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hide.  Acknowledge there is an issue.  Let the 
public know that you are investigating the 
complaint and that you will get back to them.  
We all know that sometimes bad things can 
happen.  If something has gone wrong, admit 
it and assure people that you are taking it 
seriously and taking the necessary steps 
to prevent it from happening again. There 
is much more strength in facing the issue, 
addressing it and moving on.

The Chief of Police advised veterinarians 
and social workers who use Social Media to 
understand the purpose of their electronic 
messages and to pay attention to the tones 
they express, for the very important reason 
that the recipient cannot read the sender’s 
facial expression or body language.  Always 
be respectful and follow your profession’s 
code of ethics. 

In dealing with irate or mentally unstable 
people (for example, substance abusers), 
Chief Weighill explained, communication can 
be challenging and logical reasoning may be 
problematic. If that is the case, be cautious 
and careful.  Patience and a level head are 
always the right strategy.  More often than 
not, an emotionally charged situation can be 
resolved simply by listening.  Most people 
are calmer when they feel their concerns are 
heard and respected.

However, if a threat is felt, you have the 
option to call the police.  Police officers can 
often diffuse a charged situation by their 
mere presence, and they have quick access to 

mental health care professionals if necessary. 
(It is worth saying that it is rare for police to 
be called to cases involving veterinarians.)

For more information about dealing 
with dissatisfied clients and social media 
implications, see the  WCVM Veterinary Social 
Work Initiative Committee’s podcast of Chief 
Weighill’s presentation at http://words.usask.
ca/wcvm/2014/04/police-chief-addresses-
cyberbullying.

To ignore a complaint fuels 
peoples’ imaginations and 
they may suspect that you 
have something to hide.

“ “

The evolution of Social Media has changed 
the world in many ways.  Information and 
misinformation can be spread at lightning 
speed. In his March 31 address to the 
veterinary and social work faculty and 
students of WCVM and University of Regina, 
Police Chief Clive Weighill discussed the 
inherent risks of communicating via social 
media and encouraged members of the 
veterinary and social work communities to 
be prepared to react quickly and decisively 
should the need arise.

Don’t underestimate the public’s reaction 
to animals.  Animal injury or neglect stories 
seem to get more attention than human 
tragedy, explained Chief Weighill in his 
presentation entitled “Dealing with the 
Dissatisfied Client in the Age of Social Media”.

It is an unfortunate truth that people will 
choose to say things anonymously on 
Social Media that they would not say face 
to face.  Negative, damaging, or untrue 
messages can be posted with little or no 
legal recourse.  Once a piece of information, 
regardless of validity, is “out there”, it is hard 
to control and impossible to bring back.  
Fortunately, the Police Chief had some 
excellent tips to minimize damage and de-
escalate the hype.  

He suggests getting ahead of the game and 
addressing any complaints posted on social 
media websites immediately.  To ignore a 
complaint fuels peoples’ imaginations and 
they may suspect that you have something to 

Ergot Contamination  
in Livestock Feeds 
By: Vanessa E. Cowan and Barry R. Blakley, Veterinary Biomedical Sciences, WCVM

Ergot contamination of livestock feed has
become a major health problem in the 
agricultural industry worldwide. Ergot
is a mixture of toxic tryptophan-derived 
alkaloids produced by the fungus Claviceps
purpurea and occasionally, other Claviceps
species. In the last 10 years, increased 
fungal infection has been observed in 
Europe and Canada. In Canada alone, 
ergot infection of grains and grasses has
been detected in all of the provinces. All
cultivated grains and grasses, and most 
native grasses, are vulnerable to ergot 
infection. In Saskatchewan, ergot alkaloids 
have been positively identified in a variety 
of cereals and grasses including rye, 
triticale, wheat, barley, brome grass, and 
sedge grass. Fungal infection in plants 
occurs during flowering. If environmental
conditions during the flowering period 
are cloudy, wet, and perhaps cool, the 
infestation will be substantial; this results 
in delayed pollination of the plants and 
a prolonged window of susceptibility. 
In addition to changing environmental 
conditions, modern farming practices, 
including herbicide application, enhance
fungal growth and ergot production. Low 
till or no till practices allow the fungus to
remain on the soil surface and encourage 
further spread. Roadsides often contain 
extensive brome grass, and, if they are not 
cut on a regular basis, the fungus becomes 
established and will eventually invade 
cultivated crops in nearby fields. On pasture, 
most livestock graze feed on a constant
basis and therefore the grasses rarely 
develop to the flowering or seed stage. 
Ergot production or sclerotia development 
does not occur. As a result, pasture grazing 
is not of great concern regarding ergot. 
Indeed, feeding of contaminated grain or 
grain components is the most common
method of exposure for livestock.  

In cereal grains or grasses, the fungal 
infestation invades the ovule of the plant 

and prevents seed development. The 
characteristic sclerotia or ergot bodies 
replace the seeds. In many instances, the 
sclerotia are dark bodies that resemble the 
seeds in size and shape, although size is 
quite variable. In most grains, the darkly 
coloured sclerotia are readily detected upon 
visual inspection. In weed seed screenings 
that are often incorporated into livestock 
feeds detection of sclerotia is difficult. Once 
the contaminated feed has been ground 
and formulated into a pelleted ration, visual 
detection becomes impossible. Chemical 
detection analysis is essential to determine
the extent of ergot contamination in  
livestock feed and is available through  
Prairie Diagnostic Services.

Anecdotal observations suggest that 
the pelleting process may increase the 
bioavailability of the ergot alkaloids in feeds 
resulting in a greater potential for adverse 
effects in the animals consuming the feed. 
Poor quality feed may be used for ethanol 
production, and the by-product of which is 
often fed to livestock. As a result, the ergot 
contamination remains and is concentrated 
by the production process. Storage of grain 
containing ergot does not reduce the level of 
contamination. The ergot alkaloids are stable 
and can overwinter. 

Recent analyses for ergot alkaloids in 
feeds in Western Canada have identified 
a range of alkaloids. In most instances, 
the prominent alkaloid is ergocristine. 
This observation has been noted in other 
countries worldwide, although composition
does vary with fungal strain, host plant, 
and region. Individual or relative alkaloids 
toxicity has not been established in 
livestock species. Other ergot alkaloids of 
concern include ergotamine, ergocornine, 
ergosine, ergocryptine, and ergometrine. It 
is assumed the effects are additive and that
total alkaloid concentration represents a 
reasonable indicator of toxicity. 

The ergot alkaloids are extremely potent 
toxins producing a suite of clinically 
significant effects. The vascoconstrictive 
action of the alkaloids is well known, 
and can progress to loss of peripheral 
sensation, ischemia, and ultimately 
sloughing of appendages, including the 
hooves, snouts, waddles, combs, tails, and 
ears of livestock. This occurs over several 
days or weeks depending on the dose. At 
extremely high levels of exposure, animals 
will exhibit neurological excitation and 
behavioural disturbances, characterized 
by belligerence, ataxia, and convulsions. 
If the feed is removed, the animals usually 
recover. In addition, ergot is known to 
induce hyperthermia in animals. Lastly, 
ergot also has profound effects on prolactin 
production and subsequent milk ejection in 
lactating animals. Agalactia may result, which 
contributes to starvation of nursing animals. 
However, there is considerable species 
variation, where lactating dairy cattle, horses, 
and swine are particularly susceptible. The 
ergot alkaloids are rapidly metabolized 
and do not accumulate in meat, eggs, or 
milk. Therefore, the consumption of animal 
products does not constitute a major public 
health concern. 

Historically, ergot contamination in the 
feed was assessed by visual inspection, i.e. 
the number of sclerotia per liter of feed. 
Estimates ranging from 5-20 sclerotia or 
more were deemed problematic. Variations
in sclerotia size, weight, and/or alkaloid 
content make this estimate highly unreliable. 
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