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The hustle and bustle of decorating the house, preparing special foods and welcoming guests keeps us all 
busy through the holidays.  If you are the owner of curious cats or friendly dogs, keep in mind that the 
holidays can introduce hazards to our pets that we may be unaware of. 
 
Holiday plants and flowers may be a source of toxicity to our pets, ranging from mild to severe.  How much 
of the plant your pet eats will determine how sick it becomes.  Gastrointestinal (GI) upset is the most 
common effect.  If enough plant material is ingested, seizures, coma or even death can result.  Toxicity 
dose is size-dependent, which puts puppies and kittens at the greatest risk for poisoning.  Keep in mind 
that many common houseplants, not just holiday plants, are potentially harmful to cats and dogs if eaten. 
 
Poinsettias have a well-known reputation for being poisonous, but are they really?  An animal would have 
to eat a large amount of foliage for it to be a problem.  The sap of the poinsettia contains some irritating 
compounds that can cause sores in some animals.  A dog eating enough of it may have symptoms ranging 
from no effect, to mild sores in the mouth, drooling, vomiting or diarrhea.  Err on the side of caution and 
keep pets away from this plant. 
 

Mistletoe (pictured right) can be very toxic to animals.  It 
can cause vomiting, severe diarrhea, difficult breathing, 
shock and even death within hours of ingestion.  Some 
animals may even show erratic behavior and possible 
hallucinations.  Get veterinary help immediately if you 
suspect your pet has ingested any part of the plant. 
 
Cyclamen is another potentially toxic plant (especially the 
tubers or roots) when chewed or ingested by dogs and cats.  
It can result in drooling, vomiting and diarrhea.  Eating large 
amounts can result in seizures, cardiac problems and death. 

 
When creating holiday displays or wreaths stay away from yew (Taxus) cuttings.  The leaves, seeds, bark 
and twigs of yew are very toxic.  Ingestion can cause gastric distress, diarrhea, vomiting, tremors, shortness 
of breath, dilated pupils, respiratory difficulties, weakness, fatigue, collapse, coma, convulsions and death.  
Animals may even die without any warning signs. 
 
Amaryllis is also poisonous to pets.  Ingesting a toxic dose of the bulb can result in vomiting, diarrhea, 
depression, lack of appetite, tremors, drooling, abdominal pain and death. 
 
Holly has distinctive spiny leaves and brightly colored fruits.  Eating as few as two of the bright red berries 
can cause salivation, vomiting, anorexia, abdominal pain and diarrhea.  Death is rare.  Pets may also shake 



their heads and smack their lips.  Rinsing your pet's mouth will help remove irritants.  Hospitalization may 
be required in severe cases. 
 
Other holiday plants to keep out of reach of your pets include lilies, paper white narcissus, 
chrysanthemum, azalea, kalanchoe, lily of the valley, oleander and most forced bulbs. 
 
Christmas trees are also considered to be mildly toxic.  Fir tree oils can irritate the mouth and stomach, 
causing excessive drooling or vomiting.  Tree needles are not easily digested and may cause GI irritation, 
vomiting, gastrointestinal obstruction or puncture.  Many times pets do not eat enough tree material to be 
a problem.  But what about that convenient new water bowl on the floor?  Pets are likely to take a sip of 
water from the Christmas tree stand.  Do not use commercial preservatives as they may contain fertilizer, 
sugar, or even a fungicide.  Homemade concoctions are not recommended either.  Aspirin is toxic to cats.  
Even if you only use water, sap may leach into the water or bacteria may grow in the stagnant tree stand 
water.  Any of these things may have harmful or deadly consequences for cats and dogs that drink the 
water.  Try to cover the stand so that your pets will not be tempted. 
 
Artificial trees can also be a problem when eaten.  The main things to 
worry about are intestinal obstruction and possible toxins in the 
material.  Christmas lights, on the tree and elsewhere in the home, also 
pose a hazard to curious pets.  Chewing on cords and lights can cause 
electric shocks and burns in the mouth.  Check cords regularly for signs 
of chewing and general wear and tear.  If you notice that your pet is 
reluctant to eat, drooling or showing signs of a painful mouth, check for 
electrical burns.  Holiday ornaments and tinsel can also pose a risk.  
Ingesting these things can cause gastrointestinal blockage or rupture. 
 
There are also a number of holiday foods that your pets should not eat.  Chocolate is probably the biggest 
offender, especially with dogs.  The darker the chocolate and less sweet, the more toxic it is to your dog.  
Caffeine and alcohol are also no-no’s.  Grapes and raisins are also toxic (especially to dogs) so don’t feed 
your left over fruit cake to your four-legged friends. 
 
If you think that your pet may have ingested a poisonous substance, contact your veterinarian.  Do not 
hesitate to seek emergency assistance, even if you do not notice any immediate effects.  An animal may 
appear normal for several hours or days after the incident.  If your animal is having seizures, losing 
consciousness, is unconscious or is having difficulty breathing, take your pet immediately to your local 
veterinarian or emergency veterinary clinic.  When taking your animal to your vet, be sure to take any 
material your pet may have vomited or chewed.  Being able to tell the vet what plant your pet ate will help 
with diagnosis and treatment. 
 
The best treatment for poisoning is to prevent it from ever happening.  Be familiar with the plants and 
goodies you bring home for the holidays.  Take the necessary precautions to prevent your pet from being 
exposed to toxic plants and other holiday hazards. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Cornell University, University of Pennsylvania, Merck Veterinary Manual, 
National Capital Poison Center, Pet Poison Helpline and PetMD.com 

 


