
Case Study
Myrtle Rust - What golf clubs  
need to know

June 2018



Myrtaceae (Myrtle) family 
of trees within New Zealand 
include:

Introduction 

What is Myrtle Rust and why is it such a threat?

In April 2017 Myrtle Rust was first 
discovered on Raoul Island having been 
found on Pohutukawa Trees there.  Myrtle 
Rust made its way onto mainland New 
Zealand the following month.  Since 
then it has been discovered on 547 
properties over nine regions.  Golf clubs 

are not immune and it is highly likely further 
infections will include clubs throughout 
the country.  Having some knowledge of 
what to look for and what steps to take if it 
is discovered can reduce the risk of further 
infestation.

Case Study - Myrtle Rust - What golf clubs need to know

Myrtle Rust is a fungal plant pathogen that is native to South America.  The fungus attacks plants that sit 
within the Myrtaceae or Myrtle family of trees.  In New Zealand iconic trees like Pohutukawa and Manuka 
are in this family, though there has only been one Manuka plant that has been found to be infected by the 
fungus.  Many of the trees within the Myrtle family are found of golf courses throughout the country.

Myrtle rust spreads very easily which has made the eradication of the fungus impossible so far in New 
Zealand.  The spores take on the same texture as talcum powder making dispersal via wind the easiest way 
it spreads, however it is not the only way.  Movement of infected plants or contaminated equipment, water, 
animal contamination, and human contamination will also spread the fungus.

Many parts of New Zealand provide perfect conditions for Myrtle Rust to thrive.  Favourable conditions 
include high humidity, water staying on the plants surface for longer than six hours, and temperatures 
that range between 15 and 25 degrees Celsius.  These conditions describe many of New Zealand’s coastal 
areas, and the coastal areas also have the propensity to have high winds which will move the fungal spores 
around the area.  Even areas that don’t have these conditions all year round will still likely see Myrtle Rust 
infections.  The fungus will likely die off during the winter, but will come back in the warmer months to 
reappear on trees that have already been attacked.  Each year these trees will get weaker and provide points 
from where the Myrtle Rust can spread to other trees.

The fungus has a distinctive yellow or orange colour that is occasionally surrounded by a purple ring and 
can be found on new growth including leaves, shoots, buds, and fruit.  Initially the disease appears as small 
purple or red brown flecks with a purple halo on the leaf surface.  Leaves become twisted and could die.  A 
plant that has been infected by myrtle rust becomes susceptible to secondary infections which can occur 
days after first contact with Myrtle Rust, but Myrtle Rust itself can kill a host plant.

• Pohutukawa
• Manuka
• Rata
• Kanuka
• Swam Maire
• Ramarama
• Eucalyptus
• Feijoa



Regions of New Zealand that have Myrtle Rust reported with the number of confirmed 
reports (as of April 8th 2018):

• Northland – 4
• Auckland – 82
• Waikato – 61
• Bay of Plenty – 123
• Taupo – 5

• Taranaki – 233
• Manawatu – 3
• Wellington – 34
• Tasman - 2

Can Myrtle Rust be treated on infected plants and 
what should a golf club do if it thinks it is infected?

There is a possibility that Myrtle Rust can be treated by fungicides on smaller plants and trees.  However, if 
it has infected larger trees the only treatment is to cut the tree down.

If you think a tree has been infected by Myrtle rust here is what you should do:

• Do not touch the infection as this will spread it.

• Take a photo if you can

• Mark the site with a ribbon or similar

• Phone the MPI hotline on 0800 80 9966

• Do not worry about a false alarm it is better to be safe

Golf courses provide one of the best opportunities to have direct contact with an infected plant.  If 
someone on the course becomes contaminated the following procedure should be followed:

• Spray the garment with alcohol, methylated spirits, or Sterigene

• Place the garment in a plastic bag and then place it in another bag.  Leave it on the spot

• If you can get GPS co-ordinates of the spot.

• Notify MPI and your local DOC office immediately.

• If you cannot move from the place without spreading contamination stay put (put your safety first) and 

contact someone to brings out the required equipment to decontaminate.

With the ease the way the fungus is 
spread the is nothing golf courses can do 
to prevent infection if they have plants 
and trees on their property that are of the 
Myrtle family.  Golf courses do have an 
opportunity to look at the current makeup 
of the trees on their golf courses and future 
proof the course from any infestation.  
Susceptible trees could be planned to be 
brought down, to be replaced by trees that 
are not affected by Myrtle Rust.  

The 1 billion trees project offers all golf 
clubs an opportunity to assess where they 
can replant areas or bring down old, dead, 
or disease susceptible trees and have them 
replaced.  For more information on Myrtle 
Rust contact MPI or DOC and if your club 
is interesting in a tree planting programme 
contact your Reginal Support Manager to 
discuss the steps towards the planning and 
planting.

Is there anything that a golf course can do to prevent getting 
a Myrtle Rust infection?


