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If you love your roses, you should be aware of a disease that can do them in.  Rose rosette is a viral disease 
of cultivated roses and the wild multiflora rose.  First observed in Manitoba, Canada in 1940, the disease 
has become widespread in regions of the U.S, especially parts of the south and Midwest.  Rose rosette is a 
serious disease.  Unfortunately all cultivated roses (shrubs, hybrid teas, floribundas, grandifloras and 
miniatures) appear to be susceptible to the disease, but there are a few native roses that may be resistant. 
 
Rose rosette is caused by the rose rosette virus (RRV).  The virus can be passed in several ways.  It can be 
transmitted during propagation by grafting infected buds.  In beds of cultivated roses, it may be 
transmitted from one rose to another via natural root grafts.  The main culprit is a tiny mite that you can’t 
even see without a microscope.  The eriophyid mite (Phyllocoptes fructiphilus) is a wingless mite that is 
amber to light yellow in color.  It has two pairs of legs at the front of its worm-like body.  The virus is 
transferred to the roses when an infected mite feeds.  Eriophyid mites ‘travel’ on the wind.  They may 
‘balloon’ in air currents and be spread long distances.  They can also travel on contaminated clothing and 
equipment.  Multiple generations occur each year until fall when females look for a good place to over 
winter.  Virus transmission occurs most readily from May through mid-July when plants are actively 
growing. 
 

The multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora) is a favored host of 
the eriophyid mite.  Considered to be a noxious weed, the 
multiflora rose is often found growing in the wild, in 
hedgerows or old pastures.  Rose rosette virus is 
particularly lethal to multiflora roses.  The invasive 
population of multiflora roses has helped spread this virus 
around the United States. 
 
Rose rosette virus is fatal.  Scouting your roses for 
symptoms is vital to keeping it out of your garden.  Check 
new roses carefully before buying as infested plants could 
be introduced to the garden.  Once a plant is infected, it 
will not survive.  Management of the disease is really 
about preventing its spread.  If gardeners are vigilant and 
react quickly to the appearance of RRV, they can avoid 
spreading it to other roses in their garden. 
 
Symptoms from new infections usually start appearing in 
mid-July.  Because of the variation in symptoms, RRV can 

be difficult to diagnosis.  It can look like herbicide damage as leaves may be distorted, curled or twisted.  
New leaves and twigs have an abnormally bright, rich red color.  (In spring and fall, many healthy roses 
have reddened foliage, but when roses are infected with RRV, the foliage may be red throughout the 
summer.)  Increased thorniness is common in many plants and may be accompanied by flattened stems.  
Infected rose plants may exhibit unusually large masses of distorted flower buds and in most cases these 

Unusual red color, leaf distortion and witches' broom due to 
rose rosette disease on this Grandiflora rose. 
Source: Jennifer Olson, Oklahoma State University, 
Bugwood.org 



buds do not open.  Or blooms may show atypical flower coloration, such as mottling.  Witch’s brooms are 
often associated with plants that have been symptomatic for more than one year. 
 
Gardens and landscape plantings can be decimated by rose rosette if the disease is left unchecked.  In 
general, smaller plants go through the disease stages more quickly than larger plants.  Small plants are 
usually killed in about 2 years, while a large plant may survive for up to five years in a weakened condition. 

 
What should you do if you find a rose with RRV symptoms?  
Remove symptomatic plants to keep rose rosette from 
spreading.  If diseased plants are left in the garden they will 
spread the virus to other roses.  Pruning out infected parts will 
not save your roses as the virus is systemic.  It will move 
throughout the plant including the roots.  Bag the plant before 
you remove it from the garden to keep from spreading the 
mites.  Cut it off at ground level and then dig out the roots.  
You do not need to remove the soil.  Clean your tools and put 
on fresh clothing before moving to a disease-free plant or 
area.  It is not recommended to re-plant roses in an area until 
all roots from the diseased roses are removed. 
 
To help prevent the spread of RRV, the general 
recommendation is to maintain at least 300 feet between 

your roses and any stands of wild multiflora rose.  Do not plant roses too close together.  Leave enough 
space for plants to mature without overlapping.  This extra space will help prevent mites from crawling 
from one plant to the next.  Consider inter-planting roses with other ornamental plants instead of one big 
bed of roses. 
 
When you buy roses, inspect them carefully.  Look at the roses around the one you want to buy too.  If you 
see any suspicious symptoms, pass them buy.  Don’t take a chance of bringing this fatal rose virus home. 
 
At this time it is unclear if any pesticides can effectively manage this mite.  Many eriophyid mites do have 
natural enemies such as predatory mites and fungi which help control them. 
 
Rose rosette virus is host specific and only roses are susceptible to this disease.  It will not affect other 
plants in the garden.  Rose breeders have been working to develop new rose cultivars that are resistant to 
rose rosette.  According to the Missouri Botanical Garden, ‘Top Gun’ is scheduled to be released in 2018.  
‘Top Gun,’ a shrub rose, is reportedly resistant to RRV and to most other common rose diseases.  Hopefully 
more resistant varieties will follow in the future. 
 
Resources:  Clemson University, Oklahoma State University, University of Tennessee, American Rose 
Society, Missouri Botanical Garden, University of Florida and NYS Integrated Pest Management. 

 

Rose rosette disease symptoms 
Source: Mary Ann Hansen, Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute and State University, Bugwood.org 


