
Rose Rosette Disease: A Growing Threat to Garden Roses 
Rose rosette disease (RRD) is a destructive viral disease that affects cultivated roses across North America. Once considered a solution for 
controlling invasive wild roses, it has now become one of the most serious threats to ornamental rose gardens. 

What Causes Rose Rosette Disease? 
Rose rosette disease is caused by the Rose rosette virus (RRV), a plant virus discovered in 2011. The virus is spread by a microscopic 
eriophyid mite called the Phyllocoptes fructiphilus, commonly known as the rose leaf curl mite. 
These mites are extremely small and wind-dispersed, making the disease difficult to contain. When mites feed on infected roses, they 
acquire the virus and can transmit it to healthy plants. 

History and Spread 
Rose rosette disease was first observed in the 1940s in the Rocky Mountain region of the United States. It initially spread through wild 
multiflora roses (Rosa multiflora), which had been widely planted for erosion control and fencing. Over time, the disease moved into culti-
vated rose varieties in home gardens, public landscapes, and commercial 
nurseries. Today, it is present in much of the United States and continues to 
expand its range. 

Symptoms of Rose Rosette Disease 
Symptoms can vary depending on the rose variety, but common signs include: 

• Excessive thorn growth 

• Witches’ broom (dense clusters of small shoots) 

• Bright red or distorted new growth 

• Thickened stems 

• Malformed or discolored flowers 

• Stunted growth 

• Increased susceptibility to winter injury 
One hallmark symptom is abnormal red pigmentation that persists longer than 
normal new growth coloration. 
Symptoms may take several months to appear after infection, making early detection challenging. 

How the Disease Spreads 
The rose leaf curl mite spreads primarily by: 

• Wind currents 

• Physical contact between neighboring plants 

• Contaminated pruning tools (less common but possible) 
Dense plantings, especially mass plantings of popular landscape roses such as Knock Out® varieties, can increase the rate of spread. 

Management and Prevention 
Unfortunately, there is no cure for rose rosette disease once a plant is infected. 

Recommended Control Measures: 
1. Immediate Removal Remove the entire infected plant, including roots if possible. Bag the plant before removal to reduce mite 
dispersal. 
2. Proper Disposal Do not compost infected material. Dispose of it in sealed bags. 
3. Spacing and Airflow Plant roses with adequate spacing to reduce mite movement between plants. 
4. Monitoring Regularly inspect roses, especially during spring and early summer when mite activity increases. 
5. Mite Management Miticides may help reduce mite populations but are not fully reliable in preventing disease spread. 

 



Impact on the Rose Industry 
Rose rosette disease has caused significant economic losses in: 

• Commercial nurseries 

• Public gardens 
• Landscape installations 

• Home gardens 
The disease is particularly concerning because of its ability to spread rapidly through popular mass-market 
landscape roses. 
Researchers are currently working on breeding RRD-resistant rose varieties, but resistant cultivars are not yet 
widely available. 

Future Outlook 
I routinely treat for the mites that spread this viral disease. Unfortunately control, especially where there are 
large plantings is nearly impossible. This disease became so serious at the Secrest arboretum in Wooster 
(part of The Ohio State University) that the entire rose garden was removed and replaced with a trial garden 
for Hydrangea cultivars. 
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