eng.pdf  

 

 How many cattle died this summer due to (suspected) water hemlock poisoning? 

-JH—four heifers in hayfields and pastures 

-LY—one cow in pasture 

-BH—two cows in pastures 

-CV—five cows in pasture, hayfield 

-JB—four cows in 2017 near swamp 

 

It seems that the Round Lake/Quick area saw the most occurrences of suspected water hemlock 

poisoning, but it is possible that others simply haven’t told us about it.   

 

I first heard about it. . .  

 -from a forestry professor from UBC. 

 -from Mr. Pete Oosterhoff who told me the following:  It grows in lots of those little 

bowls and depressions in pastures and hayfields and is most dangerous to animals who are let out 

before there is enough grass.  Searching for anything green, Pete said, they grab onto the 

greenery of the hemlock, getting the lower stems, and root where the poison is concentrated.  

 

Some suggestions: 

 -If you know of a place where there is water hemlock that you can fence out—electric or 

permanent wire, make a plan to do some fencing.   

http://publications.gc.ca/site/archivee-archived.html?url=http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2015/aac-aafc/A53-1037-1966-eng.pdf
http://publications.gc.ca/site/archivee-archived.html?url=http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2015/aac-aafc/A53-1037-1966-eng.pdf
http://publications.gc.ca/site/archivee-archived.html?url=http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2015/aac-aafc/A53-1037-1966-eng.pdf
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 -As Cor VanderMeulen remarked to me, “I don’t let the cows out along the creek in the 

spring unless there is a lot of grass in the pasture already.”  

 -It may be that animals suffering from drought spend more time at wet or damp spots, 

increasing their contact with the plant and its attractive greenery.  

 -Overgrazed pastures force animals to look for anything to eat.   You might consider 

confining your animals to a “sacrifice paddock” and feeding hay if you run out of pasture rather 

than letting them trample the pasture and wander around picking up anything green.   

 -If you have water hemlock in a dry pothole and are going to use any kind of herbicide, 

wear protective gear and brush or mop the herbicide onto the leaves of only the hemlock, trying 

to avoid any run-off.  (I would never, ever try a weedeater or scythe.) 

 

 

Conference on Regional Adaptation Strategies  for Climate Change 

The Climate Action Intitiative of the B.C. Agriculture and Food organization conducted a 

conference at the Round Lake Hall on November 14, 2018, from 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m.  

Attenders were vegetables gardeners, ranchers, poultry growers, foresters, rangeland managers, 

and other interested members of the region.    A complete report about the conference, including 

a summary of provisional conclusions of the discussions will be forthcoming from the Climate 

Action Initiative co-ordinators.  Also, this conference will be covered in Country Life in B.C. 

magazine.  We will not write a report in this newsletter, but simply provide a few photos and 

then—in our next issue—ruminate about the meeting:  what went well, ideas that came up, what 

could be improved with the second of the three scheduled meetings, and so on.   

 

 

Samantha and Harmony at 

front during plenary session.  

That might be Roger 

Groot’s head and cap in the 

foreground.  
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Harmony leading a small group discussion and 

Samatha helping summarize things.  I believe that 

is Mark Fisher’s head and cap in the foreground here.   

 

 

This photo of a small-group discussion  showing Kesia, Shawn, Rick, Les, and René Dieleman’s hat. 
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Here’s a blurry photo of Les, René 

(this time with his face, too), Rick 

and part of Margie’s head.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meanwhile. . . outside the hall, this local climate change debater decided to do less jawing and 

more inspecting of the effects of climate change on the flora of Round Lake.   
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Tomato roots:     from a seedling planted horizontally.   (Actually, I thought I had printed 

these before but “I forget one minute what I remember the next.”)  Try to imagine what would 

have been the effect is these lateral roots had been run over by vehicular traffic (quads, pickups, 

baling equipment) and you will see some of what our forage plants have to live with.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


