


Introduction

Poison Ivy, Oak, and Sumac are plants that 
contain urushiol oil, which can cause a painful 
and itchy rash when it comes in contact with 
skin. This rash can be debilitating and last for 
several weeks, making it a major concern for 
those who work outdoors, including arborists, 
landscapers, construction, and forest service 
workers.  The impact of this rash is not 
only physical but can also result in loss of 
productivity, as the affected individuals need 
to take time off work to recover. According 
to the US Forest Services, dermatitis from 
Toxicodendron resulted in 10% of lost time 
due to injury related to rash. 

Additionally, in areas with dense forestry, 
such as California, Oregon, and Washington, 
one third of firefighters are disabled with 
dermatitis from poison ivy and related 
species each fire season. The cost of 
treatment accounted for 1% of the budget of 
yearly workers’ compensation in California, 
for which the total was 11.4 billion dollars in 
2014. 

Outdoor workplaces pose a high risk of 
exposure to poisonous plants, including 
Poison Ivy Oak and Sumac, and other invasive 
species such as hogweed and parsnip. These 
reactions can range from mild to serious or 
deadly and can have a significant impact on 
the worker’s ability to perform their duties. 
Therefore, it is crucial for employers to take 
proactive measures to prevent exposure to 
poison ivy in the workplace. 
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Identifying Poisonous 
Plants
Poison ivy, oak, and sumac are plants that can cause skin irritation and rashes in most people who 
come into contact with them. Identifying these plants is crucial in preventing exposure and potential 
health risks. Each plant has unique characteristics that can help distinguish it from other plants.

POISON IVY POISON OAK POISON SUMAC

• Vine that climbs up trees or 
grows as a shrub
• Three leaflets with pointed tips
• Glossy green leaves in summer, 
turn red, yellow, or orange in fall
• Leaves are 3-4 inches long and 
2-3 inches wide
• Stem may have brown or black 
hairs
• Small, greenish-white flowers 
and white or green berries
• Found across North America, 
except in CA, AK, and HI
• Favors disturbed ground and 
rarely grows above 5,000 ft or in 
deserts
• Two types: Eastern and 
Western Poison Ivy

• Shrub that grows up to 6 feet 
tall
• Three leaflets shaped like oak 
leaves
• Green leaves in summer, turn 
red or brown in fall
• Leaves may have rounded or 
pointed tips
• Stem may be red or brown
• Small, white or green flowers 
and green or white berries
• Less common than poison ivy
• Found in woodlands and 
Douglas fir forests, as well as 
disturbed ground
• Atlantic poison oak found 
along Atlantic coast, Pacific 
poison oak found along Pacific 
coast

• Tall shrub or small tree that 
can grow up to 25 feet tall
• Leaves arranged in pairs, with 
one leaf at the end
• Oval-shaped leaves, pointed at 
the tip, smooth edge
• Green leaves in summer, turn 
red or yellow in fall
• Smooth, grayish-brown stem
• Small, greenish-white flowers 
and whitish or pale yellow 
berries
• Long, drooping clusters of 
small green or white berries
• Typically found in areas with 
standing water
• Significant hazard for those 
working in or around these areas
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Preventing 
Poisonous 
Plant 
Exposure 
at Work

Wear protective clothing – long sleeves, pants, and gloves
Stay on trails – avoid areas where plants commonly grow
Educate yourself - identify poison ivy, oak, and sumac
Be season-aware – plants are most active in summer and fall
Check surroundings before touching plants or objects
Avoid indirect contact – wash tools, gear, and pets
Clean up quickly – wash skin and clothes with soap or Ivy Cleanse
Burn safely – use a NIOSH-approved respirator per OSHA standards
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