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Poison Ivy, Poison Oak, Poison Sumac 

 

First comes the itching, then a red rash, and then blisters. These symptoms of poison ivy, poison oak, and poison 

sumac can start from a few hours to several days after exposure to the plant oil found in the sap of these poison-

ous plants. 

 

Recognizing Poison Ivy, Poison Oak, and Poison Sumac 

Poison Ivy: Found throughout the United States except Alaska, Hawaii, and parts of the West Coast. Can grow as 

a vine or shrub. Each leaf has three glossy leaflets, with smooth or toothed edges. Leaves 

are reddish in spring, green in summer, and yellow, orange, or red in fall. May have white 

berries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Poison Oak: Grows as a low shrub in the eastern United States and in tall clumps or long vines on Pacific Coast. 

Fuzzy green leaves in clusters of three are lobed or deeply toothed with rounded tips. May 

have yellow-white berries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Poison Sumac: Grows as a tall shrub or small tree in bogs or swamps in Northeast, Midwest, and parts of the 

Southeast. Each leaf has clusters of seven to 13 smooth-edged leaflets. Leaves are orange in 

spring, green in summer, and yellow, orange, or red in fall. May have yellow-white berries. 

 

Not Contagious 

Poison ivy and other poison plant rashes can't be spread from person to person. But it is pos-

sible to pick up the rash from plant oil that may have stuck to clothing, pets, garden tools, 

and other items that have come in contact with these plants. The plant oil lingers (sometimes 

for years) on virtually any surface until it's washed off with water or rubbing alcohol. 

 

The rash will only occur where the plant oil has touched the skin, so a person with poison 

ivy can't spread it on the body by scratching. It may seem like the rash is spreading if it appears over time instead 

of all at once. But this is either because the plant oil is absorbed at different rates in different parts of the body or 

because of repeated exposure to contaminated objects or plant oil trapped under the fingernails. Even if blisters 

break, the fluid in the blisters is not plant oil and cannot further spread the rash. 
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Tips for Prevention 

Learn what poison ivy, oak, and sumac plants look like so you can avoid them  

 Wash your garden tools and gloves regularly. If you think you may be working around poison ivy, wear long 

sleeves, long pants tucked into boots, and gloves. 

 Wash your pet if it may have brushed up against poison ivy, oak, or sumac. Use pet shampoo and water while 

wearing rubber gloves, such as dishwashing gloves. Most pets are not sensitive to poison ivy, but the oil can stick 

to their fur and cause a reaction in someone who pets them. 

 Wash your skin in cool water as soon as possible if you come in contact with a poisonous plant. The sooner 

you cleanse the skin, the greater the chance that you can remove the plant oil or help prevent further spread. 
Use the topical product "Ivy Block" if you know you will come into contact with the poisonous plants. This FDA-

approved product is available over the counter (OTC). 

 

Tips for Treatment 

Don't scratch the blisters. Bacteria from under your fingernails can get into the blisters and cause an infection. 

The rash, blisters, and itch normally disappear in several weeks without any treatment, but you can relieve the 

itch by 

 using wet compresses or soaking in cool water 

applying OTC topical corticosteroid preparations or taking prescription oral corticosteroids, applying topical OTC 

skin protectants, such as calamine, labeled to dry oozing and weeping or to relieve itching and irritation caused by 

poison ivy, poison oak, and poison sumac. 

 

See a Doctor 

 if you have a temperature over 100ºF 

 if there is pus, soft yellow scabs, or tenderness on the rash 

 if the itching gets worse or keeps you awake at night 

 if the rash spreads to your eyes, mouth, genital area, or covers more than one-fourth of your skin area 

 if the rash is not improving within a few days 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
DISCLAIMER:  This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some 

materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold, and/or applied 

in New York State must be registered with the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning 

the legality and/or registration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative 

Extension Specialist or your regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative thereof makes any 

representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or regard-

ing any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and 

to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted 

as an express or implied endorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on 

pest management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The information we provide 

is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following the manufacturer’s labeling and instruc-

tions. (October 2009) 
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