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Witches Broom” is Deadly to Roses

Jeanna C. Godfrey, DVM

Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

In the fall, our thoughts often turn to witches and broomsticks with the approaching Halloween tradition.  But for rose lovers, “witches brooms” are much more frightening than any fall festival apparition.  The term is used to describe a deadly virus which infects roses and, over time, results in the death of the plant.
Rose Rosette Disease (RRD) was first described in the 1930’s when unusually thorny branches were noted on some wild roses (Rosa multiflora) in the mountains of California and Wyoming.  The term “witches broom’ was applied to the aberrations and it quickly became apparent the afflicted roses soon succumbed.  Although it has long been speculated the malady was caused by a virus, only recently has a team of researchers from the University of Arkansas tentatively identified the culprit.  Current information suggests the virus is spread one of three ways; by insect vectors such as the mite Phyllocoptes fructiphilus, by grafting infected buds onto target plants, and by root to root spread from sick to healthy roses.
Since first being described in the thirties, RRD has been identified in gardens across the country.  In 2007, one of the most serious and least expected outbreaks was at the Brooklyn Botanical Garden in New York City.  It has moved into South Carolina, Northern Georgia, and Alabama.  Infected roses have been found in Wyoming, Utah, and the mountains of California, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Arkansas.  Since 1990, the virus has been identified in southern Ontario, Canada as well as Tyler, Texas, and the Dallas/Fort Worth region.  One area that appears to be “immune” is the Mississippi River Delta, perhaps because of the aerial spray program to control Boll Weevils.  That program is ending, so most rosarians feel it is only a matter of time before the disease will be found there as well. One particularly disturbing feature of RRD is its predilection for Knock-Out roses.  Some suggest this is simply a result of more people planting Knock-Out roses rather than a true viral preference.  Regardless, the end result can be devastating.
So how do you identify RRD?  Initially, the damage resembles a plant sprayed by herbicide. But soon infected canes will sprout thick clusters (rosettes) of short, brittle stems covered in soft, rubbery thorns (witch’s broom).  Often these diseased canes will be burgundy-red in color, although tea roses may have lime-colored brooms.  The incubation period of RRD (time from first infection to time of first symptoms) may be as short as three weeks or as long as a year or more.  There is no known cure, although removing infected canes as soon as they are detected saves about 50% of infected roses.  Once the plant is fully involved the rose will die within a year or less.
Prevention of RRD is aimed at reducing exposure to the insect vector mite.  This can be difficult as the mite is microscopic and most miticides are ineffective against it.  Only one systemic miticide (dimethoate) has been shown to work but must be sprayed monthly once the roses leaf out in early spring.  Horticultural oil, neem oil, insecticidal soaps and various other organic methods have been tried but failed to reduce the mite population.  When using any pesticide, remember that the label must be strictly followed.  
Early detection and destruction of infected plants appears to be the only effective solution presently.  It is very important to remove ALL of the roots when eliminating sick plants because of the possibility of root to root transmission of the virus.
RRD seems to flare up, and disappear, only to show up again in a new area.  This is thought to be related to periodic population “explosions” of mites in wild multiflora roses.  The mites are then carried by spring winds into new areas or ride piggyback on traveling aphids or thrips.  Fortunately, Texas does not have a large population of wild roses and it is hoped outbreaks in our state will be few and far between.  However, since early detection is your best defense, it pays to make frequent, up close observations of your roses.  Contact the Texas A&M University Agri-Life Extension office for help in identification if you suspect RRD in your roses.
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