
Poison Oak 
Symptoms: 
Poison Oak, Poison Ivy,and Poison Sumac are the most common allergy in the United 
States, affecting more than ½ of the population.  The primary symptom is a contact rash 
which can be quite uncomfortable.  In about 15% of the population, however, the 
sensitivity is so great that a systemic reaction results in blisters, severe swelling, and 
possible breathing problems.   
Do not burn poison oak or use poison oak branches as a marshmallow roasting sticks.  
The smoke can cause poison oak rash in the lungs - a very serious health hazard. 

Treatment: 
For a systemic reaction, see your physician; you will probably need corticosteroids. 
Rinse as soon as possible using COLD water.  Then wash well with soap and cold 
water.  Don’t forget to wash all your clothing and be careful not to touch unwashed 
shoes, tent and backpack.  As little as 1 nanogram (one billionth of a gram) can cause a 
rash in some people and urushiol oil (the active ingredient) can last 1 to 5 years.  
Technu, Zanfel and other compounds can be used to remove the urushiol oil and are 
most effective if used less than 8 hours after contact.   
Ivy Block can be applied BEFORE exposure and seems to absorb the urushiol 
preventing the typical rash. 
 

Description: 
Poison oak has simple lobed leaves in 
groups of three. 
Identification can be difficult because 
poison oak can have shiny green, dull 
green, orange, red or brown leaves and 
the leaves change color as the season 
progresses.  It has white berries which 
often persist after leaves drop.  The 
plant can be a sturdy shrub or a 
climbing vine, and the naked stems of 
winter still have urushiol oil and can 
cause a rash. 
Poison Oak is widespread in California 
at elevations below 5,000 feet.  

Leaves of 3,  Let it be! 
If it’s hairy – it’s a berry. 
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