CONTACT:  Nancy Freeman 361-790-0103













[image: image1.png]TEXAS A&M

GRILIFE
EXTENSION




RELEASE DATE: July 17, 2015
POISON IVY –
“Leaves of Three, Let it Be”

by Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
“Leaves of three, let it be; berries white, run in fright”.  How many of you remember that old adage?  As a kid growing up in Normal, (yes, Normal) Illinois, I lived in fear of poison ivy (although it apparently didn’t change my behavior) because I got a horrible, insanely itchy poison ivy rash every summer. Then, and this was as bad as the rash itself, I would be banned from the swimming pool for several weeks because of the belief at that time that the rash was contagious.  

Poison ivy, Toxicodendron radicans, grows as either a small shrub or a vine, and can grow on the ground or climb surfaces like trees, developing very large stems.  Young stems are often reddish. In early spring, the new leaves are pinkish-red, quickly turning a glossy green, and in the fall, might turn reddish-orange.  The leaves are compound and each has three leaflets, each leaflet may be smooth or slightly hairy, frequently with lobed edges, but may be toothed or smooth, making it tricky to identify at times.  A few other things to look for are the presence of thorns-if the plant has thorns, it is not poison ivy; another is that leaves never occur in pairs along the stem, only one three-part leaf leads off from each node.  For some great pictures of poison ivy compared to similar looking plants, go to  http://www.poison-ivy.org/poison-ivy-quiz.

Poison ivy blooms in early summer; the inconspicuous flowers are greenish-white, clustered, and fragrant (but do not smell them!).  The berrylike fruits that follow grow in loose clusters, are small, round and cream colored.  They remain on the plant throughout winter. 

In case you may have been wondering if poison ivy has any redeeming value, it does provide food for wildlife; deer graze it, and the small fruits are eaten by at least 75 species of birds, especially, bobwhite quail, ruffled and sharp-tailed grouse, ring-necked pheasants, and wild turkeys. 

The skin irritant of poison ivy, urushiol (pronounced oo-roo-shee-ohl) oil, is in all parts of the plant-stems, roots and leaves. It only takes a very small amount, making direct contact with the skin, to cause severe itching, rash and blisters, which show up 12-48 hours later.  Within just 15 minutes of contact, the urushiol penetrates the skin and is then virtually impossible to wash off. 

Although cleansing may not stop the initial outbreak of the rash if more than 15 minutes has passed, it can help prevent further spread.  As soon as you know you have come in contact with poison ivy, wash the infected area with cold water, clean thoroughly with isopropyl (rubbing) alcohol, then rinse again. Do not use soap or hot water at this point because the oil will spread and absorb at a faster rate. Later, shower with warm water and soap.  

Note that exposure to urushiol also happens by contact with anything that has urushiol on it; this can be any number of things such as dead leaves, tools, gloves, clothing, belts, shoes, door handles, pets, steering wheels, and computer keyboards; or when it may be airborne by being mowed or from the smoke from burning poison ivy.  Normally, urushiol remains active on surfaces for one to five years, but can be active for much longer.  Clean anything that may have been exposed, with rubbing alcohol and water. Wear gloves or cover hands while doing so and then discard the hand covering.

Unknown to the people running the Normal (yes, Normal) pool back in the day, the oozing blisters are not contagious because they do not contain urushiol, nor can the fluid cause further spread on the affected person’s body. The rash will only occur where urushiol has touched the skin.  It may seem to spread if it appears over time instead of all at once. This is either because the urushiol is absorbed at different rates in different parts of the body or because of later exposure to contaminated objects. 

On average, a poison ivy rash will last 2-3 weeks.  A minor rash can be treated with over the counter medications. If blisters or tenderness develops, seek medical attention.  A very small percentage of the population may have a more severe reaction, including their eyes swelling shut; if this happens, get medical attention immediately.   

Poison ivy can be controlled in a variety of ways.  Digging out the plants is effective, but practical only if a few plants are involved and the soil is moist. Bury or bag roots and stems, remembering that the dry material also contains the skin irritant. Pull up seedlings with pliers using this method: pick up pliers, and then put your hand (holding the pliers) into a strong plastic bag such as a bread bag. Pull up the plant with the pliers, then, peel the bag off over your hand. The plant will be secured inside the bag, and there will be no urushiol on the pliers.  

Completely sever poison ivy vines at ground level. They can be treated immediately with herbicide. If using this method, have the herbicide ready when you make the cut.  Paint the cut surface with glyphosate (such as Roundup, Kleenup, etc.) or a brush killer containing 2,4-D (Ortho Weed-B-Gon, Green Light Wipe Out, etc.) or triclopyr  (Ortho Poison Ivy Killer, Green Light Cut Vine & Stump Killer, etc.) labelled for poison ivy.  Spray the leaves and green stems of other poison ivy plants, use just enough to wet the leaves.  Watch for regrowth, and spray again as new leaves unfold. 

Before buying any herbicide, or any type of pesticide, read the entire label to be sure that chemical controls the pest you are trying to manage, and that it can be applied in the location.  Read it again before making the application.  The label must be followed; it is the law and there are many reasons for it.  Use the amount of herbicide directed by the label; never use more with the hope that it will give better control.  This usually is not the case anyway.  

Never burn poison ivy since the oil vaporizes when hot and can cause severe injury if inhaled.  Be careful to not come in contact with poison ivy roots while digging nearby, they are just as potent as the leaves and stems. Long pants, long sleeves, boots, and plastic under cotton gloves for protection is recommended when working in wooded areas. 
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