CAP health & wellness HSO Briefing:   Poison Ivy
[bookmark: _GoBack]Purpose:  To provide an update on the protective steps you can take to protect yourself from exposure to poison ivy, poison oak and poison sumac 

	(U)  Bottom Line:
· Risk to populations: very low | low | moderate | high

· Knowing how to recognize the poisonous plants in your vicinity is key to preventing unintentional exposure.
· Immediate measures taken after exposure within 2 hours can minimize the allergic rash.  













(U) Recommendations:  

Overview:   Many types of plants can cause an allergic reaction when ingested, touched or inhaled as smoke from burning dried matter.  The most common exposures are to urushiol, the sap oil contained in poison ivy, poison oak and poison sumac.   These plants are poisonous year-round.
[bookmark: _Hlk519063082][image: ]Recognition:   Poison Sumac
· Poison sumac, Toxicodendron vernix, is related to the poison ivies and poison oaks, not to the other sumacs.
· It is relatively rare compared to the other members of the family. The rash-causing agent, urushiol, is the same, and it causes the same rashes. While poison sumac is rare, when you find it in its typical wetland habitat, you may find quite a bit.


[image: ]In this picture, you will see the growing tip of a poison sumac tree. Notice how the end leaf has a little side-leaf. Some stalks have the little extra leaf, while others don't.






[image: ]Here is another picture of a young poison sumac tree.  Note that the leaves are NOT saw-toothed and the stems are red.:






This picture shows a small poison sumac tree in its typical environment.   It is growing right in the mud at the edge of a pond.   It often grows where most other trees and bushes have died.
[image: ]







[image: ]A closer look at the red stems:


Recognition:   Poison Ivy:
[image: ][image: ]As you can see from this map, Poison Ivy is found nearly everywhere in the continental USA (except Alaska).

While there are minor differences in the specific appearances of each form of Poison Ivy, they are nearly indistinguishable and carry exactly the same poisonous oil.




· Eastern poison ivy grows on the ground, climbs walls and trees, and sometimes grows as a shrub. It is a massive problem from the Midwest through the East.

· Western poison ivy is only a ground vine and is less of a problem in the West. But the plants overlap and are hard to tell apart.
[image: ] 
[image: ]



Some pictures illustrating the various appearances of Poison Ivy:
[image: ]
Note the “hairy” vine.  This is the classical appearance of the climbing form of Eastern Poison Ivy.   The vines can be smooth (as on the left) or hairy, and can have both appearances at different points along the vine.

These vines contain the oil in both winter and summer, so handling the vines in winter is one way of becoming exposed.




[image: ]
Note how the vine uses the “hairy” rootlets to attach itself to the wall.









[image: ]Note how closely the leaves of this Poison Ivy plant resemble Oak leaves.






[image: ]
This picture shows the flowers and berries of Poison Ivy that can be found in the fall.






[image: ]Recognition:   Poison  Oak:
Poison Oak is much less common than Poison Ivy, tends to grow in dry, sandy areas, and looks very similar to Poison Ivy.




[image: ]
As this diagram shows, the leaves can look more like Oak leaves than other forms of Poison Ivy.   Otherwise, it can be very difficult to tell them apart.







[image: ]
Here is a good example of Poison Oak.







[image: ]The berries from Poison Oak look a bit different from those of Poison Ivy:





Managing plant caused dermatitis:   the Rash
· Not everyone reacts to the Urushiol Oil found in these poisonous plants.   Those who do react can develop rashes that range from minor red, itchy areas to whole body reactions.
 
· The best management of a Poison Ivy allergy is avoidance.   Learn to recognize Poison Ivy, Poison Oak, and, if it is in your area, Poison Sumac.   Avoid contact with these plants completely.   Even seemingly minor contact, including handling the vines in the winter time, can result in exposure to the oil.

· If you know that you are very allergic, you can consult with your physician or an allergist about desensitization treatments.

· If you do sustain an exposure, it is imperative that you wash the area with soap and water within 2 hours of exposure.   The oil creates a permanent bond with the skin in 2 to 8 hours and cannot be removed once that bond has formed.   

· One of the best “soaps” is TECNU, which is available in many garden shops and on-line.   It has been specifically designed to remove the oil.

· If you don’t have access to TECNU, use any soap you have.   Start by wetting the area with warm water and then apply the soap.   Leave the soap on for 5 – 10 minutes and then rinse thoroughly.
 
· If a rash does develop:
· First, the rash is NOT contagious.   You can’t give Poison Ivy to another person (though they could be exposed if they handle your clothing, shoes or tools before they are cleaned).

· If you recognize the rash early, over-the-counter hydrocortisone creams can be quite helpful.   Oral anti-histamines can help with the itching.

· If your exposure seems to be extensive and the rash is covering an increasingly large area, you may need to seek medical care for oral steroids (ie. Decadron or Prednisone).   Do this early.   If you wait too many days, the steroid will have relatively little effect.

· While cool compresses and calamine lotion can be soothing, heat in the form of running hot water or a hair dryer can actually stop the itching for up to 8 hours.   The heat needs to be applied to the area (be careful to avoid burns) until the itching stops, which usually takes 20 – 30 seconds.   

WARNING:
It is very important to avoid burning Poisonous plants.   The Urushiol Oil will be volatilized by the fire and will travel in the smoke.   Anyone exposed to the smoke can then become exposed in ways that can impact not only the skin, but their lungs as well.

Questions:  Contact your Region/Wing/Unit Health Services Officer or
   Lt Col Thomas Janisko, CAP
                    Chief, Health Services   
                  202-761-0348 / Thomas.Janisko@usace.army.mil
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Eastern Poison Ivy
Ground AND Climbing Vine
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Atlantic Poison Oak
Ground Vine and Small Shrub
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Poison Sumac
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