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Buttercups (Ranunculus spp.) are cool-season annual or
perennial broadleaf weeds that germinate and emerge in
late fall (November) and bloom in the spring (April). Every
year, we're reminded of this plant’s weedy nature when fields
turn yellow with blooms; however, this competitive species

can be managed now to minimize forage loss and maintain
healthy cattle. Besides competing with forage grasses for water,
nutrients, and sunlight, buttercups are toxic to all livestock
species, especially horses. These plants can cause oral and gas-
trointestinal irritation in livestock due to the presence of the
oil protoanemonin, primarily in the leaves and stems of actively
growing plants. Although uncommon, severe symptoms can
occur in periods of forage shortage. Dry hay does not pose a
toxicity risk because the oil volatilizes quickly.

When considering our management options, neither mowing,
disking, nor aggressive forage competition helps control the
various species of buttercup. A well-timed herbicide appli-
cation, however, can pay big dividends in forage gains and
animal welfare. Herbicides used to control broadleaf weeds

in pastures, such as 2,4-D, dicamba, and aminopyralid, are
synthetic plant hormones causing plants to grow abnormally,
twist, and eventually die. Grasses are generally safe with these
herbicides.To ensure effective control when spraying herbi-
cides, the targeted weeds should be actively growing. For best
results, apply in a window of at least three consecutive days
with daytime temperatures above 60°F, ensuring the plants are
active. Delaying herbicide application until weeds are in bloom

Figure 2: Buttercup in the late spring
in the bloom stage.

Figure I: Buttercup in early spring in
the vegatative state.
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will require higher product rates, increased costs, lower forage
yield, and may jeopardize cattle health. At this point, weeds
have stopped active growth, are focused on seed production,
and most of the forage loss caused by resource competition is
already done.

Early and more effective buttercup control (Figure 1) can

be achieved with lower herbicide rates, especially 2,4-D, its
mixtures with dicamba (VWeedmaster/Brash), or florpyrauxi-
fen-benzyl (NovaGraz). These herbicides, when applied early
and at low rates (Table 1), will initially suppress white-clover
(Trifolium repens) present in the pasture, but should return with
healthy growth after 2-4 weeks. Delaying control treatment
on late-season buttercups (Figure 2) and other weeds such

as thistles (Carduus nutans), henbit (Lamium amplexicaule), and
buckhorn plantain (Plantago lanceolata) will require higher her-
bicide rates, which may increase the injury to white-clover.

Herbicide Rate (product per acre) | Cost/A

2.4-D LV4 (2.4-D Ester)* 1.5-4 pts $8-20
Brash/Grassmaster/Weedmaster/Range 2-4 pts 8-16%

Star (2,4-D + dicamba) **

NovaGraz*** 1.5-3 pts 15-308

(2,4-D + florpyrauxifen-benzyl)

GrazonNext HL/Gunslinger AMP** 1-2 pts 16-30%

(aminopyralid + 2,4-D)

Table 1. The herbicides pi d here are intended for broad. ippli to ged target weeds.

Appropriate surfactants need to be included for each tank mix.
#3.3 Ihigal acid formulations.
**Iuclude a non-ionic surfactant at 0.25% v/v solution
***Include a methylated seed oil at 1% v/v solution

Buttercups and other weeds can be an indicator of the forage
system’s health. Overgrazed and underfertilized pastures and
hayfields tend to be less competitive against weeds. Therefore,
appropriately-selected herbicides will always be more effective
when combined with proper grazing management, soil testing
and fertilization if needed, and leaving behind 3-4 inches of
stubble when cutting hay. At the end of the day, well-managed
pastures tend to be more competitive against weeds, which
helps reduce farm inputs, maintains healthy cattle, and hopeful-
ly keeps money in your pocket.

Any mention of a pesticide product is not an endorsement of
that product, but is a research-based recommendation that
has been carefully evaluated at Auburn University and other
land-grant university partners. Please carefully read and follow
all label requirements.
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