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It’s Complicated:  
Rosemary Boron Problems  
Stubby, clubbed, and brittle new leaves are all typical 
symptoms of a boron deficiency. While the resulting 
symptomology suggests a boron deficiency is the problem, the 
actual culprit is a physiological issue with water uptake and a 
saturated substrate.  

Figure 1. Pinched 
rosemary plant 
with stunted 
axillary shoots. 
(Photo: Brian 
Whipker) 

Holdover plants from the spring make it easier for plant problem sleuths to locate great 
examples.  On a recent extension trip, we were able to scout a crop of rosemary plants.  
Overall, >99% of the plants were fine, but we were able to find a few problem plants. 
The new leaves were small, distorted, and brittle (Figs. 1-4).  These are typical 
symptoms of a boron deficiency.   

These plants had been pinched to trim them back when they got too large.  For some 
reason, these did not resume normal axillary shoot development like the remainder of 
the crop and stalled. As time progressed, the irrigations were based on the needs of the 
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Figure 2. The typical symptomology of a boron deficiency is stunted, clubby 
growth.  (Photo: Brian Whipker) 

 

Figure 3. Axillary shoots failed to grow and can be seen as small buds. (Photo: 
Brian Whipker) 

 

Rosemary: Boron Problems 

plants with normal 
regrowth.  This resulted in 
overly saturated substrate 
conditions for the stalled 
plant.  

Boron (B), like calcium 
(Ca), is taken up and 
transported by plants via 
mass flow.  The primary 
mechanism is water 
uptake via transpiration.  
Any plant injury or 
environmental conditions 
that limit water uptake 
can also limit the supply of 
B. In the case of these 
rosemary plants, this is 
more complicated due to 
the physiological limits of 
the plants to take up the 
B, even though B was 
being provided in the 
fertility program.    

Leaf Tissue Analysis 

Confirming your diagnosis 
with leaf tissue analysis 
can be challenging. First of 
all the leaf mass is usually 
limited and being able to 
obtain a sufficient number 
of leaves might not be 
possible.  Also, the 
principle of analyzing 
results is based on dry 
weight.  The stubby leaves 
did not expand adequately, 
thus not diluting the B 
over a larger leaf area.  So 
B may be reported from 
the test as being adequate 
because it is more 
concentrated in the small 
leaves. 

 

 

Figure 4. White mold on gerbera. (Photo: Brian Whipker) 
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Species: Gerbera 

Symptoms/Signs: Mottled leaf on plant 
(Fig. 3). 

Probable Cause: Genetic mutations in the 
form of changing leaf patterns (chimera) 
commonly occur.  This is a non-infectious 
situation. In contrast, viral infections 
normally have a ringspot pattern and 
insect vectors (thrips) that need to be 
addressed. 

 

Species: Gerbera 

Symptoms/Signs: White, cottony-like 
mold at the base of the plant.  A black 
mass (sclerotia) develops after 5 to 7 days 
of the start of an infection (Fig. 4). 

Probable Cause: White mold (Sclerotinia) 
commonly occurs in late March or early 
April if we have a cloudy, humid week of 
weather. Two sclerotia are easy to see at 
the base of the plant and can be used to 
help diagnose the problem.  
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Figure 6. Low EC meltdown on petunia. (Photo: Brian Whipker) 

 
Figure 4. Affected leaves are brittle and can crunch into smaller pieces. (Photo: Brian Whipker) 

Rosemary: Boron Problems 

[With both hydrogen (H) and oxygen (O) 
being essential plant elements, could one 
argue that it was a nutritional issue 
instead?  Hydrogen and oxygen toxicity in 
the form of excess water (H2O) in the 
saturated substrate, coupled with an 
oxygen deficiency (O2) due to the lack of 
adequate air space.] 

Corrective Procedures 

There is no economical fix to turn the 
affected plants around.  Discarding them is 
the only option.    

Conclusion 

Boron deficiency of rosemary and other 
plant species can occur when B is limited. 
Symptomology can develop due to a 
physiological hindrance to uptake such as 
over-irrigation or poor water transpiration 
or when the concentration of B is too low.   

Figure 5. Top view of a daphne plant with TSWV. (Photo: Brian Whipker) 
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