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Poison Ivy 
 
 

What percentage of the population is allergic to poison ivy? 
 
85% of the human population develops an allergic reaction when exposed, but no other animals 
do with exception of some of the higher primates.   
 
Does a reaction occur after one exposure or after more than one exposure? 
 
The reaction usually develops after several exposures. 
 
Can I get rid of my sensitivity to poison ivy? 
 
Once you are sensitive you tend to stay sensitive for life.   
 
What part of the plant makes you itch? 

 
The sap is the part that makes you itch.  The leaves are thin so the sap is readily at the surface so even an 
insect landing on a leaf then landing on bare skin can cause a reaction. 
 
Does poison ivy look the same year round? 

 
Poison ivy looks different each season: spring really red and shiny; fall yellow, red, orange; 
summer deep to bright green.   

 
Can I get poison ivy in winter? 
 
Absolutely.  It is often tough to see the poison ivy without its leaves. 
 
Is there any way I can tell a poison ivy vine when the foliage is off in the winter? 
 
The vine often looks fuzzy versus smooth. 

 
I have a vine with bluish berries on it and leaves that look like poison ivy.  Is that what it is? 
 
No.  The fruit of poison ivy is greenish cream and white with sunken ribs. In autumn or in winter look 
for clusters of white berry-like fruits as opposed to VA creeper which has blue berries (and 5 leaflets).   
 
What plants look like poison ivy? 
 
Poison ivy may be confused with Boston ivy (not ALL the leaves are divided into 3 leaflets) or Virginia 
creeper (five leaflets).  Poison ivy mostly has “leaves of three” but sometimes has groups of 5-9!   
 



What time of year is worst for contacting poison ivy? 
 
Plants are VERY fragile, especially in spring and summer.  Therefore brushing up against 
plants or against an area where an insect has been chewing or one lands on the plant and 
then lands on you is enough to contaminate you. 

 
If I am sweating when I touch it will the poison ivy be worse? 
 
Yes.  Sweating means open pores which means easier sap penetration. 
 
Does the sap just stick to skin?  
   
The sap sticks to everything: pets, balls, garden tools, steering wheels, hunting, fishing, 
camping equipment and clothing, especially shoe laces.  

 
How long can the sap potency last? 
 
Years. 
 
Can I burn poison ivy? 
 
No.  The sap will volatilize and get into your lungs and internal organs, possibly with enough toxicity to 
kill you. 
 
 
Can I wash the poison ivy out of my clothes by putting them in hot water? 

 
Not easily.  The sap is not very soluble in water and any clothes washed with the contaminated 
ones can also become contaminated.  Wash contaminated clothes separately with strong soap and 
several changes of water and rinse the machine between loads.  Do not put in dryer or dry clean. 
Hang out for several days in strong sun. Wear disposable gloves (not cotton) when handling 
clothes for laundering. 
 
Can I burn poison ivy contaminated clothing or items? 
 
No, for the same reason you cannot burn poison ivy: the sap on the clothing will volatilize and get into 
your lungs and internal organs. 
 
Can I weedwhack poison ivy? 
 
No, the sap will go flying everywhere and you will get contaminated. 
 
Can I get poison ivy from my pets? 
 
Absolutely.  This is a common source of contamination. 
 
 
Can I get poison ivy from firewood? 



Absolutely.  This is also a common source of contamination. 
 
What gloves are best for poison ivy? 
 
NEVER canvas, cotton or leather.  A double pair of disposable gloves or a pair of disposable gloves 
covered with elbow length rubber gloves gives the best protection. 
 
What is the best way to decontaminate myself if I have touched poison ivy? 
 
The earlier you wash the better, even in a running stream or under a hose. 
 
If more than 10 minutes has elapsed since exposure, you might not stop the breakout altogether 
but at least can prevent further spread. 

 
• Stay outdoors for initial decontamination 
• The first step is to use isopropyl rubbing alcohol, NOT soap 
• This takes off sap BUT also takes off skin’s protective oils so do NOT go back in the 

yard or garden because sap will penetrate your skin TWICE as fast 
• Get UNDER your fingernails!!!!! 
• After alcohol, wash skin with LOTS of water; temperature does not matter according to 

some sources but others say warm water opens pores and allows faster penetration of 
sap so stick with cool water 

• The last step is to take a shower with warm water and soap; soap is not used before this 
step because you’d just be moving the sap around 

 
Fluid in poison ivy blisters spreads the problem, right?  
 
No, fluid in the blisters does NOT spread the poison ivy to other parts of the body, it’s leftover sap 
that didn’t get cleaned off objects so you get recontaminated.  Sometimes it seems like it also 
spreads over time due to differing thicknesses of skin. 
 
How do I decontaminate objects that have come into contact with poison ivy? 

 
• Clothing, shoes, tools, everything else you have handled should be wiped with alcohol 

and water, but wear disposable gloves to do this or else you re-contaminate yourself  
• Wash items in hot soapy water, place outside for several days in sun 
• Don’t wash with other, non-contaminated items! 
• Repeat washes may be necessary 
• Alkaline soap is supposed to be more effective than a neutral soap 

 
 
 
 
 
Is there something I can put on to prevent the poison ivy from penetrating my skin if I touch it? 



 
Bentoquam at 5% provides protection barrier when applied at least 15 minutes prior to 
exposure and reapplied every four hours (more if sweating).  It should not be used if you 
already have a rash.   
 
I have lots of blisters from poison ivy.  Should I apply a corticosteroid cream? 

 
After blisters appear, a topical steroid doesn’t do much.  
 
I had a rash over 30% of my body, and the doctor prescribe oral corticosteroids for several weeks.  Can I 
stop taking the medicine if I feel better? 
 
No, a shorter course of medication results in an even more severe rebound rash.   
 
What does calamine lotion do?  

 
Calamine simply dries up oozing blisters. 

 
What is the best time of year to control poison ivy with herbicides?   
 
It can be done any time of the growing season. Never apply herbicides after fall coloring 
because they are not very effective.  For all herbicides, use coarse sprays when air is still to 
minimize drift.  After spraying, the area should be left alone until plants die, then remove 
dead stems and leaves.  Smaller plants are easier to kill with herbicide than large ones.   
 
What about glyphosate?  Is there a better timing for using this chemical on poison ivy? 
 
Glyphosate is best applied early in the summer when leaves are fully expanded or late 
summer/early fall prior to leaf drop.   
 
Does 2,4D work on poison ivy? 

 
2-4D is not the most effective for poison ivy but people use it instead of glyphosate in turf 
because 2,4D does not kill turf.  Mowing poison ivy in grass, however, is just as effective as 
2,4D.   
 
Do triclopyr and dicamba work on poison ivy?   
 
Triclopyr’s (Garlon) best result is when applied to foliage of actively growing plants.  Don’t 
plant trees in triclopyr treated areas for at least six months, (grasses are not affected)  
Triclopyr won’t kill mature trees but it will kill shrubs, broadleaf ground covers and 
herbaceous garden plants.   

 
 
 
Are there cultural controls for poison ivy? 
 



Grub out poison ivy when soil is wet because root pieces left in dry soil will sprout back 
with a vengeance.   
 
Can I compost poison ivy? 

 
Don’t compost poison ivy because you need to chop it up, therefore increasing exposure, 
through chopping, turning the pile, and handling the compost.   
 
What can I do culturally for poison ivy along a fence line? 

 
You can use shingles covered with 4 inches of mulch under fence lines or by the sides of 
paths.   
 
What if poison ivy is growing among plants I need to keep alive? 

 
Try pulling the poison ivy pieces slightly away from the desirables but don’t uproot them.  
Lay them on several thicknesses of newspapers and apply dilute (5-10% of full strength) 
glyphosate on foliage until it drips but does not soak through newspaper.  Leave it in place 
for 5-7 days for translocation. 
  
What if the poison ivy is growing up a tree? 
 
Cut the vine at head height (but not so bits will drip or drift into your eyes) and allow the upper 
portion to die.  The lower portion would then be treated with glyphosate when new leaves are fully 
expanded.  Remove the rest ten days after treatment.  You can also cut the vine at about a foot off 
the ground and apply undiluted glyphosate to the stump. 
  
What if I am clear cutting?  What is the best way to deal with poison ivy in this situation? 
 
Use a sharp agricultural flail or power hedge trimmers so that a single cut fells the plants.  Do your 
flailing or clear cutting on cool, cloudy days when you’re less likely to sweat and when droplets of sap 
flying and spreading are not likely.  Do this AFTER the poison ivy has lost its leaves so there is less 
toxic surface to contact.   

 


