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ACCIDENTAL POISONING BY DIEFFENBACHIA (DUMB CANE) PLANT-
A MUST KNOW FOR EMERGENCY PHYSICIAN
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The Dieffenbachia plant or “*dumb cane” or “elephant’s
ear” is a plant native to Latin American countries and
popularly used as an ornamental plant in homes.* There
have been cases of accidental ingestion of the stem,
leaves or resin exuding from the cut stem due to its
resemblance to sugarcane.? Accidental ingestion of these
may cause a severe erythematous reaction of the oral
mucosa resembling angioedema or even anaphylaxis.?
A 6-year-old boy presented to the paediatric emergency
with 2-3 episodes of vomiting, burning sensation in
the mouth and throat, dysphagia, tongue swelling
and drooling of saliva after he sucked on the stem of
a plant, he believed to be sugarcane (Figure 1). On
examination, there was swelling of the tongue, drooling
of saliva, multiple ulcers on the buccal mucosa on the
left side with mucosal edema and white blebs over the
left lateral aspect of the tongue (Figure 2). He was given
intravenous (IV) fluids, hydrocortisone, antihistamines,
sodium bicarbonate rinses and kept nil by mouth for 24
hours. After 2 days, the mucosal erythema subsided;
mucosal edema disappeared completely as did the
blebs on his tongue.

Dieffenbachia is a very commonly used decorative plant
which has proven to be very dangerous if ingested
due to progressive swelling of tongue and adjacent
tissues interfering with the airway, causing respiratory
distress. Dieffenbachia causes severe local injury to the
tissues due to the insoluble calcium oxalate crystals
present in the plant juice. There are reports of airway
compromise due to accidental ingestion.* Due to the
nature of the presentation, exposure can easily be

Figure 1. Dieffenbachia plant stem
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Figure 2. Swelling and bleb formation on tongue
following accidental ingestion of Dieffenbachia stem

misdiagnosed as anaphylaxis or angioedema. Even
the patient who initially seems stable may have an
airway that will quickly deteriorate. Close observation
of the child to prevent airway compromise along with
analgesics, sodium bicarbonate gargles and IV fluids
along with corticosteroids and antihistamines may be
required. Educating the people about the identification
of this plant and the toxic effects of its consumption is
crucial to prevent more such instances in the future.
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