
Don’t Eat the Mistletoe! 
 

By:  Eddie Ayers, County Extension Agent 
 
Mistletoe is a holiday staple, but it can also be very harmful, and not just for 
humans, but pets too, and, it’s incredibly damaging to trees. 
 
Kim Coder, a professor of tree health care with the University of Georgia’s 
Warnell School of Forestry and Natural Resources, says that unlike Spanish moss, 
which grows on tree surfaces without damaging it, mistletoe is a true parasite.  
Coder says the parasite works its way in, and the tree grows around it, causing 
structural and biological problems. 
 
The parasite takes water from the tree, which can be quite damaging during a 
drought, Coder said. "You'd remove a parasitic tick from your pet, so you should 
remove mistletoe from your trees," he added. This is the time of year to say 'no' to 
helping mistletoe and 'yes' to helping your trees. 
 
“If left unchecked, this parasitic plant will cause stress and death to your tree," 
Coder said.  There are hundreds of varieties of mistletoe that grow over a wide 
range of trees all over the Western Hemisphere. Just one species is found in 
Georgia, unlike the myriad of varieties found as you head west into Texas and 
beyond. 
 
American mistletoe has big leaves about the size of your thumb and small white 
berries. Coder says that when pressed between your fingers, mistletoe berries have 
a sticky, glue-like substance inside with little strings attached to its seeds.  That 
glue-like substance allows seeds to stick to other surfaces, spreading the plant. 
Birds often transport mistletoe to other, uninfected trees, Coder says, so do your 
tree a favor and clean off the mistletoe before it's too late. 
 
Of course there’s also the “kissing under the mistletoe” holiday tradition, with its 
seasonal significance going back centuries and spanning several continents, so if 
you have the green plant with its white berries around the house, remember that 
just the sight of it can be particularly tempting to pets and small children, but it can 
make humans and pets dangerously sick.  Ingesting it can result in great digestive 
problems, so it’s not something to nibble on.  It doesn't even taste good.  It may 
look attractive and be festive, but results from eating the plant can range from a 
tummy ache to seizures and for those allergic to the plant, it can be fatal, so don’t 
eat the mistletoe, and keep watch of small children and pets! 



 
Merry Christmas! 
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