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Poison Ivy, Oak, and Sumac FactSheet

Employers and employees should take precautions 
when working in and around wooded areas and in heavy 
foliage, because they may come in contact with poison 
ivy, oak or sumac. Approximately 90 percent of Ameri-
cans are allergic to these plants that cause a bothersome 
rash and intense itching. 

Touching the stems, roots, or leaves of these plants re-
sults in direct contact of skin with urushiol (pronounced 
oo-roo-shee-ohl) oil, 
which causes the itching. 
The cause of the rash, 
blisters, and infamous itch 
is from the exposure to 
urushiol, a chemical in the 
sap of poison ivy, oak and 
sumac plants. Because 
urushiol is inside the 
plant, brushing against an 
intact plant will not cause 
a reaction. But undamaged plants are rare. Urushiol can 
stick to tools, shoes, clothes, or anything. Just touching 
them could cause a reaction in a susceptible person.

Sensitivity to urushiol can develop at any time. 
Almost all parts of the body are vulnerable to the sticky 
urushiol. Urushiol must penetrate the skin to cause a 
reaction. Places where the skin is thick, such as the soles 
of the feet and the palms of the hands, are less sensitive 
to the sap than areas where the skin is thinner.

Urushiol Oil is Potent
Urushiol oil is potent and it only takes a small amount 

to cause an allergic reaction. 
Å Only 1 nanogram (billionth of a gram) is needed to 

cause a rash.
Å The average person is exposed to 100 nanograms per 

exposure. 
Å 1/4 ounce of urushiol is all that is needed to cause a 

rash in every person on earth. 
Å 500 people could itch from the amount covering the 

head of a pin. 
Å Specimens of urushiol several centuries old have been 

found to cause dermatitis in sensitive people.
Å 1 to 5 years is normal for urushiol oil to stay active on 

any surface including dead plants.
Å The name urushiol is derived from urushi, Japanese 

name for lacquer. 

Myth Fact 

Poison Ivy rash is 
contagious. 

Rubbing the rash wonôt spread 
poison ivy to other parts of your 
body (or to another person). You 
spread the rash only if urushiol 
oil - the sticky, resin like 
substance that causes the rash - 
has been left on your hands. 

You can catch 
poison ivy simply 
by being near the 
plants. 

Direct contact with the plants 
is needed to release urushiol 
oil. Stay away from forest ýres, 
direct burning, and lawnmowers 
and trimmers when they are 
being used because they can 
cause the urushiol oil to become 
airborne. 

Leaves of three, 
let them be. 

Poison sumac has 7 to 13 leaves 
on a branch, although poison 
ivy and oak have 3 leaves per 
cluster. 

Do not worry 
about dead plants. 

Urushiol oil stays active on any 
surface, including dead plants, 
for up to 5 years. 

Breaking the 
blisters releases 
urushiol oil that 
can spread. 

Not true. However wounds can 
become infected and make the 
scarring worse. In very extreme 
cases, excessive þuid may need 
to be withdrawn by a doctor. 

Iôve been in 
poison ivy many 
times and never 
broken out. Iôm 
immune. 

Not necessarily true. The more 
times a person is exposed to 
urushiol, the more likely they 
will break out with an allergic 
reaction. For the ýrst time 
sufferer, it generally takes 
longer for the rash to show up - 
generally in 7 to 10 days. 

Quick Action Needed 
Because urushiol can penetrate the skin within min-

utes, do not waste time if exposed. The faster the vic-
timôs skin is cleansed, the greater the chance of removing 
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