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Summer turnips

During winter 2014 a proportion of South Otago and Southland cows have presented with a range of clinical signs and 

illnesses following the consumption of swedes. 

The disease syndrome appears to be consistent with various known forms of brassica toxicity presenting primarily as liver 

disease. The toxicity is thought to have been caused by a high concentration of glucosinolates (GSLs) in swede leaf material. 

Once cows have recovered from the initial clinical symptoms, some cows will take longer or may not fully recover from 

the liver damage at a subclinical level.

Farmers should be aware that anything that potentially causes further liver damage or stress on these cows could 

exacerbate underlying liver issues. Summer turnips also contain GSLs and therefore pose a risk to cow health.  

Will cows affected by liver disease be more susceptible to the effects of GSLs found in 
summer turnips?

For Southland and South Otago farmers intending to grow summer turnips as part of their crop rotation and 

regrassing programme, the following advice is offered:

1. Cows that experienced one or more of the following symptoms during winter/spring  2014 should NOT be grazed 

on summer turnips this summer:

•  Rapid weight loss after calving

•  Moderate to severe photosensitisation

•  Severe metabolic disease before or after calving

•  Sudden unexplained drop in milk production.

2. Cows with very mild signs of disease or possible sub-clinical disease should be grazed on summer turnips with 

caution, given it is still not clear what caused the issue or how cows will respond. 

 If in doubt consult your veterinarian.  

What we do know is that historically the risk from photosensitivity is greatest in summer and autumn. Cows should 

be observed carefully while feeding the crop for any clinical signs of photosensitivity or other disease.
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3. Best practice establishment and management of turnip crops is recommended:

• Control wild turnip in all crops and new pasture since wild turnip is also known to contain GSL’s.

• Use long narrow breaks to encourage intake of leaf and bulb at the same time:

 - Quantify yield from quadrats and dry matter measurements, 

 - Introduce cows gradually to adjust to the crop, 

 - Don’t put hungry cows onto crop – offer pasture or supplement first,

 - Offer a maximum of 2 kg DM/cow in the first five days, increasing over the next five days, up to 5 kg DM/

cow/day, 

 - Feed no more than a third of the daily ration as turnip,  

 - For more information refer to DairyNZ Farmfact Barkant turnips: feeding the crop (1-67).

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.


