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The Issue & Context For This Factsheet 
Every summer the veterinarians in our region treat many horses with alsike 
clover poisoning. Especially this year, PRFA has also received many enquiries 
about controlling alsike clover. So several resource people decided to 
collaborate and compile this information to improve the understanding of the 
issue. This forage factsheet is part of the project for Improving Productivity & 
Profitability of Forages. It will provide you with why we care about this issue, tips 
for identifying alsike clover in your pastures, different approaches to controlling 
this weed and finally some myth busting. 

Factsheets from this project: 

Forage Fact #110:  
     Locating Field Benchmarks 
     For Monitoring 
Forage Fact #111: 
     How Photogenic is Your  
     Forage? 
Forage Fact #112:  
     Estimating Forage Yields  
     Yourself  
Forage Fact #113:  
     Are you Happy with Your    
     Forage Stand? 
Forage Fact #114:  
     The M&Ms of Controlling  
     Alsike Clover 
Forage Fact #115: 
     Improving Your Manure 
Forage Fact #116:  
     Bale Grazing Improves 
     Your Pastures 
Forage Fact #117:  
     Innovation & Farm Decision        
     Making 
Forage Fact #118:  
     Grazing Improvements:  
     Starting from Scratch 
Forage Fact #119:  
     Up Your Grazing Game 

“Sunburn is almost always 
an indication of  
a deeper problem  

with liver damage”  
Dr. Perry Spitzer 

Why We Care? 
Alsike clover poisoning can be a very 
serious toxicosis. This clover is wide-
spread in many Peace Region pastures, 
especially where forage productivity is 
poor. Not every horse on a pasture will 
be affected as some horses selectively 
eat alsike clover over other forages.        
Depending on the amount eaten, this 
poisoning can lead to the death of a 
horse. 

 

What Are The Symptoms? 
Alsike clover contains a pyrrolizidine 
alkaloid that causes liver damage. The 
most common symptoms that people 
see and are aware of are the sunburn or 
“photosensitization”. Often people think 
their horses have “scratches” as they 
get scabs and sores on the backs of 
their heels. The scabs are actually a  
result of sunburn and usually are seen 
on white feet.  Sometimes white faces 
and noses will scab and peel and in  
severe cases, we have seen white 
patches on paints bodies burn and peel. 
Unfortunately this is just the surface  
and what is going on inside your horse 
as a result of the clover poisoning is 
much worse.  Liver damage causes the 
symptoms that we see.   

Not every horse will show           
photosensitization, and not every 
horse with poisoning has white   
skin. Another sign of clover          
poisoning is weight loss for no     
obvious reason. When the liver is 
damaged it cannot convert the     
digested products into the sugars 
that the body needs to survive. 
Sometimes the veterinarians also 
see horses that act a little bit colicky 
(like they have a stomach ache).   
 
If the liver damage is severe the 
horse can develop encephalitis or 
brain swelling. These horses may 
show altered behaviour (sleepiness, 
aggression), are weak, and some-
times can have seizures.  

Sunburn & photosensitivity on horse’s nose.  
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Browsings  

From References: 
 

Dr. Nick Nation: Of the 49   
autopsies diagnosed with   
alsike clover poisoning in AB, 
40 were from the Peace. 

 

Dr. A. A. Seawright: Alsike 
clover may contain an alkaloid 
that causes photosensitivity & 
liver damage.  

 

Dr. W. Majak, B. M. Brooke & 
Dr. R. T. Olgivie:  Another  
possible cause for the photo-
sensitivity & liver cirrhosis is a 
fungus (sooty blotch) growing 
on the  alsike clover leaves.   

 

Jack Dobb: Control of Alsike 
Clover in Horse Pastures. 

 

BC Agriculture: Alsike Toxicity 
in Horses. 

 

Dr. B. Wright: Alsike Clover 
Poisoning, Photosensitivity & 
Photodermatitis in Horses. 

Diagnosis  
Diagnosis is based on the symptoms, 
a history of clover in the diet, and 
blood work that demonstrates liver 
damage. Mucus membranes (gums) 
and the sclera (white area on           
the eyes) are often yellowish tinged.     
Unfortunately there is no magic    
treatment for liver damage so we do 
our best to make it easier for the liver 
to function. The liver is unique in that it 
has an amazing ability to recover. 
However if the liver is very severely 
damaged it may not be able          
compensate. In severe cases horses 
can die. 

A field of alsike clover (upper photo) & a close 
up of the alsike clover flower (middle photo).  

Alsike clover  
Trifolium hybridum 

Treating the Affected Horse 
If you suspect your horse is suffering 
from clover poisoning, contact your 
veterinarian. An important first step in 
treatment is to remove the source of 
the alsike clover. Take them off      
pasture or remove contaminated hay 
source. Feed grass hay, no clover or 
alfalfa as they are high in protein and 
create unnecessary work for the    
damaged liver. Get your horse out of 
the sunlight to minimize the damage to 
his skin. There are medicated creams 
available to help the skin heal and to 
treat any infections that might set into 
the damaged skin.  

Which Clover Is it? Plant ID Tips  

Alsike clover (Trifolium hybridum L.) is 
native to northern Europe and is found 
most frequently in the farming areas of 
northern Canada. It was introduced 
into the Peace region in 1932. This 
plant is well adapted to cool climates 
and heavy, poorly drained clay soils. 

 

People commonly start by looking at 
the flowers: they are pale pink to   
whitish color. A more reliable method 
is to  examine how the flowers are  
attached to the stems. The flower 
stem of alsike clover originates at the 
same place on the stalk as the leaflet 
stems (while the red clover flowers     
originate next to the leaves and the 
white clover flowers originate from 
stalks growing from creeping stems or 
stolons from the ground). 

 

The stems are erect to semi erect and 
weak. The stems do no terminate with 
a flowering head (i.e. indeterminate 
growth)  in contrast to red clover with 
leaves and flowers at the terminal 
ends of stems.  

 

Leaves are not hairy the way red    
clover leaves are and usually do not 
have watermarks on the leaves    
compared to other clovers that often 
do have watermarks. 

 

Finally focussing on the roots, alsike 
clover plants have a well developed 
crown and taproots that are branched 
and shallow.  

Red clover flowers & leaves attach to stem in 
same places (lower photo). 



Page 3 M&Ms of Controlling  Alsike Clover 

Controlling Alsike Clover With Different Approaches 

Close up of the poorly 
drained area with the 
alsike clover creeping 
in (on the left) & 
broadcast seeded 
birdsfoot trefoil       
outcompeting clover    
(on the right). 

Integrated approach to 
controlling alsike clover:  
 rotational grazing 

(fencer & battery in 
background)  

 Adding self seeding 
birdsfoot trefoil (in the 
foreground). 

Approaches to Control 
Mechanical control methods: 
 Mow weeds 
 Harrow in manure 

 

Biological approach: 
 Focus on forage species 
 Increase desirable plants 
 Add self seeding forages 
 Delay grazing  
 Subdivide pastures 
 Avoid over grazing 

 

Soil landscape approach: 
 Understand our soil fertility 
 Avoid poorly drained area 
 Fertilize or feed the soil 
 Winter feed or bale graze  

on alsike clover patches 
 

Chemical control with top 3 
choices for horse pastures:  
 Reclaim or Ally 
 Grazon 
 Milestone (which also  

enhances grass growth) 
 Spot spray with glypho-

sate & seed with competi-
tive desirable species (e.g. 
birdsfoot trefoil) 

 Numerous other broadleaf 
h e r b i c i d e  c h o i c e s ,       
depending on other weeds 
present.  

Basic 101 of pasture management      
includes a variety of obvious and not so 
obvious variables. Spend time in your 
pastures to know where your problem 
areas are, including areas with higher 
potential for alsike clover presence. It is 
also important to monitor your livestock 
on a daily basis to observe any change 
in physical appearance or behavior.   

 

In addition, it is extremely important to 
know where your hay comes from       
and what it contains. Often producers 
purchase our problems, as we have so 
often been reminded by professionals, so 
understanding your hay’s content will not 
only keep your livestock healthy, it will 
also allow for increased organic matter 
and seeding potential from beneficial 
plants rather than problem plants such 
as alsike clover and other undesirable 
weeds. 

 

Alsike is not tolerant of shade, therefore 
ensure your pasture and hay mixes   
contain tall-statured grasses such as 
smooth bromegrass, orchardgrass and 
tall fescue.  In addition, fertilize grasses 
with an extra dose of nitrogen in the 
spring. This will help the grasses outgrow 
the clover, especially in the fall and    
winter, which may help to smother out 
the clover. 

 

Pasture management with rotational 
grazing is an effective way to stimulate 
grass growth. Light grazing of fields    
favors grass growth. There is a reason 
close, 2” stubble grazing is undesirable, 
it stimulates alsike clover growth. So 
avoid overgrazing to control the spread 
of alsike clover.  

 

Know your soil’s pH! Alsike clover pre-
fers acidic (pH 5.0 to 6.5) or waterlogged 
soils. Most plants prefer a pH between 
6.0 and 7.5, as do worms and beneficial 
microorganisims. To increase your soils 
pH, liming materials, such as pulverized 
lime, granular or pelletized lime, hydrated 
lime, or dolomite, can be effective. The 
use and application of these materials is 
very dependent on your soil types, and 
consultation with specialists in this field is 
highly recommended.  

 To decrease your soil’s acidity (i.e. 
raise the pH), add organic matter 
or soil ammendments such as 
composted manure. A more cost 
effective way to add organic matter 
to your soil is by swath grazing, 
bale grazing or winter feeding in 
areas of concern. Let the livestock 
work for themselves by spreading 
manure, organic bale residues, 
and if you are lucky, beneficial   
forage seeds to increase     
productivity of desirable plants to 
outcompete the alsike clover. 

 

There are many different choices 
of chemicals that are effective for 
eliminating broadleaf plants. For 
livestock production, chemical 
choice often is dependent on        
re-entry time, residual times, and 
optimal application windows for a 
most effective kill. The best       
window for chemical application is 
when clover is actively growing, or 
in the fall when the plants are still 
green. In order to best suit your 
needs, speak with a herbicide  
specialist in your area that can  
recommend the best product to 
meet your needs. 
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Compiled by:  Kari Bondaroff & Sandra Burton 
With Contributions from: Dr. Christa Harder, Dr. Perry Spitzer, Dr. Jodi Kendrew,  

Grant Lastiwka & Mike Pangman in November 2019. 

Key Messages About 

M&Ms of Controlling  

Alsike Clover 
 

 Multi pronged approach 
 Multi year measures 
 Multi species 
 Manage your pastures 
 Money saved 

Funding Partners for Improving Productivity & Profitability of Forages Project 

Contact Your Veterinarian 

If You Suspect  

Alsike Clover Poisoning:  
 

DC Veterinarian Clinic 
info@dcvet.ca 
250 782 1080 
 

North Peace Vet Clinic 
info@npvc 
250 785 4578 
 

Kendrew Vet Services 
jkendrew.vet@gmail.com 
780 913 1307 
 

Rivers Animal Hospital  
www.riversanimal.com 
250 785 8387 

In Summary 
Alsike clover poisoning in horses is more  
serious and widespread than people realize. 
It often affects the liver, and once the dam-
age occurs, it can happen easier and easier 
each time.  

 

There is no single silver bullet for controlling 
alsike clover in pastures. But horse owners 
have had success with multi pronged        
approaches over several years with multi     
species and pasture management. 

Misconceptions 
The alsike clover plant is 
very easy to identify. It has 
pink flowers. No.  
 
Alsike clover poisoning only 
happens to light colored 
horses. No. 
 
Scabs and sores on the 
back of horses heels are 
usually “scratches”. Wrong.  
 
Alsike clover is very easy to 
control by simply spraying a 
herbicide. False. 
 
Alsike clover is not as toxic 
once it is dried in hay. 
Wrong.  

Myth Busting 
A more reliable method of identifying    
alsike clover is by looking closely at the 
roots, stems and leaves. See page 2. 
 
Alsike clover poisoning can happen to all 
colors and breeds of horses. Just ask our 
veterinarians.  
 
In our region, the scabs and sores on 
horses heels are often a result of sunburn 
(photosensitivity) due to clover poisoning. 
 
Alsike clover can be very difficult to control 
in our pastures so a holistic approach is 
required to effectively get control.  
 
Dried hay with alsike clover can still have 
toxic effects on your horses health. 

BC AGRI  
Strategic Outreach Initiative 

PRAD 
Peace River Agriculture Development Fund 

Tips For Management 
 

Focus on how flowers & leaves 
are attached to the stem,    
rather than color of flower or 
appearance of the leaves. This 
is a more reliable way to tell 
clovers apart.  
 
Alsike clover should make up 
less than 5 % of pasture forage 
plants for horses. 
 


