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Many plants are not edible. Some are poisonous and
others cause allergic skin reactions. Most of the plants we
encounter are not dangerous especially the flowering pot
plants which you enjoy in your office and homes.
Unfortunately, Easter lilies were erroneously reported as
poisonous in the March issue of The State Scene, a
monthly newspaper for state employees. They are not
hazardous to your health!

No species in the genus Lilium has been found to be
poisonous. Quite the contrary, many lilies ae used as food
around the world. The Dictionary of Economic Plants lists
16 species used as food. Bulbs are commonly consumed while
the young leaves of Lilium cordifolium are eaten as a
vegetable in Japan and flowers of L, Sargentia are
consumed in China. Bulbs of L. Martagon are often dried
in the sun and eaten with reindeer's milk by Cossacks along
the Volga.

The poinsettia was also erroneously reported to be
poisonous many years ago and the myth has persisted. But
researchers in Ohio force fed rats through a feeding tube
(they had to force feed since poinsettias taste terrible) up
to a rate equivalent to a 140 pound person eating seven
pounds. All 160 rats remained healthy. But the poinsettia
is not lily white. A very few people are sensitive to the
milky sap of the poinsettia. '

Many plants cause allergic reactions to someone.
Poison ivy affects most of us. By comparison, narcissus,
some primroses and even philodendrons will cause a rash on
the skin of a few people. Remember that some are allergic
to cats, dust, pollen, grapes or strawberries.

Plants are frequently reported as possible poisons to
poison control centers since children so often chew on them.
The majority of these calls simply request information such
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Why use alcoholic insecticides? They cost more than
aqueous sprays and are not practical for large areas. But
they are more effective. For the retail greenhouse or
flower shop operator who has a valued customer who brings in
an infested plant, it is an easy solution. For the small
greenhouse with a problem plant in a corner, it may get rid
of a chronic pest. For the mall maintainer, it may provide
pest control when other measures fail.

Phytotoxicity doesn't seem to be any more common than
with aqueous sprays. But please let us know if you find a
problem.

Legality of unusual pest control procedures must be
considered. The use of alcohols is not a problem.
Surfactants do not require EPA clearance. Alcohol is used
solely as a surfactant (wetting agent) and does not require
labelling. At lease one commercial product in aerosol cans
now contains some alcohol.

CAUTION: Alcoholic insecticides may be absorbed by you as
efficiently as by insects. Label the containers POISON.
Avoid contact with your skin. If accidental contact is
made, wash immediately with soap and water.
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INSECTICIDES IN ALCOHOL

Jay S. Koths
Extension Floriculturist

It has been two decades since the first report was
published in this newsletter telling how to use alcohols as
surfactants in insecticidal sprays. A few details have been
changed during these years but the concept is still viable.

Why use alcohol? It is a very efficient surfactant
(wetting agent), providing penetration of an insect's waxy
protective coating and carrying the pesticide into (or in
contact with) the insect's body. It is especially effective
in controlling mealy bugs since alcohol alone will kill some
of them.

Any common alcohol seems to work. Methanol (wood
alcohol) appears to evaporate a bit too fast. Isopropanol
(a rubbing alcohol) is readily available. Ethanol (grain
alcohol) seems to work best. If purchasing rubbing alcohol
(either ethanol or isopropanol) make certain it doesn't
contain some additive such as an oil.

The alcohol concentration for sprays should be about
50%. For swabbing it can be 70% as purchased at the grocery
or drug store or 95% available commercially. For sprays,
dilute the 70% with a half volume of water (2:1); dilute the
95% with an equal volume of water (1:1).

The insecticide used can be almost anything that has
activity against the pest to be controlled. A usual
recommendation is a general all-purpose formulation commonly
sold as a home or garden spray such as Iso-Tox. We have
tested specific chemicals such as malathion or DDVP (Vapona)
and found them effective. The most important thing to
remember is that they must be emulsifiable concentrate (EC)
formulations. DO NOT USE oil base formulations (for use in
fogging machines or steam pipe volatilization) since they
are usually phytotoxic in alcohol.

The rate is the same as when preparing a spray in
water. For instance, if the formulation calls for a pint
per 100 gallons (1:800), use 1/4 teaspoon per quart. Mix
the pesticide in the alcohol and place it in a dark bottle
(so it will remain potent for a few months) labeled
POISON. List the contents and store under lock and key.
A small sprayer such as those used for spraying window
cleaners works very well. But the spray mixture may damage
the valves so keep the spray in the dark bottle, transfer to
the sprayer when needed, then wash out the sprayer.

as when a two year old bites a begonia. Most of these
incidents are harmless. The National Clearinghouse for
Poison Control Centers reports that only 5% of the reported
possible poisoning incidents involving plants and mushrooms
showed any toxicity. They also report that only 8% of the
inquiries involve plants so that only 4 calls per 1000
involve possible plant toxicity. The Easter lily should
never be involved. However, please don't eat the lilies.

Connecticut's Poison Control Center is located at the
rUConn Health Center. If you do suspect poisoning from

plants or anything else, don't hesitate. Call 1-674-3456
for help.
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