Week of April 19, 1998

Pollen Problems

Willie Chance

Is your head stuffy and your eyes runny? Is your throat scratchy?  If so, you may be under pollen attack.


I have heard someone say that Georgia has the dubious honor of having plants releasing pollen 12 months out of the year.  Pollen can be a year-long problem for some; however, spring is the worse time of the year.  Some of our large leafy neighbors (oaks, pines and other trees) release a lot of pollen now.  It descends in yellow clouds on our cars, houses and gardens.


Many trees produce so much pollen because they depend on the wind to blow it from tree to tree.  A large pollen crop means a better chance of successful pollination and a good crop of seeds.


While we are happy for the trees, the pollen gives many of us fits.  Hay fever, allergies and sinus problems abound at this time of year.


According to Pam Griggs of the Atlanta Allergy Clinic, the highly visible pine pollen is seldom the culprit in allergies.  More people are allergic to oak pollen.  


The Atlanta Allergy Clinic monitors pollen levels.  A pollen count of 0 to 30 is low, 30 to 60 is moderate, 60 to 120 is high and more than 120 is extremely high.  The count on March 31 was more than 1,500.  Levels that high cause special problems.


Dale Dorman, University of Georgia Extension Service housing specialist, suggests trying to keep the pollen out of your home.  In other words, this is not the time to air out the house.  Keep windows and doors closed and run the air conditioner for ventilation.


You cannot keep all the pollen out but it can be managed once it gets inside.  Run a humidifier to make pollen and other particles fall out of the air.  This will give you cleaner air.  Replace air filters on air conditioners regularly.


The pollen shed will probably decrease after April.  We still have the pecan pollen to look forward to.  Though many plants produce pollen, trees produce so much that it becomes more noticeable.  April showers should settle much of the yellow stuff, so pray for rain.


Using a dust mask when you work outside may also help.  The assistance of a good allergy specialist may be needed in many circumstances.


Pollen is part of a plant's method of reproduction.  It is the male part of the plant looking for the female part (called the stigma).  Once the pollen hits the stigma, it germinates (much like a seed) and grows a pollen tube down into the ovary where it pollinates the ovules.  These then become seeds.  


Pollen is not all bad.  Without it we would not have seeds or fruit.  Bees (and some people) also eat pollen.  It evidently is high in protein.  When it interferes with our hues though, we need some relief.  


Follows these tips from the University of Georgia Extension Service on
avoiding pollen problems.  For more information, call the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028.
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