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DECEMBER ROSE GROWING 

Written by HENRY SEILER, the 12th and final installment of 12 articles he wrote in 2008 

for The Pensacola Rose Newsletter.  Henry received the “Award of Merit” for Rose 

Growing Series from The American Rose Society for these 12 articles.  

Well, Gulf Coast rosarians, Thanksgiving has come and gone and Christmas is just a 

couple of weeks away. Wow. Time seems to be moving fast. I guess that comes with 

getting older. Looking back at November, I would say it was a good month for rose 

growing but not without the challenges that we normally encounter at this time of year. 

Temperature wise it was almost perfect with an average high of 69.4 and an average 

low of 48.8 with 82 being the highest and 32 being the lowest. The rain situation was 

rather bleak with only 0.51 inches over the first 27 days. But on black Friday and the two 

days following we received 2.25 inches giving us a total of 2.76 inches for the month 

(4.46 is normal). We are presently 7.08 inches below normal for the year. Although 

some areas did experience frost on at least one occasion, my garden narrowly escaped 

it. That allowed us to have some nice blooms on Thanksgiving which we were able to 

take with us to my sister’s in Metairie, La. That was just one extra thing for this rosarian 

to be thankful for. 

So, what are gulf coast rosarians doing in December? Well, most of us are getting ready 

for Christmas and haven’t spent much time thinking about roses. As Suze Orman would 

say: “People first, roses second”. But if you happen to look outside you will notice that 

the roses are still blooming. What ever happened to operation slowdown and will our 

roses ever become dormant? We can only prepare our roses for dormancy but they will 

continue to grow and bloom until they experience the first hard freeze of temperatures 

below 28 degrees for several hours. Looking at the way the first two weeks of 

December have progressed and looking at the 

extended forecast we may have roses on the table 

at Christmas. I love it. You will also notice while 

peeking out at your roses that many of the leaves 

have black spots and have turned yellow and many 

of the blooms have purple freckles and large black 

spots on the petals. With the limited amount of rain 

we’ve had you wouldn’t expect the fungus problem 

to be so bad, but the temperatures and humidity 

have been ideal for both blackspot and botrytis. If 

you can find the time I would recommend spraying 

with fungicide every ten days until the first hard 

freeze. A good spray combo would be Banner Maxx, Compass and Daconil, which is 

better than Manzate in controlling botrytis. Botrytis is almost impossible to control at 
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this time of year especially if your garden has a northern exposure. The only fungicides 

which give good control are Chipco 26019 (iprodione), Decree (fenhexamid), Daconil 

(chlorothalonil) and Medallion (fludioxinil). Except for Daconil, the other three are 

expensive and they are not labeled for control of blackspot or powdery mildew. 

Removing the diseased blooms and putting them in the trash as soon as possible helps 

prevent the spores from blowing onto healthy blooms. 

And why are spider mites still active at this time of year? Aren’t they supposed to like it 

hot and dry? Isn’t it a little too cold and damp for spider mites? Not really. Spider mites 

are provided with protective armor, and they reside under the leaves which heat up 

nicely during the day. 

And, remember those invisible critters whose job it is to keep the spider mite population 

in check? Well, they’re the ones that can’t tolerate cold weather. And it did get down to 

32 and 33 degrees on two different occasions. It seems that I have seen more spider 

mites this month than at any previous time this year and they seem to be having their 

way. There’s always the water wand (spider mites hate water) although they don’t 

wash off as readily in cold weather. Last week I sprayed with a combination of Avid and 

Floramite and will repeat in about ten days, and hopefully, say goodbye to spider mites 

for this year. 

It might be wise to inspect your foliage a final time for insect pests. I’ve seen a few 

sporadic colonies of winter aphids (Look for the sticky leaves) and I spotted several 

cucumber beetles hiding in some of the blooms. No pun intended. And you 

may see scale insects encrusted on some of the older canes and leaves. 

Merit will finish off any remaining insects except scale insects that require 

0rtho Volck Oil Spray (97% petroleum oil) or All Seasons Horticultural 

and Dormant Spray Oil (98% petroleum oil). The problem with spraying for 

scale is that different types of scale require different concentrations of oil 

and identifying the type of scale may not be easy. I would add either Merit or Cygon 2E 

to the oil when spraying for scale. Besides dormant oils, other types of winter dormant 

sprays are those containing sulfur or copper. These include Bonide Lime-Sulfur 

Spray and Elemental Sulfur which are supposed to eliminate over-wintering fungus 

and insect pests. The copper products include Kocide 2000 DF (Cupro 2005 T/F/O) 

which is 53.8% copper hydroxide, Liqui-Cop which is copper sulfate (Fixed copper) 

and the old Bordeaux Mixture which is lime-copper. Many rosarians apply a winter 

dormant spray in February after the roses have been pruned. In the November 

newsletter we talked about operation slowdown and recommended that high-nitrogen 

fertilizers be discontinued at that time, however, those containing phosphate and potash 

as 0:10:10 or 0:20:20 are recommended as they strengthen the root system and 

increase winter hardiness as potassium increases the thickness and strength of plant 

cell walls and makes them more resistant to cold damage. It’s sometimes difficult to find 
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fertilizers with the above formulations. You may want to check with Lesco whose 

catalog includes every possible fertilizer formulation imaginable. But I’m not sure which 

ones they keep in stock. Some rosarians apply bone meal in December (½ cup per 

bush). It is also safe to apply other types of organics but they won’t start working and 

have a positive impact until the soil warms up in the spring. But then you’ll have a head 

start in the spring when there are a hundred other things to do and the soil 

microorganisms won’t have to beg for the organics. 

Some rosarians quit cutting spent blooms after the first of December, leaving them to 

form hips, in an attempt to initiate dormancy. They simply pull the petals off and dispose 

of them. But our roses seldom experience complete dormancy and for the most part 

they remain semi-active throughout the winter. 

As we get closer to the winter solstice and the days get shorter and colder, growth will 

gradually slow down and usually, but not always, by January all that remains are 

memories of our fabulous fall blooms. Should we provide winter protection for our 

roses? The question of whether or not to winter protect has been a controversial issue 

here on the Pensacola Gulf Coast. Of course, we have no control over the weather and 

who knows what Mother Nature has in store for us this winter? It may be mild like the 

three previous winters or it may be devastating like some of the winters of years ago. 

My motto has always been “pray for a mild winter but prepare for a harsh one” and 

“don’t get caught with your mulch down”. And my answer to the question “Which bushes 

should I winter protect?” has always been “Only those you wish to keep”. In the old days 

many of us hilled our bushes up to a foot to15 inches with pine bark mulch. And for the 

ones in pots we made newspaper collars to hold the mulch. In the spring we would pull 

the mulch away from the bushes and spread it over the bed giving us a head start in 

applying our spring mulch. Maybe the mellow winters of the past several years have 

caused Gulf Coast rosarians to mellow too much. We may want to get back into the 

habit of applying some winter protection. A good thick mulch piled up around the bud 

union is your best winter protection. Minis and Hybrid Teas and Floribundas growing on 

their own roots don’t really need winter protection. It is best to have the mulch ready to 

apply but don’t hill the bushes until after the first night of freezing temperature. 

After the first freeze, when some of the succulent growth is killed, all tall bushes should 

be “topped” and staked to prevent root damage caused by strong winds rocking them 

back and forth. DO NOT prune severely until February (we may start pruning the 

last week in January this year). But we can begin operation clean-up at this time by 

removing all dead canes and spindly growth from the bottoms of the bushes before 

hilling and cleaning up the beds as much as possible to prevent spider mites and 

blackspot spores from over-wintering. Who said December was a “laid back” month for 

rosarians? 
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As our roses progress deeper into the winter they will require less and less water. But 

letting the soil dry out, especially before a freeze, could have serious consequences. It’s 

always wise to water them well when a freeze is predicted. But, actually, all it takes is a 

frost, which is ever so common in December, to retire our bushes for the season. 

Getting up early in the morning and washing the frost off the tender growth and flower 

buds before the sun hits will prevent frost damage and prolong the life of your buds. 

December is a great month for digging new beds, reworking old beds, transplanting 

bushes to new locations and shovel-pruning nonproductive bushes. If you are preparing 

new beds for spring planting, work in lots of organic material, including soil conditioner, 

sphagnum peat moss, alfalfa, soybean and cottonseed meal, bone meal, milorganite 

and cow manure. Working these materials in now will allow them to age and mellow by 

spring. If you are planting bare root roses this fall, BE SURE to soak them in water over 

night before planting and hill them up to the tips of the canes after planting. 

Evaluate the performance of your bushes over the past year. Remove those that have 

not performed to your expectations and replace them with new ones. 

With the December days being so short it limits how much we can do in the evenings 

after work. One thing you may consider for those cold December evenings is doing 

some reading. This is when I catch up on the reading I didn’t have time for during the 

growing season. The short December days may restrict our physical activity but not our 

mental activity. Send for rose catalogs, visit rose web sites on the internet. Discuss the 

new varieties with other rosarians. Plan to attend our mid-winter meeting in Tallassee 

the weekend of January 16th. It is a weekend of serious fun. And don’t forget to bring 

your checkbook. There will be several venders selling roses and all types of rose 

products that you’ll just have to have. 

As I mentioned, roses on the Gulf Coast seldom experience true dormancy. Wise 

rosarians never consider it. If you have ANY questions about December rose 

growing, call a consulting rosarian. We are here to help. Enjoy your December roses 

(I’m sure there’re a few that the botrytis missed). Merry Christmas to all and to all 

Happy Rose Growing in December.  


