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History 
 
Rose Rosette (sometimes referred to as Rose Rosette Disease, “RRD”, and/or Rose 
Rosette Virus, “RRV”) was first described in the early 1940s and has become one of the 
most devastating and least understood diseases of roses. 
 
For almost 50 years after the first sighting, little progress was made toward identifying 
the cause of rose rosette disease.  In 1988, scientists identified a connection between 
the eriophyid mite, Phyllocoptes fructiphilus, and plants demonstrating RRD symptoms 
and that year concluded that this wingless mite was the vector for infection – although 
the disease process itself remained a mystery.  In 1990, scientists became suspicious 
that RRD was caused by a virus.  Confirmation that RRD is caused by a virus came in 
2011 (Laney, et al, 2011). 
 
Range 
 
RRD was first discovered in North America in 1941 (Manitoba [Canada], Wyoming, 
California and Nebraska) and expanded to the eastern and Midwest states.  Until last 
year, RRD was a rarity in the South.  That has changed. 
 
Roses demonstrating symptoms of RRD have been found in Dallas and San Antonio in 
alarming numbers in the last year.  In June 2012, a plant specimen demonstrating RRD 
symptoms was brought to a meeting of the Houston Rose Society for identification and 
by September 2012, two more instances of RRD in the landscape were identified.  
Plants with RRD symptoms have been found in landscapes and at retail centers in San 
Antonio and in numerous landscape settings (public and private) in north Texas.   
 
Disease Transmission 
 
Transmission by mites.  The wingless eriophyid mite is one way that healthy plants 
become infected with the RRD virus.  The virus-carrying mite is blown by wind or 
dislodged by rain from an infected host plant to a new healthy plant. Sometimes the 
mites hitch a ride on other insects or birds as a way to get from plant to plant. By 
feeding on the healthy plant, the mite injects the virus.   
 
Plants inoculated with RRD via mite transmission typically display symptoms of RRD 
within 90 days of inoculation.  The summer months are the peak time of year for mite 
activity. 
 
Transmission by Pruning.  It is suspected that the virus can also be transmitted in 
other ways.  Pruning on a bush infected with RRD and then pruning on a healthy bush 



has long been thought to be a method of transmission of virus from plant to plant.  This 
is an excellent reason for gardeners to disinfect their pruning equipment after working 
on a plant (especially one exhibiting symptoms of any disease process). 
 
Transmission by Grafting.  A third method of disease transmission is by grafting.  The 
species rose, Rosa multiflora, has been associated with RRD for decades.  Rosa 
multiflora is also a rose that has been commonly used by nurserymen as the rootstock 
for commercially grafted roses.  If a rose is grafted onto rootstock infected with RRD, 
the resulting plant may display RRD symptoms. 
 
Symptoms 
 
 Some symptoms of RRD resemble other rose maladies and it is important to 
understand that one symptom alone does not confirm the presence of RRD.  RRD is 
often confused with roses damaged by herbicides, plant growth inhibitors, pest damage 
and/or have a nutrient deficiency.  For these reasons it is important not to panic if some 
RRD-like symptoms appear in your roses.  Confirmation of the correct source of 
disease-like symptoms is extremely important. 
 
It is also important to understand that RRD symptoms can vary between roses of 
different parentages.  RRD symptoms can also vary depending on the season and 
environmental conditions, as well as the stage of plant growth at the time of infection 
plant. 
 
The following chart identifies symptoms common in RRD-infected plants. Some of the 
same symptoms can result from other causes.  Just because you see a symptom or two 
from the following chart – does not mean that you have RRD in your garden – as these 
symptoms are commonly seen caused by other things. 
 

Symptom Common Causes RRD 

Leaf & stem reddening Normal plant development; new 
growth starts off red and turns 
green; environmental conditions 
impact the length of time it takes 
for the color change 

Sometimes present; in roses 
infected with RRD, the stems 
may not turn green 

Leaf distortion Pest feeding (i.e. spider mites, 
chilli thrips); herbicide or 
mechanical injury 

Usually present 

Rapid stem elongation Normal plant development; plant 
response to temperature 
fluctuations and fertilization 

Often present 

Leaf chlorosis (yellowing) with 
mosaic patterns 

Exposure to saline irrigation 
water; nutrient deficiencies, other 
viral diseases, lack of water or 
too much water, heat stress 

Sometimes present 

Thickened canes Normal plant development; 
environmental conditions; 
excessive fertilization; plant 
response to temperature 
fluctuations 

Sometimes present 



Premature development of lateral 
buds 

Pest feeding (i.e. chilli thrips); 
herbicide damage 

Often present 

 
However, RRD causes some very specific symptoms that taken in context with the 
above help identify and confirm the presence of the virus.  The following unique 
symptoms are prevalent in roses infected with RRD: 
 

Symptom Common Causes  RRD 

Abnormal leaflets that have a 
feather-like appearance and/or 
are drastically smaller than 
normal healthy leaves on that 
plant 

Herbicide damage and contact 
with plant growth inhibitors.  
Roses can outgrow herbicide 
damage.  Sometimes also 
caused by chilli thrips feeding. 

Most RRD infected roses 
demonstrate feather-like leaves 
on infected canes.   

Stems and thorns become 
rubbery and easily pliable 

Rose canes that are 1 to 2 days 
old are tender and pliable.  
These canes usually harden up 
within a week of development.   

A stem infected with RRD does 
not harden up and remains 
pliable and can usually be bent in 
half without damage.  Thorns 
stay rubbery and pliable. 

Multiple distorted stems are 
produced at the terminal end of 
branches or from a dormant bud 
eye resulting in a ‘witches broom” 
effect 

No known alternate cause The most common and definitive 
symptom of RRD. 

Bloom distortion and bloom color 
change 

Bloom distortion is caused by 
host of problems (chilli thrips, 
downy mildew, powdery mildew, 
weather). 

Bloom distortion with a change in 
floral color is an indication of 
RRD 

Increased thorniness Sometimes seen in herbicide 
damage 

Common for stems infected with 
RRD to have excessive thorns.  If 
a healthy cane has thorns 
spaced 1 inch apart, canes 
infected with RRD can have 50 – 
100 thorns/prickles within that 
same distance – making the 
stem look more like a nettle than 
a rose 

 
See attached illustrations of the rose canes infected with Rose Rosette Disease.  These 
canes were removed from two rose bushes in North Texas. 
 
Treatment.  There is currently no known cure for Rose Rosette Disease.  Because of 
the possible infection of healthy roses, it is recommended that rose bushes with 
confirmed infection of this viral disease be dug up, bagged and sent to a landfill or 
burned.  Do not compost plant material that has symptoms of Rose Rosette Disease. 


