
www.e-gro.org 

Reprint with permission from the 
author(s) of this e-GRO Alert. 

2024 Sponsors 
It’s Obviously an Iron Problem, 
But Why? 
Interveinal chlorosis of the 
new leaves usually means 
iron problems. A few 
scattered rosemary plants 
had symptoms and they had 
one thing in common.  They 
were under a dripping 
irrigation nozzle that kept 
the substrate overly 
saturated and may have 
limited the plant from 
obtaining iron. In addition, 
lime had been added to the 
top of the pot and the 
dripping water helped make 
it more available to increase 
the substrate pH. 

Figure 1. Close-up of a rosemary plant with 
interveinal chlorosis of the young leaves 
(Photo: Brian Whipker) 

On a recent extension trip, we were able to scout an impressive crop of rosemary plants 
being grown in the shape of Christmas trees. Three plants out of 20,000 isn’t much. 
Those 3 plants all had interveinal chlorosis of the new leaves (Fig. 1-4). These are typical 
iron (Fe) deficiency symptoms.   

All three plants also had in common that they were the only ones exhibiting symptoms 
and they were being grown under a dripping irrigation nozzle.  All of the surrounding 
plants were normal green (Fig. 5). This was a case of excessive moisture limiting Fe 
uptake by the plant.  In addition, a dose of limestone had been added to the top of the 
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Figure 2. The typical symptomology of a iron deficiency is interveinal chlorosis. 
(Photo: Brian Whipker) 

 

Figure 3. Rosemary leaf blades exhibiting the various symptoms of limited iron. 
(Photo: Brian Whipker) 

 

Rosemary: Iron Problems 

pot.  It appears the extra 
moisture helped make 
more of the limestone 
available to modify the 
substrate pH.  A pourthru 
test found the pH to be 
elevated at 6.6.  Similar 
symptoms can also develop 
in the case of another 
physiological disorder 
caused by cold growing 
conditions, abiotic factors 
such as root rot, and the 
less common Fe deficiency 
due to inadequate levels 
being provided.  

Confirmation of Diagnosis 

Obtaining a substrate pH 
of 6.6 suggests that the 
elevated pH is contributing 
to the development of Fe 
chlorosis.   In addition, 
confirming an iron 
deficiency diagnosis with 
leaf tissue analysis can be 
challenging. Low levels 
may not always be 
confirmed. For us, we ran 
a leaf tissue analysis and 
found Fe to be low at 48.9 
ppm according to the 
NCDA&CS lab standards. 

Corrective Procedures 

The easy fix is to avoid 
having super-saturated 
substrates.  We have 
observed with other plants 
that normal green new 
growth can return if the 
plant is allowed to dry 
down between irrigations. 
The yellow tissue may be 
slow to turn green and in 

 

 

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 5. Isolated, single plant with dripping water inducing iron chlorosis. (Photo: Brian Whipker) 

 

Figure 4. Comparison of iron deficient (left) and normal plant 
(right). (Photo: Brian Whipker) 

Rosemary: Iron Problems 

some cases may not regain color.  An iron chelate application may also be beneficial 
to help make additional iron available to the plant.    

Conclusion 

Iron deficiency of rosemary and other plant species can occur if the substrate is too 
wet.  When symptoms appear, be sure to check the roots, substrate pH, and the 
moisture level of the substrate to help diagnose the situation and then plot 
correction steps. 

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