
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

Summer activities expose us to many “not so nice” things that Mother Nature has to offer—bee stings, 

poison ivy, thorns, and sunburn.  Skin irritations or rashes are usually diagnosed as poison ivy if one has 

recently been in a wooded area.   Poison ivy plants are relatively easy to identify and pretty common in our 

area.  Giant hogweed is another rash-causing plant that has been in the news a lot lately.  It is easy to identify 

because of its size, but it is rare. 

Another plant that causes an itchy 

rash is wild parsnip (Pastinaca 

sativa).  It is so common that you 

probably see it every day in the 

summer along roadsides and in 

disturbed areas.  It is a noxious 

weed and highly invasive.  It out 

competes native plants and 

develops into large monocultures.  

In allergic individuals, contact with 

the plant will lead to serious skin 

irritation. 

Wild parsnip plants can be up to 6 

feet tall.  They have a flower cluster 

that looks like a Queen Anne’s lace 

flower, but the flowers are yellow, not white.  The flat-topped cluster, or umbel, can be 2 to 6 inches across.  

It is in flower from late June through July in our area.  The compound leaves grow alternately on the stem.  

The leaves have 2 to 5 paired leaflets that are sharply toothed. 

A perennial that reproduces by seed, wild parsnip is native to Europe and Asia and was introduced here in 

the 1600’s.  The plant spends several years as a rosette of leaves; then it bolts, flowers and dies.  In high 

summer you will see it everywhere if you look for the yellow flowers.  In parts of the county it is continuous 

on the roadsides. 

Wild Parsnip is a member of the Umbelliferae family.  This family includes other toxic plants such as giant 

hogweed and poison hemlock.  It also includes food plants, herbs and spices: carrot, celery, parsnip, dill, 

parsley, coriander, caraway, anise, cumin, lovage and myrrh.  The non-native, ubiquitous wild flower Queen 

Anne’s lace is also in this family.  
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If skin comes in contact with wild parsnip a rash will develop in most people.  The plant sap contains 

psoralens which are chemicals that make the skin sensitive to sunlight.  Burn-like lesions will develop within 

24 hours of exposure; fluid filled blisters develop after 48 hours.  The area will be painful and itchy.  After 

these symptoms subside brown pigmentation of the area and scarring may persist for several months.  The 

plant causes a phytophototoxic reaction and affected areas can remain sensitive to sunlight for many years. 

Wild parsnip populations can be 

controlled with herbicides.  Foliar 

applications of glyphosate work best if 

applied to the rosette stage in the early 

spring or late fall.  Keep in mind that 

glyphosate kills all plants.  Keep it away 

from desirable plants in the area; read 

and follow the product label instructions 

completely.  Several years of treatment 

may be necessary to bring the population 

under control.  Continue to scout the area 

for new plants that may develop from 

latent seeds.  Manual or mechanical 

methods of control are not recommended because they will expose the operator to the plant sap and spread 

the seeds.  If you must get near the plants, use gloves, protective clothing and eye protection. 

If you have questions on toxic plants or want plants identified, contact Cornell Cooperative Extension of 

Jefferson County at 788-8450, or contact your local Cooperative Extension office. 
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