Rose Rosette Disease

The question begins, “Neil, my rose is behaving strangely. It has strong bull canes that are
absolutely covered with thorns. Other canes appear normal. However, the buds never open
properly, and the plant seems to be stunted and losing ground. What could the problem be?”

Rose rosette disease (“RRD”) is not new. In fact, it’s been known to exist for decades. However,
for whatever the reasons, it has proliferated in DFW and elsewhere in Texas over the past several
years. Tens of thousands of roses have been afflicted, and at present there seems to be no
prevention or remedy for it.

What we know:

e RRD causes erratic growth of affected plants.

o Canes are malformed, almost as if a broadleafed weedkiller might have drifted onto the
plants.

» Affected canes are coated with hundreds of aggressive thorns — several times the normal
number.
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e Other canes will appear normal, BUT the entire plant is infected if any part of it is.

o The disease is spread by microscopic mites that are easily transferred from plant to plant
and yard to yard. The mites are even carried by the wind. You will not be able to see the
mites.

« There is no prevention or cure for RRD. Pruning to remove the obviously infected canes
alone will not help. Remember: the entire plant is infected if any part of it is.

e You will see references to home remedies. These do not work, and they serve only to
allow the disease to spread while the gardener is trying futilely to save existing plants.

e Assoon as you identify RRD in your garden, you should remove all affected plants, roots
and all. Carefully place them in large plastic trash bags and send them out with the trash.
Do not try to shred and compost them.
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What we do not know:

How long you must wait before planting new roses back into the same soil? | hear
varying recommendations from within a couple of weeks to one or two years. Honestly, if
this were attacking my roses, I’d put any new rose plantings in fresh soil somewhere else
in my garden, at least for now.

Specifically, which varieties are vulnerable? Certainly the Knock Out® family has been
hit the worst, but that’s probably since they have been planted so extensively, often in
masses in large beds. Other roses are also susceptible. Research is underway to determine
which types are most and least likely to develop the problem.

Where will we find a remedy? Breeders, | am told, are working with the genetics of their
roses, even to the level of work within laboratories, to find resistance. I’'m not an expert
in this field, but I have heard no mention of a consumer miticide to control the mites.
Honestly, I’'m not sure anyone knows where we will find help for our roses, but the
nursery industry has invested millions of dollars into the research projects.

If you think you may have infected plants

Take photographs and compare them to the ones you see here. Once you have seen RRD
(as in these photographs), you will know how to recognize it (click thumbnails to view
larger images).
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o Take photographs to a Texas Master Certified Nursery Professional for help in
confirming presence of the disease. DO NOT take actual plant samples into nurseries. If
you do have RRD on your roses, don’t take the chance of spreading it to healthy nursery
stock.

o Immediately upon confirmation of the disease, remove all affected plants as described
above.

What can be planted to replace the roses?

Without wanting to sound like I’'m avoiding the question, I do have to say that roses are unique
plants. No replacement shrubs or vines will be exact replacements. It’s important to note that
RRD afflicts only roses. You don’t have to worry about other types of plants picking up the
disease.

If you’re looking for the best low to mid-sized shrubs, consider the various types of dwarf
hollies, nandinas, dwarf abelias, low junipers and other woody plants that are adapted to your
part of Texas. Your local independent nursery can fine-tune your options.
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Perennials are another good choice, especially if you’re seeking color in the old rose bed. You
have scores of types from which to choose. Choose varieties that will give you a nice succession
of blooms. Be mindful of their flowering times, mature heights and colors. It’s wise to plant a
few evergreen woody plants to anchor the bed visually during the winter dormant season.

Annuals are quick and easy. They’re also affordable, and most will be colorful for five or six
months each summer. Determine what height you want them to grow and what colors you want,
then let your nursery professional suggest some of the best. As with perennials, the bed will look
better if you anchor it with a few evergreen shrubs.



