
 

Mother's Day roses could soon smell sweeter,
thanks to new research

May 12 2006

  
 

  

Harry Klee, a professor with the University of Florida’s Institute of Food and
Agricultural Sciences, inspects roses in a biotechnology laboratory in Gainesville.
Klee and other UF researchers believe they can improve the scent of many rose
varieties using a gene discovered in tomato plants. The gene controls production
of a chemical that enhances the aroma of flowers. 

University of Florida researchers may have good news for disappointed
consumers who want to know why their Mother’s Day roses just don’t
smell as good as they used to.

Harry Klee, a professor with UF’s Institute of Food and Agricultural
Sciences, says a breakthrough discovery in tomatoes could lead to better-
smelling roses. The genetically improved flowers could be on the market
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in just a few years.

Klee and several UF researchers, including Andrew Hanson – like Klee,
an eminent scholar with UF’s horticultural sciences department – have
identified a gene in tomatoes that contributes to the fruit’s flavor.

That same gene is responsible for helping create desirable fragrances in
roses and other flowers, and is thought to be involved in attracting
insects that pollinate flowers, Klee said.

Although the research began with tomatoes and may eventually be used
to improve their flavor, UF researchers first want to enhance the scent of
roses, because many varieties sold by florists have little or no fragrance.

It took researchers several years to pin down the gene responsible for
making the compound, 2-phenylethanol, commonly known as rose oil.

“We’re excited about doing it, and feel very optimistic that this is the
missing link,” Klee said.

Flower breeders have put so much emphasis on creating varieties of eye-
popping blooms that scent just “got lost along the way,” Klee said.

“It takes energy to make a bigger rose, and that has to come from
somewhere - probably from scent,” he said.

The research team published its findings this month in the Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences. UF is exploring the commercial
potential for the technology, which was developed with assistance from
two researchers from Germany’s Max Planck Institute.

The 2-phenylethanol finding could one day have an even bigger impact,
Klee says, because the compound is important to the taste of many foods
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and beverages, including beer, wine and grapes.

“Anybody who’s interested in flavor will eventually be interested in this,”
he said.

The compound can be used to make fragrances for perfumes as well, he
said. Right now, it can be made synthetically but that method makes
what Klee calls “side product” odors that fragrance purists frown upon.

“The best analogy I can come up with is that it’s like pure vanilla extract
versus imitation vanilla,” he said. “People who make perfumes are very
sensitive to those types of differences.”

And naturally produced rose oil is expensive, requiring large quantities
of roses to make a small amount of oil. So engineering roses that
produce more rose oil could have far-reaching implications, said UF
associate professor David Clark, who is working to grow enhanced-
fragrance roses using the newly discovered gene.

“I think a lot of people are going to jump on Harry’s discovery,” Clark
said. “It’s important because this work provides a basis for answering
biochemical questions that have been around a long time, like, ‘What
makes a vegetable or fruit taste better?’ Or ‘What makes a flower smell
better?’”

For Walter Metz, a former florist and now a florist trainer who works
for the Florida State Florists’ Association in Lake Worth, the possibility
of making roses more fragrant is cause for celebration.

“With so much hybridization, we’ve got stronger colors, straighter stems,
bigger blooms – and less smell,” he said. “There are so many, especially
the red ones, that just aren’t fragrant anymore.”
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Source: University of Florida
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