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CONDITION

Elephant ear poisoning

Elephant ear poisoning is painful irritation caused by chewing or touching plants that

contain sharp calcium oxalate crystals.

WHAT IT IS

Irritation from calcium oxalate crystals in elephant ear plants

BODY SYSTEM

Mouth, throat, eyes, skin, and digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Mouth burning, swelling, drooling, vomiting

WHAT CAUSES IT

Chewing or touching calcium oxalate-containing plant tissue

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history and examination; no routine confirmatory test

MAIN TREATMENT

Decontamination, symptom relief, and airway support when needed

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes, most exposures resolve fully

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes, if breathing or swallowing becomes difficult

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Full recovery is expected after most exposures

Overview

Elephant ear poisoning happens after contact with plants commonly called elephant ears,

including species of Alocasia , Caladium , Colocasia , and Xanthosoma . Their large,

heart-shaped leaves make them popular houseplants and garden plants.

These plants contain bundles of microscopic calcium oxalate crystals shaped like tiny needles.

Biting or chewing the plant releases the crystals into the mouth and throat, where they pierce

and irritate tissue. This causes immediate burning, pain, and swelling.

Most cases involve local irritation rather than poisoning that spreads throughout the body. A

small accidental bite may cause intense discomfort without lasting harm. The main concern is

swelling that interferes with swallowing or, rarely, breathing.
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Plant sap can irritate the skin. Eye exposure may cause severe pain and damage to the eye's

surface. Effects depend on the plant, amount of contact, and body part exposed.

Some elephant ear plants, particularly taro or Colocasia esculenta , are used as food. Raw or

improperly prepared taro can still cause calcium oxalate irritation. Ornamental plants should

not be assumed to be edible.

Symptoms

Symptoms after chewing the plant usually begin immediately or within minutes. Sudden pain

often makes the person spit it out before swallowing much.

Common mouth and throat symptoms include:

Skin contact may cause redness, itching, burning, or a rash, especially when sap from a cut or

damaged plant is present.

Eye exposure can cause immediate burning, redness, tearing, light sensitivity, blurred vision, or

trouble opening the eye. Pain that continues after rinsing needs prompt assessment.

Serious breathing problems are uncommon, but swelling can occasionally narrow the airway.

Noisy breathing, shortness of breath, or rapidly increasing tongue or throat swelling requires

emergency care.

- Sharp burning or stinging of the lips, tongue, mouth, or throat

- Swelling of the lips, tongue, or inside of the mouth

- Drooling or increased saliva

- A hoarse voice or difficulty speaking

- Pain when swallowing or refusal to eat and drink

- Nausea, gagging, or vomiting

Causes and risk factors

Elephant ear poisoning is caused mainly by insoluble calcium oxalate crystals. These crystals

do not easily dissolve or enter the bloodstream. Instead, they injure tissue where contact

occurs.

Chewing crushes plant cells and releases the needle-like crystals. Swallowed pieces may

irritate the throat and digestive tract, although symptoms are often strongest in the mouth.

Exposure is more likely in:
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Plant names can be confusing, and labels may be missing or incorrect. Severity cannot be

judged reliably from the common name alone.

- Young children who put plants in their mouths

- People who mistake an ornamental plant for an edible one

- People preparing raw taro or handling cut plants without protection

- Gardeners exposed to sap while trimming or repotting

- Pets that chew houseplants or garden plants

Diagnosis

There is no routine blood test that confirms elephant ear poisoning. Diagnosis is usually based

on plant contact, the rapid onset of symptoms, and examination of the mouth, throat, skin, or

eyes.

If possible, take clear photographs of the plant, its label, and the affected part. Do not bring

loose plant material into an emergency department unless a poison specialist or healthcare

professional requests it. Keep it away from children and pets.

A healthcare professional may check breathing, oxygen level, voice changes, hydration, and

the ability to swallow. Persistent throat symptoms may require closer airway examination.

After eye exposure, dye and a special light may be used to detect scratches or other surface

damage.

Tests are usually unnecessary after a minor exposure that is clearly improving. Blood tests,

imaging, or procedures may be considered for severe, prolonged, or unusual symptoms.

Treatment and management

After a mouth exposure, remove and spit out remaining plant material. Gently wipe or rinse the

mouth. Do not induce vomiting, because this can expose the mouth and throat to the irritant

again.

If the person is fully awake, breathing normally, and able to swallow, small sips of a cool drink or

ice chips may soothe the mouth. Stop if swallowing is painful or causes coughing. Do not force

food or fluids.

Contact a poison information service for advice based on the plant, amount, symptoms, age,

and exposure time. In the United States, Poison Control can be reached at 1-800-222-1222.
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Elsewhere, contact the local poison centre or medical advice service.

For skin exposure, remove contaminated clothing and wash thoroughly with soap and water.

Avoid touching the eyes while sap may remain on the hands.

For eye exposure, remove contact lenses if they come out easily and immediately rinse with

clean, lukewarm water for at least 15 to 20 minutes. Do not use plant remedies or unprescribed

eye drops.

Medical treatment controls symptoms while the irritation settles. It may include pain relief,

nausea medicine, fluids for dehydration, or breathing observation. Significant airway swelling

requires urgent treatment. Persistent eye injury may need an eye specialist.

Activated charcoal is not normally useful for crystal-related injury. Do not give it at home

unless a poison specialist specifically recommends it.

Complications

Most small exposures improve without complications. Problems are more likely after a larger

exposure, when symptoms prevent drinking, when sap enters an eye, or when swelling affects

the throat.

Possible complications include:

Severe whole-body poisoning is not expected from most small bites involving insoluble

calcium oxalate. However, identification may be uncertain, and other toxic plants can look

similar. Confusion, fainting, seizures, or an abnormal heartbeat should not be assumed to be

simple calcium oxalate irritation.

- Dehydration from drooling, vomiting, or inability to drink

- Ongoing mouth or throat inflammation

- Injury to the surface of the eye

- Aspiration of plant material or vomit into the lungs

- Airway narrowing from marked tongue or throat swelling

Prevention

Keep elephant ear plants out of reach of children and pets. A table may not be safe once a child

can climb or pull hanging leaves.

Teach children not to chew house or garden plants. Keep original labels and label cuttings
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rather than relying on memory or common names.

Wear gloves when cutting, dividing, or repotting these plants. Wash your hands and tools

afterward, and avoid touching your face or eyes while handling sap.

Do not eat ornamental elephant ear plants. Edible taro must be correctly identified and

prepared using established food practices. A method used for one variety or dish may not

make every elephant ear plant safe.

Dispose of cut or fallen leaves where children and animals cannot reach them.

Living with it and what to expect

Elephant ear poisoning is usually short-lived. Burning starts quickly because the crystals act

directly on tissue. Symptoms from a small bite often ease after the mouth is cleared and the

irritation settles.

Tenderness, altered sensation, or mild swelling may continue for hours or longer. If swallowing

is normal, cool, soft foods may be more comfortable. Hot, spicy, acidic, or rough foods may

worsen pain.

A person who can drink and breathe normally and whose symptoms are steadily improving

may need only observation and poison-centre guidance. Watch children closely because they

may struggle to describe throat pain or breathing changes.

There is usually no lasting sensitivity after recovery, but a previous exposure does not provide

immunity.

Seek follow-up if mouth pain, swelling, vomiting, or difficulty eating is not improving as

expected. Eye symptoms need a lower threshold for assessment because scratches and

inflammation may not be visible without examination.

When to get medical help

Call a poison centre promptly after someone chews or swallows an elephant ear plant,

especially if it is not confidently identified. A specialist can advise whether home observation

or in-person assessment is appropriate.

Seek urgent medical care for:

Call emergency services immediately for difficulty breathing, noisy breathing, blue or grey lips,

collapse, severe drowsiness, or rapidly increasing tongue or throat swelling. Do not give food or

drink to someone who cannot swallow safely.
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Mild lingering mouth soreness without breathing or swallowing problems can usually be

discussed with a primary care professional or poison centre. Breathing difficulty or rapid

swelling should not wait for a routine appointment.

- Persistent or increasing swelling of the lips, tongue, mouth, or throat

- Ongoing vomiting or inability to keep fluids down

- Severe pain or difficulty swallowing

- Drooling that does not settle

- A hoarse or changed voice

- Eye pain, blurred vision, light sensitivity, or redness after thorough rinsing

- Symptoms that are worsening rather than improving

Common questions

Is touching an elephant ear plant poisonous?

Touching an intact leaf may cause no symptoms. Sap from a cut or damaged plant can irritate

the skin, particularly around the eyes or on broken skin. Wash exposed skin with soap and

water.

What should I do if my child bites an elephant ear leaf?

Remove plant pieces, rinse or wipe the mouth, and do not induce vomiting. If the child can

swallow normally, a cool drink may help. Contact a poison centre, and seek emergency help for

breathing difficulty or increasing swelling.

How long do symptoms last?

Pain usually starts immediately. Minor exposures often improve within several hours, although

soreness or swelling may last longer. Severe or worsening symptoms, or symptoms that

prevent drinking, need medical assessment.

Can elephant ear poisoning kill you?

Life-threatening cases are unusual. The main serious risk is swelling that blocks the airway.

Difficulty breathing, noisy breathing, or rapidly increasing tongue or throat swelling is an

emergency.

Is cooked elephant ear safe to eat?

Some correctly identified plants, such as taro, are eaten after careful preparation. Raw or

improperly prepared taro can severely irritate the mouth and throat. Do not eat ornamental
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plants or rely on appearance to identify an edible variety.

Are elephant ear plants poisonous to cats and dogs?

Yes. Chewing may cause mouth pain, drooling, pawing at the mouth, vomiting, and difficulty

swallowing. Remove the plant and contact a veterinarian or animal poison service. Breathing

difficulty requires emergency veterinary care.
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