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Using Technology to Help Monitor and Reduce 
Digital Dermatitis
‘We have a global lameness crisis in our dairy industry’ 
(Cook, 2016). This statement was made during a keynote 
speech by Nigel Cook, at the recent World Buiatrics 
Congress in Dublin. It was the sentiment and focus of 
numerous speakers at the congress. Given the number 
of delegates who attended the lectures on lameness, 
it is clear that the matter is high on the priority list of 
veterinarians and farmers alike. 
 

The graph shows the peer-reviewed surveys of lameness 
prevalence published over the last 20 years.

Factors which Increase the Prevalence of Lameness:

• Increasing intensification of the dairy industry
• Higher milk production 
• Confinement housing 

One of the factors which appears to be associated with 
lower lameness risk includes prompt recognition and 
treatment of lameness (Barker et al., 2010). Therefore 
setting up an effective control strategy is essential if 
we are to increase our ability to impact the three main 
causes of lameness: 

• Digital dermatitis (DD)
• Sole ulcer 
• White line lesions

Due to the environmental risk factors in Ireland and 
the UK, digital dermatitis is much more common than 
in places such as New Zealand and Australia. However, 
a recent farm survey in New Zealand discovered, 
surprisingly, 66% of farms to have DD present. Wet 
conditions inside or outside can give rise to the rapid 
spread of digital dermatitis. Indeed, some farms in 
Ireland see more digital dermatitis in the spring time 
at grass when conditions are wet, than when cows are 
in well-bedded dry houses. In order to control lameness, 

a plan including records analysis, surveillance for lame 
cows, hoof hygiene and footbath management is needed 
(Cook, 2016). 

When speaking at the World Buiatrics Congress in July 
this year, Nigel Cook noted that for digital dermatitis 
prevention, we focus on the early identification of acute 
lesions (before the cattle are lame) and prompt effective 
treatment, starting around breeding age in replacement 
heifer pens and continuing throughout the life of the 
animal, coupled with an effective footbath programme 
to control chronic lesions and hold them in check. It is, 
therefore, important that farmers and vets are able to 
appropriately measure and monitor digital dermatitis 
(DD), and have a clear understanding of how to control it. 
It is important that digital dermatitis is taken seriously, 
as once the cow develops a lesion, it is at much greater 
risk of developing the same lesion again in the next 
lactation (Oikonomou et al., 2013). It is, therefore, very 
important that in order to control digital dermatitis, all 
cattle are footbathed on a regular basis. According to 
Cook (2016), DD infection may impact 20-30% of heifers 
after breeding age and controlling digital dermatitis is 
crucially important in younger cows, as incidence peaks 
typically in the 1st or 2nd parity. 

The Rules for Footbathing have Changed: 
With growing concerns and regulatory changes being 
made to the use of copper sulphate and formaldehyde, it 
is imperative that other safer and effective solutions are 
considered. 

Copper Sulphate: 
Copper sulphate cannot legally be used in a footbath 
any more. According to EU regulations, December 2015, 
‘copper sulphate can only be used until 31st December 
2015’.

Using copper sulphate as a footbath solution may result 
in the lifetime contamination of soil. Back in 2001, it was 
noted in Hoards Dairyman that ‘In some locations, crop 
yields have been greatly reduced as a result of copper 
toxicity. At current rates of application, many dairy 
operations will achieve the lifetime accumulative load 
within a period of 10-15 years’. Given that it is now 2016, 
it is clear that many dairy farms will have already reached 
the lifetime contamination of soil.

Formaldehyde:
Formaldehyde is a carcinogen, found to cause cancers. 
Based on EU regulations as of June 2014, formaldehyde 
was reclassified to carcinogenic category 1B and 
mutagen category 2. Also, the IARC has proven that there 
is sufficient evidence in humans for the carcinogenicity 
of formaldehyde. Formaldehyde has been found to cause 
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cancer of the nasopharynx and leukaemia.
The rules around the usage of formaldehyde (formalin) 
changed at the end of November 2015 according to 
DEFRA. According to the changes noted at the end of 
2015, ‘if a health and safety issue arose through its use 
and [was] investigated, and the person using it [was] 
found not to have been suitably trained and competent, 
then there could be grounds for prosecution’.

Alternatives:
There are footbath solutions which can prove to be a 
better alternative to copper sulphate and formaldehyde. 
One of them is Hoofsure Endurance, which is made of 
organic acids, tea tree oil and wetting agents. It is non-
toxic, non-carcinogenic and biodegradable, meaning it is 
safe for the environment and the farmer using it. It has 
been proven to be more effective than copper sulphate 
and formaldehyde. 

Different Approaches to Controlling Lameness: 
Digital dermatitis lesions are extremely painful, and are 
associated with significant lameness, making digital 
dermatitis an important animal health concern and one 
of the most infectious diseases of cattle (Carter, 2016). 
It is extremely critical that farmers are able to monitor 
digital dermatitis on their farm, and can use their 
footbaths correctly to help tackle the problem. However, a 
staggering 80% of footbaths are used incorrectly (AFBI). 
Producers often do not recognise lame cows until they 
suffer from severe stages of lameness (Schindhelm et al., 
2016). Based on the rapid spread of digital dermatitis, 
it is no longer an option to disregard, or not to address 
the problem correctly. It is important that the farmer is 
aware of the severity of the problem, and can then act 
accordingly. 

New apps and services have developed and are 
available to help assess lameness and digital dermatitis. 
Provita’s new DD (digital dermatitis) app combined with 
the Hoofsure HELP service has been designed to assist 
farmers, veterinarians and hoof experts in monitoring 
and taking action against lameness on farms. It will 
provide a complete picture of digital dermatitis on 
farm, and help address the symptoms appropriately. For 
clients who are using or who are wishing to use Hoofsure 
Endurance footbath solution, a member of the team 
or a trained partner can carry out an on-farm digital 
dermatitis assessment using the new DD app. If a farmer 
is proficient in IT, they can use the app themselves. Entry 
of the data is quick and accurate, and an instant report 
is generated to allow identification of the type of digital 
dermatitis each cow has and the overall digital dermatitis 
level that is on the farm. 

Rather than trying to figure out the type of digital 
dermatitis each cow has, the DD app just asks the 
scorer to describe the lesions using the three physical 
characteristics which are: 

• Size in cm
• Colour
• Profile

The app will convert your observations and categorise 
them into early, acute, healing, chronic or chronic and 
acute lesions. Once the data has been submitted, a 
full report on the type of digital dermatitis present is 
generated by the DD app. Then specific recommendations 
for the farm will be provided.

 
Farmers who register using the detailed form will also 

be asked questions on footbath size to allow for accurate 
dilution rate guidance for Hoofsure Endurance. Farmers 
can use the information to identify underperforming 
cows, repeat chronic cases and cows which can be classed 
as ‘do not breed from’ or early cull candidates. The DD 
app can be used to monitor how individual cows respond 
to treatments and how the overall herd responds to a 
recommended footbathing plan. 

Zinpro have a step-up app which was launched in 
2015, which features a locomotion scoring assessor to 
help track locomotion scores and estimate the cost of 
lameness. The First Step Program provides the industry’s 
most comprehensive assessment of overall lameness risk 
factors on a dairy to help manage and prevent lameness. 
It uses a 1 to 5 scale and is based upon observations 
taken while the cow is standing and walking, with a 
special emphasis on the cow’s back posture. Through the 
use of locomotion scoring, dairy producers can assess 
the incidence and severity of lameness within their herd. 
The app also breaks down the locomotion scoring to 
help determine an extra profit potential your herd may 
achieve by reducing lameness prevalence.

An Effective Lameness Control Plan in Action: 
Ultimately, producers that have succeeded in their control 
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of lameness will become the best salesmen of prevention 
programmes to the others that lag behind (Cook, 2016). 
Availing of new technologies and programmes to help 
control digital dermatitis has proven to be very beneficial 
to many farmers. One farmer who is part of Provita’s 
Hoofsure HELP service, and is a prime example of someone 
who has been able to control their lameness problem, is 
Philip Toner. An initial inspection of his farm showed that 
65% of the milking herd had digital dermatitis, and 20% 
of that herd had active digital dermatitis. One month 
later, 95% of the overall active digital dermatitis had 
changed from active white/red to inactive brown/black.
 

It’s important to note that a specific farm-orientated 
digital dermatitis control plan is imperative as it will 
allow the farmer to see the changes to the DD problem 
on their farm. Different levels of digital dermatitis should 
be tackled in various ways. For example, farmers who wish 
to get rapid reduction in digital dermatitis can footbath 
at a higher rate of 3% to 5% on a regular basis, and then 
reduce this to 1% or 2% once the active digital dermatitis 
is less than 5%. This protocol was followed exactly on a 
farm in Co Tyrone. They saw a 92% reduction in active 
lesions within six weeks. See the images below. 

Images taken before the protocol was applied

Images taken after the protocol was implemented, scab falling off

Conclusion:
Lameness related to digital dermatitis is a major problem 
for the dairy industry globally. However, the use of new 
technology can help monitor digital dermatitis better, 
and can facilitate in devising specific plans of action to 
be taken on an individual cow and a herd basis. Apps can 
then help give feedback on the success of the adopted 
strategies and lead to quicker and better decisions being 
made. 
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