Ask A Vet: Pets can Transfer Oil of Poison Plants
Sunday, October 6, 2012
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  

There was a new dog park opened nearby and I am excited about taking my golden retriever there.  However, I heard it might be possible my dog could get poison ivy and give it to me.  Is that possible? 

Dear Reader,


     In one word NO your dog can not get poison ivy.  However, YES it is possible for your dog to bring it to you.  Poison ivy, poison oak and poison sumac are found throughout the United States except for Alaska and Hawaii.  Yes one more reason to live there, but I digress.  With the fall comes camping which also may heighten exposure to these plants. These plants contain an oil called urushiol and some people can be extremely allergic to it.  What happens is the oil can absorb quickly through the skin and produce a reaction of intense itchiness and some blistering. 
The plants are members of the Rhus family and commonly grow along fence rows, open and cut –over forest lands, stream banks and up tree trunks.  Yes pretty much where a nice dog park or camping area might be found.  Poison oak and ivy are easily identified by their leaves.   “Leaves of 3” is the common way to identify the plants and in the fall, the leaves turn a brilliant red which make them alluring to touch or collect.  Except for the pollen itself, all parts of the plant are poisonous.  Poison sumac leaves are longer than ivy or oak.  Consult a plant book to get a good picture of these plants. Also noteworthy is being careful of what wood you burn at a bonfire that might have the plants growing on the branches when you cleared out that fence row.
     The hair coat of the dog provides a protective barrier, hence why they don’t get the intense allergic reaction.   However, transmission of the oil from their hair coat to humans or other surfaces is possible.  For instance, what dog doesn’t like a good rub on the furniture, or pant legs, or pieces of clothing?  They say you should not wash clothing that has been contaminated with other clothes especially if you are sensitive to the oils.  You can wash your dog with a nice oatmeal shampoo and cold water followed by liberal rinsing with equal proportions of rubbing alcohol and water.  There is a shampoo on the market called TechNu that is designed to remove urushiol as well.
     There are many other reasons that pets become itchy and scratch or chew.  One can see anything from fleas to anal sac problems to hot spots from other inhalant allergies.  Another thing to remember is the secondary bacterial infections that can occur from the damaged skin from scratching or chewing.  This is why you should consult your veterinarian if you are seeing these problems right away to get your pet’s problem identified and properly treated.  Scratching or chewing is a symptom that should not go untreated.                                              
-Dr. Wanda Schmeltz
