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Itchy red rash caused by exposure to plant's oil, not by brushing against its
leaves, dermatologist says.

(HealthDay)—Reports that poison ivy has gotten bigger, stronger or
more prevalent are misleading, one dermatologist says.

"I think people are just out more, and so they're coming into contact with
it more," Dr. David Adams, a dermatologist at Penn State Hershey
Hospital, said in a hospital news release.

Up to 75 percent of people will develop the itchy red rash if exposed to
the urushiol oil inside the plant's leaves, stem and roots.

The idea that you can get the rash by just brushing against the leaves of a
poison ivy plant is a common misconception, Adams noted. "You have
to actually break the leaves, stem or root to get the urushiol oil on you,"
he said. Poison ivy is also not usually passed from one person to another.

Mild cases can often be treated with over-the-counter cortisone cream or
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calamine lotion, but more serious reactions may need prescription
creams or a two-to-three-week round of oral steroids.

Adams said a six-day treatment often prescribed may not be enough. "It
always seems to rebound after that, so it seems that isn't long enough,"
he said.

Adams said he encounters cases even during the winter. "What happens
is that people buy a live Christmas tree, and there are dead vines on it
that they rip off, not knowing what they are," Adams explained. "The
urushiol oil inside is still viable."

The oil can linger on inanimate objects for a long time. Adams advised
people to wash their clothes and clean gardening tools thoroughly after
use.

Burning debris and yard trimmings can also make the oil present in the
air. People who breathe it in can develop a reaction on their face,
causing it to swell and itch. "The most common method, though, is that
someone is pulling out weeds and then they rub an eyelid or something,"
Adams noted.

Poison ivy may not show up right away. The rash and irritation typically
develop within seven to 10 days. Those who have had poison ivy before
may experience symptoms even sooner.

The best way to avoid the misery, Adams advised, is to avoid the plant
and its oil and mind the old saying: "Leaves of three, let it be."

  More information: The U.S. National Library of Medicine provides
more information on poison ivy.
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