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Introduction
The oleander plant (Nerium oleander; Figure 1) is a native plant of the Mediterranean region and tropical Asia. It is now widely planted as a drought-tolerant ornamental in the southern United States and Mexico. It is well suited to poor soil conditions and thrives in full sunlight. It is commonly used in roadside plantings, hedges, and yard landscapes. While oleander has value as an ornamental, it is important that people—and especially animal owners—are aware of the toxicity problems associated with the plant.

Figure 1. White oleander trees in a hedge.
Description of Plants
Oleander can be managed to grow as a single or multi-branched evergreen tree or shrub, reaching heights of 10 to 18 feet with a spread of 10 to 15 feet (Figure 2). The simple leaves are opposite or arranged in whorls, and they have an oblong or lanceolate shape varying from 4 to 8 inches long. The bottom side of the leaf is pale green in color, while the top of the leaf has a glossy dark green color (Figure 3). The leathery texture and veins arranged in opposing pairs are further identifying characteristics of the leaves (Figure 4). The 5-petal, funnel-shaped flowers are various shades of red, white, pink, yellow, orange, or purple, and they have a pleasant fragrance.

Figure 2. Oleander shrub.

Figure 3. Contrasting colors of leaf sides.

Figure 4. Close up of leaf showing leaf shape and veins arranged in opposing pairs.
Toxic Principles
Oleander poses a problem for animal owners because it contains cardiotoxic compounds that have been known to poison animals, including humans, dogs, cats, horses, cattle, sheep, goats, llamas, and birds. The primary toxic agent, oleandrin, causes heart arrhythmias that lead to cardiac arrest and death. Although the toxins are found throughout the entire plant, animal poisonings are typically due to ingestion of the leaves. In horses, as little as 1 ounce of green leaves can be lethal. While horses rarely eat green oleander leaves since they are unpalatable, there is the potential for dried leaves to accumulate in pasture areas with tall grass or end up in the horse’s daily hay ration where they may then be ingested. The toxic compounds are retained in the dried plant leaves, although in reduced quantities, where they can still cause death.
Symptoms
Horses that consume a lethal dose of oleander leaves are often found dead 8 to 10 hours later, and symptoms of poisoning rarely last more than 24 hours before death occurs. Clinical symptoms include colic, diarrhea, labored breathing, muscle tremors, ataxia, and the inability to stand. Furthermore, an irregular and weak pulse, due to the decreased cardiac output, will lead to cold extremities, and convulsions prior to death are not uncommon.
If you suspect that your horse may be suffering from these symptoms of oleander poisoning, it is extremely important to contact your veterinarian immediately. While there is no specific treatment for counteracting the effects of the toxic principles, animals that have not consumed a lethal dose may be treated with a guarded prognosis for recovery over the next several days.
Management: Prevention and Control Measures
As is the case with most plant poisoning issues, prevention is the best medicine. Therefore, be diligent in keeping an eye out for oleander leaves on your horse property, and remove any plants you find to keep your horse safe. Because all parts of the plant are toxic, it is recommended that those handling oleander wear gloves and dispose of the bagged plant material in a landfill. Burning the material is not recommended since the toxic compounds are released in the smoke and may cause poisoning or other health hazards to those nearby. Remember that this plant is toxic to a variety of animals, including humans.
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