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CommonHealth




Spring is here and that means many of us will be sprucing up the yard and coming into contact with poison ivy.  
All parts of the poison ivy plant, including the roots, stems, bark, and leaflets, are poisonous year round. The blistering rash people get is caused by an oily toxin known as urushiol. The most common way this toxin gets on your skin is when you touch the plant, especially one that has been damaged in some way, such as being stepped on or run over with the lawnmower. The toxin is oily and sticky, and is easily spread around when you touch other parts of your body. For example, if you are weeding a flower bed and pull up some poison ivy, then wipe your face later on, the chances are pretty good that a rash will develop on your face. You also can contract the rash by picking up the toxins from animals, clothes, or other items that have been in contact with poison ivy. 
Pay special attention to never burn poison ivy as the smoke is as potent as the plant itself.  If you have a neighbor who is burning poison ivy, the irritating resin from the urushiol will rise with the smoke. If you are downwind when the resin cools off and rains back down to earth, you could receive a coat of it on any uncovered areas resulting in a surprise case of poison ivy. Inhaling the smoke can produce a systemic reaction, including potentially serious, and life-threatening, lung inflammation.  You may want to roll up the car windows if you see someone burning anything in their yards when traveling.  
If you know you have been in contact with poison ivy, wash the area thoroughly as soon as possible with soap and cool water. Warm water may cause the resin to penetrate the skin faster. Because skin can absorb urushiol in a few minutes, you may still get a rash, but at least you will have contained the infected area.

Unfortunately, there is no magic cure for poison ivy, and the rash usually runs its course in two weeks or so. But if you have a bad case, those can be two long weeks. Anti-itch creams can help you get through this period. A variety of products are available, and some are better than others. Some very good prescription drugs are available that can be taken to control extreme cases of poison ivy. Contact your family physician if you feel you have possibly inhaled the smoke from a burned poison ivy plant.

Poison ivy can be controlled by spraying the leaves and stems with an herbicide mixture that contains dicamba, triclopyr, or glyphosate. Contact your local Virginia Cooperative Extension agent for more information on preparing herbicide mixtures and applying them safely; and always be sure to follow the directions on the product label. 

Under no circumstances should you burn poison ivy.
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