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Does Poison Ivy Ever Really Die?

Rain! We finally got some much-needed rain this past week! As of Friday, September 26 at 9:30
AM, the latest update from the U.S. Drought Monitor (dated September 23) still shows Guernsey
County in a D1 to D2 drought. However, there’s good news: the Eastern Research Station in
Caldwell now has a weather station up and running. This new tool allows us to track a variety of
weather-related data, and I have been keeping a close eye on precipitation.

On September 25 alone, the station recorded 1.46 inches of rain. When I looked at the total
rainfall from September 21 to September 25, it added up to 3.33 inches! This data is publicly
available through the CFAES Weather System, and you can even view it by date range or hourly
intervals if you want to dig deeper. Despite this recent rain, the National Weather Service’s 6-to-
10-day outlook (issued September 25) still predicts below-average rainfall for our area.

Now, while we celebrate the rain, I also want to talk about something far less pleasant: poison
vy, poison oak, and poison sumac. I unfortunately am one that develops an itchy rash if my skin
encounters their oils (urushiol), and yes, I currently am dealing with it right now. I genuinely
believe 85% of the summer I have had a rash from urushiol, from being out in producers’
pastures, pulling weeds, cutting up trees, mowing and it seems like if the wind blows just right.
This got me wondering: Do these oils go away in the winter during dormancy? Unfortunately,
the answer I found was no. The dermatitis response can occur year-round, even following contact
with overwintering stems and roots. Urushiol can remain active on objects and in dead plants for
over a year.

First let’s start with how to recognize each of these different forms of poisonous plants in Ohio
that contain urushiol. Poison Ivy, this is one that most are familiar with. This can grow as a vine
or small shrub, each leaf has three leaflets, with smooth or tooth edges, leaves will be a reddish
color in the spring, green in the summer and yellow, orange, or red in the fall. Poison Oak growth
is similar to ivy but grows more erect, has blunt-tipped leaf apexes and hairs on both surfaces of
the blade. Poison sumac is a small tree with large compact leaves; each leaf has a cluster of seven
to thirteen smooth-edged leaflets. You may see white berry-like fruit on sumac.

Urushiol is the culprit to the allergenic dermatitis, known as the itchy blistering rash, some may
get when their skin comes in contact with the oil. It is important to understand that this oil can be
transmitted from direct contact of touching to even smoke. Never burn plants that may contain
urushiol, as inhaling the smoke can cause serious internal reactions—even if you do not react
externally. Smoke can travel and affect neighbors or those passing by. Transmission can happen
from touching a pet, clothing or tools that may have the oils on it.



Tips that may help with prevention: wear long sleeved shirts, long pants, and impermeable
gloves while working outside. Wash your skin with soap and cool water as soon as possible if
you encounter a poisonous plant. Wash your gardening tools and gloves regularly as the oils can
remain.



