Common Poisonous Plants and
How to Handle Them
In order to avoid poisonous plants, we have to identify them first. The old saying
“Leaves of three, let it be!” is a helpful reminder for identifying Poison Ivy and
Poison Oak, but not poison sumac which usually has clusters of 7-13 leaves. Even
Poison Ivy and Poison Oak may have more than three leaves and their form may
vary greatly depending on the exact species encountered, the local environment,
and the season. Being able to identify local varieties of these poisonous plants
throughout the seasons and differentiating them from common non-poisonous looka-likes are the major keys to avoiding exposure.

POISON IVY

 Eastern poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) is typically a hairy, ropelike vine
trailing up trees, with three shiny green (or red in the fall) leaves budding
from one small stem. May grow as an upright bush if no support is available.
 May have yellow or green flowers and white to green-yellow or amber berries
 Other forms of poison ivy may have dull-colored leaves
POISON OAK

 Typically, a shrub with leaves of three, similar to poison ivy in
arrangement, but usually appears more like an oak leaf
 May have yellow or green flowers and clusters of green-yellow or white
berries.

POISON SUMAC (very rare in Oklahoma – found only at southeastern border edge of Oklahoma)

 Woody shrub that has stems that contain 7-13 leaves arranged in pairs
 May have glossy, pale yellow or cream-colored berries

In addition to the “big three” already listed, many other common garden plants,
such as foxglove (digitalis), castor beans (used to make Ricin gas), and wild
mushrooms can be toxic if ingested. Remember that dogs and cats are also sensitive
to poisonous plants. If you suspect your pet has ingested part of a poisonous plant,
call your veterinarian immediately.

Indoor plants
The most poisonous indoor plants include:






Dumb cane (diffenbachia)
Snake plant/mother-in-law’s tongue
English ivy
Philodendrons
Devil’s ivy (pothos)

Poisonous flowering potted plants





Azalea
Amaryllis
Daffodil
Hyacinth

Christmas Plants
 Mistletoe
 Holly

Poinsettia, although reputed to be toxic, is only slightly toxic and not considered
dangerous.
For a good list of Safe and Poisonous Houseplants, go to
universityofconnecticut.edu.

Eradication
Pull small plants: If only a few small plants are found, pull and dispose of the plants,
using rubber gloves and arm protection. Avoid touching the leaves. Put the plants
in a plastic bag so that they will not be touched by others. All parts of the plant are
toxic. NEVER BURN THE PLANTS. The fumes are as toxic as touching the plant and
worse if inhaled, leading to respiratory distress.

Use herbicides: To chemically eradicate all forms of poison ivy and poison oak, use
an herbicide that contains Glyphosate (e.g. Roundup, Kleenup), Triclopyr, or a 3way herbicide that contains 2,4-D amine, Dicamba and Mecoprop. Be careful to
protect other desirable nearby plants from spray drift as these products will damage
or kill anything green.
Use biological controls: Sheep and goats will eat poison ivy, but not all neighbors
may welcome this measure.

What to do for Plant Poisoning
1. Do not eat any plant part you do not recognize as eatable.
2. Do not chew on items made from imported beans or seeds.
3. Do not make teas or brews from plants if you are not sure they are safe to use.
4. Make sure children understand these rules. Teach young children not to put any
plant part in their mouth unless they are part of a meal.
5. When someone does have to go to the hospital, take the whole plant or as much
as possible with you to aid in identification of the plant to ensure proper treatment.

Resources:
 OSU Fact Sheets:








NREM 2895
Problem Horticultural Plants
HLA 6413
Poinsettia Care
PSS 2750
Guide to Effective Weed Control
Missouri Botanical Garden.org
North Carolina State University plants.ces.ncsu.edu
University of California ucanr.edu – Listings of toxic plants
Poison Control Center – 1-800-222-1222
Centers for Disease Control (CDC)
National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH)

For good information on plants that are most commonly toxic or non-toxic to cats,
dogs and horses, go to aspca.org – toxic plants.

