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Overview – Cattle Deaths Downstream Of Dam Site In June/July 2006 

1. Overview 

Following the death of five cattle on the Garapine property in the vicinity of a geotechnical 
investigation drill pad, Queensland Water Infrastructure’s (QWI) immediate concern was for 
the safety of the landholders, visitors to the site and stock.  
 
While investigations found that there is a low risk to people and stock, QWI adopted a 
proactive approach, assuming that the activities of the drilling, combined with existing soil 
conditions, may have contributed.  
 
The locality of the site is within the land purchase boundary for the proposed Traveston 
Crossing Dam, 500m downstream of the dam wall and outside of the water storage 
facility. (ie: No water will be stored in the vicinity of the drill hole). The land is required for 
access for the dam’s construction. A Locality Map is attached in Appendix A. 
 
QWI’s course of action following notification from the landholder was to ensure the safety to 
all people and stock in the site’s vicinity. All work ceased at that site, and a stock proof 
fence was constructed around the drill pad, in agreement with the landowner and at QWI’s 
expense.  
 
At the same time, the Department of Primary Industries and Fisheries (DPIF) Veterinary 
Laboratory were engaged to undertake an investigation. The findings ruled out arsenic, 
cyanide, lead and mercury as likely contaminants. Assessments suggested a possible 
source may have been the drillers’ mud used in the drilling process. Refer to Appendix B.  
 
SunWater, engaged by QWI to supervise the drilling activities, confirmed that there were no 
unusual events at the bore hole and that standard industry practices were used at all times. 
SunWater also confirmed that the probability of the drillers’ mud being the cause of 
contamination was very low and that any soil sampling would have detected any 
contaminants. Refer to Appendix C.  
 
Golder & Associates were then engaged to undertake a more detailed soil investigation.  
 
Prior to the completion of the investigations, QWI worked towards a swift conclusion of 
financial compensation to the owner of the cattle to ensure their immediate financial welfare 
was considered. The settlement was based on a ‘no admission liability’ that was 
undertaken as a measure of goodwill. At no stage did QWI seek to restrict any public 
comment by the landholder or the owner of the cattle.  
 
The Golder & Associates investigations found that it was ‘unlikely’ that there was a link 
between livestock deaths and mineral accumulation. 
 
Golder & Associates’ investigations concluded:  
 
“Based on our preliminary geochemical sampling program at the Garapine property, we 
consider that the risk of harm to children travelling through the area for recreation activities 
is low. The likelihood that the water quality in Traveston Crossing Dam will be affected by 
mineral accumulations on the Garapine property, to the extent that the water will be a 
potential human health or environmental concern, is also considered to be low.  
Nevertheless, we have taken a precautionary approach and have requested that additional 
work be conducted at the site to further evaluate the risk.”  Refer to Appendix D.  
 
 
 
 



  
 

 
Overview – Cattle Deaths Downstream Of Dam Site In June/July 2006 

At the completion of the investigations, QWI briefed the landholder on the findings.   
 
Consistent with these findings, detailed soil investigations are being conducted for the 
whole dam site as part of the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). If required, any 
necessary actions will also be addressed in the EIS, and implemented as part of the 
project.  
 
It should also be noted that a review of the 579 species of vascular plants recorded for the 
proposed Traveston Crossing Dam survey area has been undertaken by 3D Environmental 
to determine species which may have the potential to be toxic to cattle causing death.  This 
review incorporates searches of literature, most prominently the quarterly reports of Animal 
Health Australia, Animal Health Surveillance Quarterly Reports between 2002 and 2006 
which provide a record of stock deaths with States and Territories. 
 
A preliminary analysis indicates a number of species known from the study area which are 
toxic to stock with validated records of mortality in cattle, including Bracken Fern (Pteridium 
esculentum), Noogoora Burr (Xanthium pungens), Lantana (Lantana camara), Poison 
Peach (Trema tomemtosa), Bryophyllum (Mother of Millions), Juncus continuus, Grasstree 
(Xanthorrhoea spp.) and Fireweed (Senecio madasgarensis). Refer to Appendix E.  
 
QWI has had ongoing discussions with the landholder on the partial purchase of his 
property, including the provision of an access road to the upstream side of the dam. During 
these discussions, the landholder has not raised the issue of the cattle deaths since the 
briefing on the findings.  

 
 



  
 

 
Overview – Cattle Deaths Downstream Of Dam Site In June/July 2006 

2. Sequence of Events 

 
Date Event 

 
19-21 June 2006 

 
Drilling undertaken on site 
 

 
15 July 2006 

 
Landholder reports the death of 5 cattle in the proximity of the drill pad  

QWI mobilised course of action  
 

 
20-21 July 2006 

 
DPIF Veterinary Laboratory testing undertaken – ruled out arsenic, 
cyanide, lead and mercury as likely contaminants 
 
SunWater confirm no unusual events on site and standard industry 
practice is undertaken and that it is unlikely that concentration would 
occur in drillers’ mud  
 
QWI informed landholder of findings 
 

 
31 July 2006 

 
Stock proof fence constructed around the site 
 

Golder & Associates appointed to undertake further investigations 
 

 
11 August 2006 

 
QWI offer compensation to stock owner as measure of goodwill 
 

 
15 August 2006 

 
Golder & Associates conduct soil geochemistry survey 
 

 
23 October 2006 

 
Golder & Associates investigations find it “unlikely” that there is a link 
between livestock deaths and mineral accumulation  
 
QWI informed landholder of findings 
 

 
Ongoing 

 
Discussions with landholder for partial purchase of property, including 
provision of access to upstream  
 

 
To be 
completed by 
October 2007 
 

 
Environmental Impact Statement underway, including detailed soil 
investigations for whole dam site and construction site area 
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Note on Toxic Plants known to cause Cattle Mortality which may occur in the vicinity 
of the Proposed Traveston Crossing Dam, Mary River. 

Prepared by 3D Environmental, 26 April 2007. 

Introduction 

A review of the 579 species of vascular plants recorded for the proposed Traveston Crossing Dam survey 
area has been undertaken to determine species which may have the potential to be toxic to cattle causing 
death.  This review incorporates searches of literature, most prominently the quarterly reports of Animal 
Health Australia, Animal Health Surveillance Quarterly Reports between 2002 and 2006 which provide a 
record of stock deaths with States and Territories. 

A preliminary analysis indicates a number of species known from the study area which are toxic to stock 
with validated records of mortality in cattle. It should be understood that the properties where the deaths 
occurred have not been inspected for these species. 

Bracken Fern (Pteridium esculentum) 

Bracken is known to occur in remnant and non remnant vegetation throughout the Traveston area and is 
considered of economic significance as a toxic plant in a number of States where it is known to cause a 
substantial number of stock deaths every year (Tas. DPI, Water and Environment 2002).  While cattle are 
known to vary in their susceptibility to bracken poisoning, young cattle are reported to be most often 
affected, with older cattle also at risk.  Cattle do not normally eat bracken, however, are more likely to do so 
in circumstances of drought where feed is scarce, or in need of fibre intake while grazing lush pasture.  
Additionally cattle which are new to an area are susceptible.  All parts of the plant are considered to be toxic, 
and animals may also be affected through ingesting slashed bracken fronds, exposed bracken rhizomes 
following cultivation and hay containing bracken (TDPI 2002).   

Bracken poisoning is reported to be acute causing sudden-death or chronic in nature with deaths known to 
occur up to several weeks after animals have been removed from bracken infested pastures (TDPI 2002).  
Animal Health Australia reports a number of cases of mortality from Bracken or suspected Bracken 
poisoning in Queensland including: 

• “Bracken fern poisoning was presumed to be the cause of death of an 18-month-old heifer from 30 
at risk in Cooloola shire in late October 2006.  The heifer had access to bracken fern. Clinical signs 
of recumbency and convulsions were observed before death and serosal haemorrhages of the 
bladder and oedema of the abomasal and intestinal walls were seen at autopsy.  Mucosal 
haemorrhages were seen in the abomasal and small intestinal walls on histopathological 
examination.  There was also submucosal haemorrhage and oedema and subserosal haemorrhage of 
the intestinal wall.  Multiple septic infarcts were present in the liver. These histological findings are 
consistent with bracken fern poisoning”; 

• “Bracken fern (Pteridium esculentum) was the suspected cause of death of two yearling heifers and 
of tarry faeces in another 11 head near Cooroy in southeast Queensland” (Animal Health Australia 
2005b); 

• “Twenty out of 40 Holstein Friesian dairy cattle died after showing signs of diarrhoea and jaundice 
on a property in Eacham Shire during October 2006. Autopsy revealed profuse haemorrhaging 
throughout the body, especially in the skin, eyes and intestine, an enlarged bronzed liver with 
yellowing around the edges and blood that was not clotting. Arsenic poisoning, anthrax and 
Salmonella were ruled out through negative laboratory results. Given the clinical presentation, 
histology and pathology, these deaths were highly likely to have been the result of bracken fern 
(Pteridium esculentum) poisoning” (Animal Health Australia 2006); 



  
 

 
 

• “Acute ptaquiloside poisoning associated with bracken or mulga fern ingestion was suspected as the 
cause of death of cattle on five properties in southern Queensland during April and May of 2003. 
Animals were of mixed ages.  Clinical signs were fever, swelling of the lower head and neck, 
mucoid nasal and oral discharge (sometimes tinged with blood), diarrhoea (again sometimes bloody) 
and straining, and some evidence of mucosal haemorrhages.  Haematology of most animals showed 
severe leucopaenia and thrombocytopaenia, with occasional pancytopaenia.  Bone marrow, where 
supplied, was hypoplastic.  Bacterial infarcts and haemorrhagic lesions were present in tissue 
sections. Diagnosis was confirmed by identification of plant material in the rumen or suspected, due 
to history of access to potentially toxic plants" Animal Health Australia (2003c). 

Noogoora Burr (Xanthium pungens) 

Noogoora Burr is widespread in Queensland found along river and creek flats, on roadsides and in pasture 
lands following seasonal rain or floods. It is known to occur in the Mary Valley often in riparian situations.  
Seedlings are known to be poisonous to domestic stock, causing death if eaten in sufficient quantities 
(Department of Natural Resources and Water 2006).  The caboxyatractylosides toxins in the seeds probably 
function to inhibit the growth of other plants which may compete with young burrs and are known to 
severely damage the liver of animals which eat them (McKenzie 1997).  Noogoora Burr is toxic to most 
livestock at the seedling stage while the cotyledon (first two) leaves are still present. They can cause contact 
allergy, dermatitis and mechanical injury both to humans and animals.  Mature plants are not toxic (NSW 
Department of Agriculture 2004).  A number of researchers and graziers have maintained that adult plants 
are not easily eaten by livestock, because of the roughness of the leaves and stems (NSW Department of 
Agriculture 2004).  Symptoms of stock poisoning include intense pain, salivation, muscular spasms, tremors, 
vomiting, scouring and death within two or three hours or up to two days later (NSW Department of 
Agriculture 2004). 

Lantana (Lantana camara) 

Lantana is a widespread species that occurs throughout the area and is known to be toxic to stock.  Animal 
Health Australia (2006c) reports an increased incidence of reports of lantana toxicity in cattle located in 
coastal central Queensland during February and March 2006. These increases were; “possibly due to owners 
not being familiar with the clinical signs of lantana toxicity (and consequently misdiagnosing other illnesses 
as lantana toxicity), and seasonal influences (dry weather, which limited pasture growth) increasing lantana 
toxicity. Another factor is that introduced cattle that are naive in their choice of diet browsed lantana as a 
source of green feed in the dry summer experienced in the region. Locally bred cattle do not generally 
consume the local toxic plants such as lantana (Animal Health Australia 2006c). Mortality records in 
southern Queensland are limited to a case in the Ipswich Shire where Lantana poisoning was the likely cause 
of death of 40 cattle, and sickness in another 12 out of 200 at-risk cattle in Ipswich shire in late November 
2006 (Animal Health Australia 2006c). 

Poison Peach (Trema tomemtosa) 

Poison Peach was recorded within the Traveston area and may be found in regrowth rainforest particularly 
on margins.  Reports of sudden death from ingestion are available in the far north near Mareeba (Animal 
Health Australia 2006b).  Heavy losses suspected to be from Poison Peach are also known from the Pioneer 
Shire (154 from 1200 head of recently introduced cows) and are reported from a property unstocked for 
some time with losses occurred within one week of the introduction of the cattle (Animal Health Australia 
2005a). 

Bryophyllum (Mother of Millions) 

This succulent plant of disturbed areas is reported to have caused multiple deaths of cattle in southern and 
central Queensland (Animal Health Australia 2002a, 2005a).  Post mortem examination of 15 yearling 
heifers at a site in southern Queensland revealed flowers in the rumen with 14 deaths reported from a herd of 
cattle having access to the plant one week earlier (Animal Health Australia 2002a).   



  
 

 
 

Juncus continuus 

The rush Juncus continuus is a common species in grazed alluvial areas throughout south eastern 
Queensland.  Animal Health Australia (2005b) reports this species to be suspected as responsible for the 
death of a cow in Tiaro Shire in late September.  The cow was one of 10 affected from 25 that had access to 
a paddock usually empty of animals. There was evidence of local irritation of the mouth, diarrhea, and heart 
failure, consistent with plant poisoning (Animal Health Australia 2005b). 

Grasstree (Xanthorrhoea spp.) 

Grasstrees do not occur on the lower river terraces of the Mary River however are known to be present in 
open forests and woodlands generally on steep hillslopes.  An instance of poisoning from Grasstree (typified 
by lack of coordination), is known from a beef cattle on a south Queensland grazing property where 
prevailing drought conditions resulted in the limited availability of alternative fodder (Animal Health 
Australia 2003c). 

Fireweed (Senecio madasgarensis) 

Fireweed in a declared species in Queensland and may occur in pastures in the Traveston area.  While no 
reports of stock death are apparent from the literature reviewed, a report of six deaths from gastrointestinal 
disease related to Fireweed ingestion is known from the NSW south coast in October–November 2006 
(Animal Health Australia 2006a). 
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