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Johnsongrass and Cyanide Poisoning  

Cyanide poisoning, more commonly referred to as 

prussic acid poisoning, can have a very abrupt and 

deadly effect on ruminant livestock grazing forages 

and requires careful management as frost and 

freezes begin in this area.  Plants, such as 

sorghum, sudangrass, sorghum-sudan hybrids, 

johnsongrass, wild cherry, and others, contain 

compounds that produce free cyanide when these 

plants are damaged by frost or drought conditions. 

When the plant cells rupture after a frost the plant 

enzymes react with the cyanogenic compounds. 

The important thing is that johnsongrass should be completely dry and brown before it is considered 

safe to graze. Young leafy growth is the most toxic after frost and old stemmy, mature growth is the 

least toxic. Cyanide is a gas, so it dissipates as the plant dries or during the ensiling process. But 

make sure it’s completely dry before baling or completely ensiled before feeding (6 to 8 weeks). It 

doesn’t matter if the frost happens when the plant is standing or when it is laying in a swath. 

Do not graze potentially hazardous forages when frost is likely (including at night). 

Frost allows conversion to hydrogen cyanide within the plant. Do not graze for two weeks after a non-

killing (>28 degrees) frost. It is best not to allow ruminants to graze after a light frost as this is an 

extremely dangerous time and it may be several weeks before the cyanide potential subsides. Do not 

graze after a killing frost until plant material is completely dry and brown (the toxin is usually 

dissipated within 72 hours).  Grazing at night when a frost is likely is not recommended as high levels 

of cyanide are produced within hours after frost occurs.  Grazing these plants when they are 

producing young shoots (less than 18 inches tall) also increases the risk. 

If high cyanide is suspected in forages, do not feed as green chop (or just after cutting) 

following ensiling of forages in the sorghum family. 

If cut for hay, allow to dry completely so the cyanide will volatilize before baling. Allow slow and 

thorough drying because toxicity can be retained in cool or moist weather. Delay feeding silage 6 to 8 

weeks following ensiling.   

Using caution when grazing these forages during times of stress can usually eliminate the possibility 

of cyanide poisoning in livestock. For more information, follow this link to the UK publication “Cyanide 

Poisoning in Ruminants”: http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agc/pubs/ID/ID220/ID220.pdf.  
 

 

Farm-City Week will be celebrated this year from Nov. 15 through Nov. 22. It is a week to express 
appreciation for the beneficial partnerships between rural and urban communities.  
Farmers and ranchers rely on essential partnerships with urban communities to supply, sell and 
deliver finished products across the country and around the world. Consumer purchases, in 
turn, make sustainable farm enterprise possible. Foods, fibers and renewable fuels are 
available to us because of the daily relationships among farmers and ranchers, processors, 
brokers, truckers, shippers, advertisers, wholesalers and retailers. The collective efforts by 
these members of our society provide a wholesome diet for everyone. In addition, farms 
and ranches conserve freshwater resources, wildlife habitat and greenspace. 
 

 

https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww2.ca.uky.edu%2Fagc%2Fpubs%2FID%2FID220%2FID220.pdf&data=02%7C01%7Cann.ashford%40uky.edu%7Ca8a6e14bdb8c4a61520008d75e2e89c9%7C2b30530b69b64457b818481cb53d42ae%7C0%7C0%7C637081426280087397&sdata=%2FDd6%2FIq09i%2Ffo4VZgc2QxSFhv1ls9iAd84FM4n%2FIRHk%3D&reserved=0


 



 



Building an Emergency Kit    Jane Marie Wix - National Weather Service Jackson, KY     (Source: Ready.gov/kit) 

      After an emergency (whether it be natural or man-made), you may need to survive on your own for several days. 

Being prepared means having your own food, water, and other supplies to last during this amount of time. A disaster 

supplies kit is a collection of basic items your household may need in the event of an emergency.  Make sure your 

emergency kit is stocked with the items on the checklist below. Once you take a look at the basic items, consider what 

unique needs your family might have, such as supplies for pets or seniors. 

Basic Disaster Supplies Kit 

To assemble your kit, store items in airtight plastic bags and put your entire disaster supplies kit in one or two easy-to-

carry containers such as plastic bins or a duffel bag. 

A basic emergency supply kit includes the following recommended items: 

● Water (one gallon per person per day for several days, for drinking and sanitation) 

● Food (at least a several-day supply of non-perishable food) 

● Battery-powered or hand crank radio and a NOAA Weather Radio with tone alert 

● Flashlight 

● First aid kit 

● Extra batteries 

● Whistle (to signal for help) 

● Dust mask (to help filter contaminated air) 

● Plastic sheeting and duct tape (to shelter in place) 

● Moist towelettes, garbage bags and plastic ties (for personal sanitation) 

● Wrench or pliers (to turn off utilities) 

● Manual can opener (for food) 

● Local maps 

● Cell phone with chargers and a backup battery 

Additional Emergency Supplies 
Consider adding the following items to your emergency supply kit based on your individual needs: 

● Soap, hand sanitizer and disinfecting wipes to disinfect surfaces 

● Prescription Medications. An emergency can make it difficult for you to refill your prescription or to find an open 

pharmacy. Organize and protect your prescriptions, over-the-counter drugs, and vitamins to prepare for an 

emergency. 

● Non-prescription medications such as pain relievers, allergy medication, antacids, etc. 

● Prescription eyeglasses and contact lens solution 

● Infant formula, bottles, diapers, wipes and diaper rash cream 

● Pet food and extra water for your pet 

● Cash 

● Important family documents such as copies of insurance policies, identification and bank account records saved 

electronically or in a waterproof, portable container 

● Sleeping bag or warm blanket for each person 

● Complete change of clothing appropriate for your climate and sturdy shoes 

● Fire extinguisher 

● Matches in a waterproof container 

● Feminine supplies and personal hygiene items 

● Mess kits, paper cups, plates, paper towels and plastic utensils 

● Paper and pencil 

● Books, games, puzzles or other activities for children 

 

Maintaining Your Kit   After assembling your kit remember to maintain it so it’s ready when needed: 

● Keep canned food in a cool, dry place. 

● Store boxed food in tightly closed plastic or metal containers. 

● Replace expired items as needed. 

● Re-think your needs every year and update your kit as your family’s needs change. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

November 2-16  North American International Livestock Expo, Louisville 

November 2        Fort Harrod Backcountry Horsemen Meeting, 7 PM 

November 4  Mercer Cattlemen’s BSE Day, 4 Kings Angus 

November 4  Mercer County 4-H Holiday One Stop Shop 

November 5        Daylight Savings Time Ends 

November 7        Fencing School, Scott County 

November 9        Mercer County Extension Council Meeting, 5 PM 

November 18  Mercer County Farmers Market Holiday Market 

November 21     Fort Harrod Goat Association Meeting, 6:30 PM 

November 22-29  National Farm City Week 

November 23-24  Extension Office Closed, Happy Thanksgiving 

November 29-Dec 2 KY Farm Bureau Annual Meeting, Louisville 

 

December 7  Mercer County Extension Holiday Open House 

December 8  Mercer County Extension Day of Holiday Fun 

December 14  UK Extension Beef Confinement Conference, Hardin County Extension 

December 19  Fort Harrod Goat Association Meeting 

December 25-Jan 1 Extension Office Closed for the Holidays 
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