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There is anecdotal evidence that the 
inclusion of mycotoxin binders in 
supplements fed to grazing dairy cows 
during summer in Far North Queensland 
(FNQ) is having a beneficial effect on 
cow productivity. 

Mycotoxins are chemicals produced by 
fungi (moulds) under certain conditions. 
They can cause significant health 
problems in livestock and humans. 
Although over 200 mycotoxins have been 
identified, there are still new mycotoxins 
being discovered today. Fortunately for 
ruminants, rumen microflora, such as 
protozoa, can modify these toxins, but 
not completely. We know that mycotoxins 
can directly reduce herd productivity 
and increase the incidence of secondary 
diseases. 

We know that many feedstuffs that are 
exposed to high moisture and moderate 
heat can be good breeding grounds for 
moulds. Some by-products (e.g. peanut 
meal) and silages are two feedstuffs 
that fall into this category. A global study 
during 2012 reported over 80% of 7,000 
silages tested positive to at least one 
mycotoxin. 

In terms of providing a good growth 
environment for moulds, tropical pastures 
during summer in high rainfall regions are 
ideal candidates. International studies 
have shown that mould species linked 
to mycotoxin contamination have been 
identified in setaria and brachiarias. 
The two mould families identified are 
Fusariums and Claviceps (ergots). The 
toxins produced by these moulds are 
known as fumonisins and alkaloids. 
Fumonisins can affect liver and kidney 
function resulting in lower immunity and 
higher somatic cell counts. Alkaloids 
can affect blood flow, resulting in lower 
heat tolerance, swollen hocks and hoof 
problems through laminitis. These health 
impacts can then escalate into more 
generic symptoms of poor performance: 
reduced feed intake and milk production; 
and compromised reproductive 
performance. 

To investigate the incidence of potential 
mycotoxin contamination further in FNQ, 
a series of pasture samples were taken 
from the range of more dominant pasture 
species utilised by dairy farms during 
hot humid conditions in early 2020 and 

analysed for yeasts and moulds. The 
results are shown in the table below. 
A mould count in excess of 10 million 
(10,000,000) colony forming units per 
gram (cfu/g) or a mould count in excess 
of 1 million (1,000,000) cfu/g require 
further investigation. 

The sample from Ravenshoe was 
analysed further for specific mycotoxins 
and aflatoxins, however no specific toxins 
were identified. 

Given these findings, the FNQ Regional 
Group has decided to extend this project 
until April 2021 by undertaking further 
sampling and analysis. We would be 
particularly interested in analysing 
FNQ pastures from dairy herds that 
display any of the above symptoms of 
mycotoxosis. If you observe symptoms 
of mycotoxin poisoning on a farm, please 
contact Subtropical Dairy Far North Qld 
Regional Extension Officer Jo Srhoj on 
0458 065 695. 
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Date Sampled Farm Location Pasture species Description Yeast Counts (cfu/g) Mould Counts (cfu/g)

26/02/20 Peeramon Brachiaria Whole tiller 2,000,000 25,000

26/02/20 Peeramon Brachiaria 10cm and above 2,200,000 11,000

26/02/20 Peeramon Setaria Whole tiller 9,000,000 40,000

26/02/20 Peeramon Setaria 10cm and above 1,600,000 25,000

28/02/20 Malanda Brachiaria Whole tiller 2,700,000 2,200

02/03/20 Millaa Millaa Setaria Whole tiller 70,000 90,000

02/03/20 Millaa Millaa Setaria Whole tiller 250,000 140,000

09/03/20 Malanda Setaria Whole tiller 26,000 18,000

12/03/20 Ravenshoe Kikuyu Whole tiller 150,000 450,000

20/03/20 Ravenshoe Kikuyu Whole tiller 120,000 1,300,000
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