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What’s the issue with swedes?

Below are a few of the statements regarding the swede toxicity issue that we are aware of and our response to these:

Cow health issues and deaths are only a late season issue and farmers know there are greater risks to 

grazing swedes late in the season.

While it was mid-August when many of the cases came to wider industry attention, on reflection, vets in the region had 

been dealing with affected animals from as early as May.

Yes, the risk of toxicity does increase in brassicas as they start to go reproductive but this is normally associated with 

SMCO’s (S-methylcysteine suphoxide) causing kale anaemia. This season, farmers were observing health issues that 

differed to those associated with SMCO’s.  

Health issues have only occurred with changing the diet from fodderbeet during winter to swedes on the 

milking platform prior to calving.

We currently don’t have all the details on animal management prior to grazing the toxic swedes so we can’t completely 

refute this claim. However, feedback from farmers and veterinarians suggest that the issues are not isolated to farms 

feeding fodderbeet during winter.  

Questions in the farmer survey will provide detailed information on previous diet. At this stage we cannot discount 

other health issues predisposing cows to the problems encountered on the swedes.    

There is a lot of speculation as to what has caused dairy cows to become ill after grazing on swedes in 

Southland.

The factors associated with outbreaks are being assessed as part of a detailed retrospective study. The study has 

three components. These are:

• A farmer survey: around 120 farmers across the region, both affected and unaffected by the swede issue, will 

be interviewed. Interviews are expected to commence in early November.

• Animal samples: blood and tissue samples have been collected and are currently being analysed with some 

results available by mid-November.

• Plant samples: although plant samples have been collected, the analysis of these samples will take some time 

due to the complexity of the factors involve. We do not expect preliminary results to be available until March 

next year.
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Animal health problems are all due to poor 

transitioning onto the swede crops.

Health issues have occurred on farms that have followed 

recommended good practice transitioning regimes and 

some cases occurred when cows changed from one 

swede paddock to another, when you would not expect 

transitioning to be required, providing cows had not been 

held off crop for extended periods prior to transporting 

and were not put back onto crop hungry.  

A higher proportion of leaf, bulbs that were harder and 

less palatable due to fewer frosts this winter and the 

inclement weather in late winter appears to have made 

transitioning more difficult when cows came back to the 

milking platform prior to calving; therefore, transitioning 

plans may not have been executed as intended, exposing 

individual animals to higher risk. 

The farmer survey results will provide comprehensive data 

on feeding regimes.  

Farmers with problems didn’t feed enough supplement.  

There is no evidence that this is a common factor on farms 

that have experienced issues. The farmer survey is designed 

to identify the role of supplementary feed intake on risk of 

toxicity. It is probable that the issue arose from a number 

of contributing factors, rather than a single cause.

It is only HT swedes that have had problems.

There have been a small number of cases reported on 

other traditional varieties of swedes. There have also been 

a significant number of HT crops on which cows have not 

experienced issues. There have also been a handful of 

reports on kale and soft turnip. For the coming season, it 

is important to be aware that simply changing the brassica 

cultivar or species may not stop this issue next winter. 

The farmer survey will provide quantitative data on the 

brassica types and swede varieties affected.

It is only an issue in central and  

coastal Southland.

Mapping of respondents from an initial short survey 

showed the affected farms were scattered across 

Southland and South Otago. There has also been one 

reported case in Waikato.    

It is the chemicals sprayed on to these crops and/or 

it is all the extra nitrogen used.

This would be an unexpected cause. Farmers surveyed will 

be asked about quantities and timing of weed and pest 

control and fertiliser application relative to grazing the crop.

The issue was caused by poor management.  

Feedback from the industry working group is that issues 

have occurred on farms with a wide range of management 

capability. Issues have occurred even when farmers have 

followed industry good practice with regards transitioning 

and crop allocation. Understanding what was planned with 

feeding, what was actually implemented, given how the 

season unfolded, and the impact of this on individual cows 

within the herd will be important in unravelling the factors 

contributing to the issue.  

The toxicity is the result of genetic modification.

HT swede has been developed using the same 

conventional breeding programmes as used for the 

development of new pasture and crop cultivars. It is not 

the result of genetic engineering.

It is common knowledge that all brassica’s contain 

secondary compounds that can become toxic if consumed 

in too great a quantity. What we don’t know yet is why 

this season has been a particularly bad one.

For more information on the swedes issue to go 

to the DairyNZ website dairynz.co.nz/swedes

Prepared in consultation with the Southland Swede Working Group: Beef+Lamb, DairyNZ, Federated Farmers, PGG Wrightson 

Seeds, Ministry for Primary Industries, Rural Support Trust, New Zealand Veterinary Association and local veterinarians.


