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Pedestrians struggling to breathe during the peak poplar fluff season.

As June slipped into July, you may not have noticed the absence of something that you usually
notice all too much of in Moscow: poplar fluff (called pukh in Russian). The white stuff usually
falls from the sky in mid-June, clogging drains, window screens and throats; lying ankle-
deep on roads and park paths; and igniting like gunpowder every time a lighted match is
carelessly dropped.

This year there was a bit of Moscow's famous "summer snow" drifting through the air, but
not the fuzzy white-out that the city usually endures. So the question is: What happened
to the fluff?

And the answer, according to the chief gardener at the Moscow State University Apothecary
Garden, Anton Dubenyuk, is simple: heavy rain at just the right moment. "There were really
heavy showers," he told The Moscow Times, "and the rain pounded the pods of fluff to the
ground. It was fairly unusual. Each year there's more or less of the stuff, and we've never had
a year without it. But this year the rain kept it down."
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Another reason for less fluff is fewer trees. For two years the department of natural resources
has been cutting down the allergy-inducing, sticky pod-dropping female poplars with
the goal of eliminating them completely by the year 2020. The Izmailovo district alone
recently cut down over 120 trees.

Less fluff will make the city more bearable for allergy sufferers, but it does have a downside.
A study released in 2008 showed that poplar trees can mitigate some of the effects
of pollution, including the absorption of benzene and chloroform.
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