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CONDITION

Grass and weed killer poisoning

Grass and weed killer poisoning is illness caused by swallowing, breathing in, or contacting
a harmful amount of herbicide.

WHATITIS
Harmful exposure to chemicals designed to kill unwanted plants

BODY SYSTEM
Digestive, breathing, nervous, kidney, liver, and circulation systems

MAIN SYMPTOMS
Nausea, vomiting, mouth irritation, breathing difficulty

WHAT CAUSES IT
Swallowing, inhaling, or skin and eye exposure

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED
Exposure history, examination, and targeted blood or urine tests

MAIN TREATMENT
Decontamination, monitoring, and supportive hospital care

CAN IT BE CURED?
Sometimes - mild exposures recover; severe injury may be irreversible

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?
Sometimes - swallowing or serious breathing or neurological symptoms

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK
Mild cases recover; severe poisoning can cause lasting organ damage

Overview

Grass and weed killers are herbicides, which are chemicals used to control unwanted plants.
Poisoning happens when enough of a product enters the body to cause harm. This may occur
by swallowing it, breathing in spray or mist, or getting concentrated product on the skin orin
the eyes.

Herbicides are not one chemical group. Products may contain glyphosate, paraquat, diquat,
chlorophenoxy herbicides such as 2,4-D, or other active ingredients. They may also contain
solvents and surfactants, which help the chemical spread or mix. These added ingredients can
contribute toirritation or poisoning.

Therisk is shaped by the exact product, its concentration, the amount involved, and how
exposure happened. A small splash of a diluted household product is different from swallowing
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an agricultural concentrate. Paraquat is especially dangerous if swallowed because a small
amount of concentrated product can cause severe lung and organ damage.

Do not wait for symptoms after swallowing a herbicide. Contact a poison centre immediately.
The product name and label are important because treatment is not the same for every
herbicide.

Symptoms
Symptoms may begin within minutes or hours. Some serious effects, particularly after
paraquat exposure, can develop over several days.

Contact with the eyes may cause burning, redness, watering, blurred vision, or injury to the eye
surface. Skin exposure can cause redness, irritation, or chemical burns. Some herbicides are
absorbed through damaged skin more easily than through intact skin.

Swallowing a product commonly causes:

More severe poisoning can affect several organs. Warning signs include difficulty breathing,
low blood pressure, an abnormal heartbeat, seizures, reduced urine, or loss of consciousness.
Blood tests may show acid levels outside the normal range, kidney or liver injury, or muscle
breakdown.

Paraquat can burn the mouth, throat, and digestive tract. Kidney and liver injury may follow.
Lung inflammation and scarring can then develop, causing increasing breathlessness even
when early symptoms seemed limited.

Chlorophenoxy herbicides can affect the brain, muscles, heart, and kidneys after substantial
exposure. Diquat can cause severe digestive irritation and may injure the kidneys, liver, or
nervous system.

- Burning or soreness in the mouth and throat
- Nausea, vomiting, stomach pain, or diarrhoea
- Coughing, choking, drooling, or trouble swallowing

- Dizziness, drowsiness, confusion, or weakness

Causes and risk factors

Poisoning may follow an accidental splash, a leaking container, drift from spraying, or
swallowing a product stored in a drink bottle. It can also occur during mixing or application
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when the label's protective measures are not followed.

Risk is higher with concentrated agricultural products than with many ready-to-use garden
sprays. However, no product should be assumed harmless without checking its ingredients and
label.

Factors that can increase harm include:

Children may swallow products left within reach. People who mix or spray herbicides for work
may have repeated opportunities for exposure, although routine contact is not the same as
acute poisoning.

Anintentional ingestion is a medical emergency. It also signals a need for compassionate
mental health support once immediate physical safety has been addressed.

- Swallowing the product, especially a concentrate

- Delayed removal of contaminated clothing

- Exposurein apoorly ventilated enclosed space

- Prolonged contact with wet clothing or damaged skin
- Mixing products or using them outside label directions

- Delayed access to poison advice or medical care

Diagnosis

There is no single test for all grass and weed killer poisoning. Diagnosis usually begins with the
exposure history, symptoms, examination, and the product label.

Clinicians may need the product name, active ingredients, concentration, estimated amount,
time of exposure, and route of contact. Bring the container or a photograph of the full label if
this can be done safely. Do not carry a leaking or contaminated container into an enclosed
vehicle or healthcare setting.

Tests may include blood pressure, heart monitoring, oxygen measurement, and blood tests for
kidney function, liver function, salts, acid balance, and muscle injury. Urine output may also be
monitored. A chest X-ray or other imaging may be used when breathing problems or aspiration
into the lungs is suspected.

Specialist laboratories can measure some herbicides. A urine dithionite test may help identify
significant paraquat exposure, and blood paraquat levels can help estimate risk when available.
These tests are time-sensitive and are not offered everywhere. Most glyphosate exposures
are assessed from the history and clinical findings rather than a routine confirmatory test.
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A poison centre or medical toxicologist may help interpret the label and decide what
monitoring is needed.

Treatment and management

Immediate treatment starts by stopping further exposure. Move away from spray or fumes
into fresh air without entering an unsafe area. Remove contaminated clothing and placeitin a
bag, avoiding contact with the chemical.

Wash exposed skin thoroughly with running water and soap. Rinse an affected eye
continuously with clean, lukewarm water for at least 15 minutes, removing contact lenses if
they come out easily.

If the product was swallowed, do not make yourself or another person vomit. Vomiting can
cause more injury or allow liquid to enter the lungs. Do not give food, drinks, charcoal, or home
remedies unless a poison specialist or healthcare professional advises it.

There is no general antidote that works for all herbicides. Hospital care may include:

Activated charcoal or another binding material may be considered soon after certain
ingestions, but it must be given under professional direction. The possible benefit must be
balanced against choking or aspiration.

Paraquat poisoning needs urgent specialist care. There is no proven antidote that reliably
reverses established injury. Treatment focuses on limiting absorption, supporting organs, and
avoiding unnecessary high oxygen levels because oxygen may worsen paraquat-related lung
injury. Oxygen is still used when it is needed to treat dangerously low levels.

After a minor skin or eye exposure, poison-centre advice and thorough washing may be all that
is required. Ongoing symptoms, concentrated exposures, and all swallowed exposures need
professional assessment.

- Support for breathing and blood pressure

- Intravenous fluids and medicines for symptoms

- Heart, oxygen, kidney, and liver monitoring

- Treatment for seizures, burns, or chemical eye injury

- Carefully selected gut decontamination after some recent ingestions

- Kidney support or dialysis when severe complications develop
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Complications

Many limited exposures cause temporary irritation and settle without lasting harm. Severe
poisoning can damage the mouth, digestive tract, lungs, kidneys, liver, heart, muscles, or brain.

Vomiting can lead to dehydration or aspiration, meaning stomach contents enter the lungs.
Chemical burns may cause swelling or later narrowing of the throat or oesophagus, the tube
carrying food to the stomach.

Kidney injury can reduce the body's ability to remove waste and balance fluids. Muscle
breakdown can place further strain on the kidneys. Severe changes in blood pressure, heart
rhythm, or acid balance can be life-threatening.

Paraquat may cause progressive scarring of the lungs, called pulmonary fibrosis. This can lead
to worsening breathlessness and low oxygen levels days or weeks after ingestion. Severe
paraquat poisoning can be fatal despite intensive treatment.

Eye exposure can injure the clear surface at the front of the eye. Prompt rinsing lowers the
amount of chemical in contact with the tissue, but persistent pain or altered vision needs
urgent assessment.

Prevention

Most accidental herbicide poisonings can be prevented, although it is not possible to remove
every risk when these products are used.

Keep herbicides in their original, labelled containers. Never transfer them into water, soft drink,
or food containers. Store them locked away from children, food, medicines, and animal feed.

Read the complete label before mixing or spraying. Use the gloves, eye protection, clothing, or
breathing protection named on the label. More protective equipment is not a substitute for
correct handling and ventilation.

Avoid spraying into the wind or near other people. Do not eat, drink, or smoke while handling a
product. Wash your hands and exposed skin after use, and change contaminated clothing
promptly.

Do not mix herbicides unless the label specifically permits it. Mixing may change how the
product behaves and can make exposure harder to assess.

Dispose of containers and unused product according to local hazardous-waste and label
instructions. Do not reuse empty containers.
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Living with it and what to expect

Grass and weed killer poisoning is usually an acute event rather than a lifelong condition. After
a mild exposure, irritation and digestive symptoms often improve over hours or days. Recovery
time cannot be predicted from the product category alone.

Follow-up may be needed after a significant ingestion or abnormal blood tests. Kidney, liver,
lung, or muscle tests may be repeated to make sure an injury is improving. Eye injuries may
require review until pain, redness, and vision have recovered.

People with serious lung or organ damage may need rehabilitation, breathing support, kidney
treatment, or specialist follow-up over months. Some injuries can leave lasting limits on
breathing or organ function. Paraquat-related lung injury may continue to progress after the
first symptoms.

After discharge, keep the product details and hospital information available. Attend planned
blood tests and appointments even if you feel better, because some complications can appear
later.

An accidental poisoning can leave you feeling worried about delayed effects or using
chemicals again. Clear advice from the poison centre or treating team can help you understand
what follow-up is needed. If exposure was intentional, continued mental health care and
practical support are important parts of recovery.

When to get medical help

Contact a poison centre immediately after any swallowed herbicide exposure, even if there are
no symptoms. Do the same after a concentrated eye exposure, a large skin exposure, or
significant inhalation of spray.

Call emergency services now if there is:

In the United States, call 911 for emergency symptoms and Poison Control at 1-800-222-1222
for immediate poison advice. Elsewhere, contact your local emergency service or poison
centre.

For skin contact without symptoms, remove contaminated clothing, wash thoroughly, and
contact a poison centre for product-specific advice. Persistent rash, pain, eye redness, blurred
vision, cough, vomiting, or dizziness needs same-day medical assessment.

Routine follow-up is different from emergency care. Keep scheduled appointments after
hospital treatment, and report new breathlessness, reduced urine, ongoing swallowing
difficulty, or symptoms that return after initially improving.
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- Trouble breathing, blue or grey lips, or severe coughing

- Collapse, loss of consciousness, confusion, or a seizure

- Severe mouth or throat burns, drooling, or inability to swallow

- Repeated vomiting, vomiting blood, or severe abdominal pain

- Very little urine, extreme weakness, or rapidly worsening symptoms
- A known or possible paraquat ingestion

- Anintentional ingestion

Common questions

What should | do if | swallowed a small amount of weed killer?

Rinse your mouth gently and contact a poison centre immediately. Do not cause vomiting or
wait for symptoms. "A small amount” can mean very different levels of risk depending on the
product and concentration.

Is glyphosate poisoning always serious?

No. Brief contact with a diluted product often causes only irritation, but swallowing
concentrated formulations can cause severe digestive symptoms, breathing problems, low
blood pressure, kidney injury, or abnormal heart rhythms. Product-specific poison advice is still
needed.

Can weed killer soak through my skin?

Some herbicides can be absorbed through skin, especially concentrated products and
prolonged contact on damaged skin. Remove contaminated clothing and wash with soap and
running water. Seek advice for a large exposure, burns, or ongoing symptoms.

How long after exposure can symptoms start?

Irritation, nausea, and vomiting may start within minutes or hours. Kidney, liver, or lung injury
may take longer to appear. Paraquat-related breathing problems can worsen over several
days, so follow-up should not be skipped.

Is there an antidote for weed killer poisoning?

There is no single antidote for all herbicides, and many have no specific antidote. Treatment
limits absorption when possible, manages symptoms, and supports affected organs. Early
identification of the exact product helps guide care.

Can | recover fully from herbicide poisoning?
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Full recovery is common after many mild exposures. The outlook after severe poisoning is
shaped by the chemical, concentration, amount absorbed, and organs affected. Severe
paraquat poisoning and major organ injury may cause permanent damage or death.
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