
IRIS BORER / SOFT ROT 

Iris borer and soft rot are discussed together because, in most cases, the iris borer is the cause of soft 

rot, which enters through wounds made by the borer.  Iris borers are pinkish-white caterpillars, one to 

two inches long, with dark heads.  They are the larvae of a small gray moth, which lays its eggs on old 

iris foliage and garden debris in August to September.  Larvae hatch in April or May at about the time 

the leaves are five or six inches tall.  They enter the foliage several inches above soil level, leaving 

behind them tiny holes the size of a pinhead.  The borers feed on the iris foliage for about two weeks 

before tunneling down to feed on the rhizome.  Finally, they leave the rhizome to pupate in the soil.  

The orange-brown pupae emerge into adults a short time later to start the cycle all over again. 

 

Bacterial soft rot enters the iris through the wounds caused by the borer.  Symptoms of rot often start 

with leaf tip browning and wilt, and progress to form water-soaked streaks on the iris foliage.   From 

there, the bacterium enters the rhizome, where it can cause the entire interior to rot into a foul-smelling 

mess. 

 

Controls 

Remove borer eggs by cleaning up all old iris foliage and debris in fall.  The best time to spray is when 

the leaves are five to six inches tall, usually in April.  Spinosad ( Ferti-lome Borer, Bagworm, Tent 

Caterpillar & Leafminer Spray )  and Acephate are recommended. 

  

Subsequently, keep an eye on the foliage for damage.  Look for water-soaked areas and feeding 

channels that harbor the borers, and pierce them with a pointed stick or pinch them within the leaves.  

Transplant the clumps in August, preferably to a new location.  While the soil is dug up, sift through it 

to locate and kill any borers that have left the rhizomes to pupate.  Check the rhizomes carefully for 

holes.  If just a few holes are detected, treat for borers by poking with a wire to kill the borers.  Cut 

away and destroy any rotted rhizomes.  Allow the remaining rhizomes to dry out in the sun for a couple 

of days before replanting. Iris prefers a well-drained soil and a sunny position.  Do not plant the      

rhizomes too deep--shallow planting will help prevent future rotting. 

   


