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Which Plants to Choose for the Holidays?

Mistletoe: Interestingly, this plant lives off 
other trees and shrubs, which makes it a type 
of parasite. All parts of the mistletoe plant are 
poisonous. Swallowing 1-2 berries might not 
be harmful to a child but could be to a pet. 
Ingestion of berry or leaf can cause an upset 
stomach, vomiting, and diarrhea. Rash might 
also result. Larger amounts could cause more 
serious effects.

Holly: Holly berries are very attractive to 
children. Containing theobromine, an alkaloid, 
as few as 2 holly berries can cause nausea, 
vomiting and diarrhea but more could produce 
more significant symptoms. Eating holly berries 
is a serious concern for pets too, as the same 
alkaloid found in chocolate, highly dangerous to 
dogs, is also found in holly berries but at a higher 
concentration. Based on calls to poison centers the 
berries are the part most commonly eaten but the 
bark, leaves, and seeds are toxic too. Drowsiness 
and dehydration can occur if large amounts are 
swallowed.

Amaryllis: The stately amaryllis plant is a 
common holiday gift as are the daffodil, and 
narcissus. Containing toxic alkaloids, eating the 
bulbs or leaves, though less toxic, can cause 
stomach pain or cramping, irregular heartbeats, 
or convulsions. Also be sure not to put these 
plants within the reach of pets.

Jerusalem cherry: Jerusalem cherry is a 
species of the nightshade family, which many 
can identify as a toxic plant. The primary poison 
is solanine, an alkaloid, which can cause stomach 
upset and vomiting in people, but generally is 
not life-threatening. However, the fruit, which 
resembles a cherry tomato both in appearance 
and flavor, is extremely toxic to dogs and cats 
and even some birds. Kids and pets have been 
known to eat enough to cause illness, or in the 
case of pets, ingestion can even lead to death.

Poinsettia: Hard to believe after years of 
hearing about the toxicity of poinsettias the 
truth is that generally calls to the Poison Center 
about poinsettia plant ingestions do not require 
any treatment management. 

Yew: A yew is an evergreen tree or shrub 
that has needles for leaves and bears colorful 
red berries.  The combination of red berries 
and green needles make it look perfect for a 
Christmas plant but using the plant in Christmas 
decorations is a bad idea.  Yews contains 
chemicals called taxines that quickly cause an 
irregular heartbeat after being eaten, which 
can be life-threatening. Yew poisoning can also 
cause a headache, dizziness, gastrointestinal 
problems, breathing difficulties, trembling, 
convulsions, dilated pupils, and a coma. 

Interestingly, as is the case for holly berries, 
some wild animals feed on yew berries without 
being poisoned.

Boxwood: Cyclobuxine is the alkaloid found 
in all parts of the boxwood, a common green 
used at the holidays. Minor toxicity may occur 
if ingested resulting in vomiting or diarrhea. 
Dermal rash may occur if skin contact is made. 
Best to keep this greenery up, away and out of 
reach or better yet, leave it in the garden. 

So, before using a plant for decoration or in 
your gift giving this season, think first before you 
decide. Consider whether the home has young 
children and/or pets. If so, perhaps a non-toxic 
plant might be the best solution. Make it a 
poison-safe holiday by selecting a non-toxic choice 
such as Christmas cactus, African violet, Begonia, 
Jade plant or Coleus. Enjoy a poison-safe holiday 
season.
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Which of these holiday plants are poisonous?

Answer: ALL OF THEM!
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