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Latest Lameness Research: 
A Summary

Provita Animal Health recently took part in several 
conferences which delved into the current research 
on lameness, amongst other topics. These included: 
the 19th International Symposium and 11th Conference 
on ‘Lameness in Ruminants’ which was held in 
Munich, Germany on 7th–9th September 2017, AVSPNI 
(Association of Veterinary Surgeons Practising 
in Northern Ireland) in October 2017 and CAVI 
(Veterinary Ireland) Annual Conference, October  
2017. This article summarises key points from 
presentations and scientific posters from researchers 
across the globe that could help farmers tackle 
lameness in their herds.  

Lameness is a major challenge in dairy herds globally. 
Digital dermatitis (DD), more commonly known as 
Mortellaro, is an infectious condition and one of the major 
causes of lameness reducing mobility, comfort, feed intake 
milk yield, fertility. This infectious condition can spread 
quickly through the entire herd and can reduce milk yield 
by at least one litre per cow per day. At the International 
Lameness Conference in Munich, GJ Remnant reported 
that the levels of lameness overall ranged from 7% to 61%. 
Likewise David Tisdall, at the AVSPNI conference mentioned 
that lameness can range from 0% to 79.2% and overall levels 
are increasing with a reported average 36.8% of lameness 
incidence.  

From the percentages stated, it is evident that lameness 
can be controlled, however too many lameness protocols 
on farm are substandard. It was suggested at AVSPNI 
conference that the main obstacles to controlling lameness 
were time and labour restrictions, plus the unpopularity 
and tedium of the job itself. Furthermore, if lameness 
levels reach a noticeably high level, farmers may feel it is 
irreversible and too difficult to reduce. Thus, it is paramount 
that veterinarians and farm consultants provide reassuring 
on-farm assistance, robust protocols and regular follow-up 
to manage such scenarios.

Keynote speeches at the Munich conference were 
delivered by very reputable researchers within the ruminant 
lameness field. One such speech by Dr Arturo Gomez 
from Spain discussed “Lameness: could it be driven by 
inflammation?” which posed some interesting questions 
on the relationship between lameness and inflammation. 
Arturo said cow behaviour and stress can promote 
inflammatory states so he questioned whether we should 
be adopting low-stress handling in cattle? He highlighted 
the transition stage to be a key time of a cow’s lactation 
which can greatly impair the immune system, and that 
special focus should be put on transiting cows, and a 
specific lameness goal approach given to cows depending 
on their stage of lactation.

An interesting debate with practical implications for 
veterinarians, farmers and hoof-trimmers was whether 
to bandage or not bandage Mortellaro infections. One 
philosophy is that bandages can leave the skin soft and 

compromised if left on for longer than three days; however, 
they do allow sustained contact time for any topical 
product to work such as Konquest hoof gel (see images 
1&2). Research led by Dr Klawitter from University of Bern, 
Switzerland, showed that bandaging leads to a 71%–86% 
treatment rate within one month, but absence of a bandage 
successfully treated 30–44% of lesions. However, it must 
be noted the techniques used were complex, comprising 
large amounts of cotton gauze, a bandage wrap and tar 
sealant. This was in addition to replacing every week during 
a four-week period. This may not be a practical option for 
all farms, but it could be a warranted approach for a few 
difficult cases.

Also of interest for the day-to-day management of 
Mortellaro was a longer-term study led by Coatney from 
USA, which showed that the majority of infections treated 
with either a single or triple (one week apart) application 
of topical antibiotic redeveloped again at 120 days, despite 
appearing healed at 60 days. This would confirm the 
necessity for a treatment and control strategy to be used 
together, i.e. topical product applications and footbathing. 
Footbathing is an effective control measure, therefore 
it will help to reduce the incidence of new infections and 
improve the condition of the hoof. For maximum results, it is 
recommended to run a footbath after every milking, every 
day. Renowned cattle veterinarian, Roger Blowey MCRVS, 
has often stated that many dairies will realise a greater 
economic benefit from regular footbathing than any other 
change on farm.

Effective hoof-trimming was discussed at both the 
AVSPNI conference and the CAVI conference. It was stated 
that effective trimming resulted in 25% less lameness on 
farm, and the following suggestions on improving trimming 
were made: 

• Earlier trimming leads to 50% less incidence of 
lameness;

• One shoe size does not fit every animal, so dorsal 
wall length should be varied per cow – larger cows 
may need 80 mm to 90 mm;

• The first cut should not draw blood as this can be 
a route of infection by DD and lead to toe necrosis;

• The use of NSAID drug, in conjunction with 
trimming and blocking, doubled the cure 
rate to 56% compared to 24% for trimming  
only.
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At the Munich Lameness conference, the main 
consideration voiced was the appropriateness of trimming 
techniques that were specific to the herd. Over-trimming 
is certainly a practice to avoid, since it can affect the sole 
thickness and biomechanics of the feet, thus impacting 
the lameness susceptibility. Trimming at dry-off needs to 
be correctly done, as the changes in hoof conformation at 
calving are multiple. It was described how the cow’s pedal 
bone sinks at calving, pushing more pressure on the digital 
cushion, often the primary site of infectious lesions like DD. 
Additionally, digital cushion thickness is at its thinnest one 
week after calving, due to the repositioning of fat, in the same 
way body condition is lost which can predispose claw horn 
lesions like sole haemorrhages and ulcers. Therefore, it may 
be the case to implement specific lameness management 
for freshly calved groups, and this was heavily endorsed 
by many presenters. Although research is still sparse to 
give any concrete recommendations, I am confident many 
projects will begin to investigate this further.

Provita Animal Health had co-authorship on an oral and 
scientific poster presentation at the conference in Munich. 
The oral presentation was presented by Dr Nick Bell from 
England on the repeatability of visual scoring of Mortellaro 
lesions. The purpose of this study was to determine if there 
was scoring agreement among lameness researchers and 
professionals in the identification of DD lesions using the 
widely adopted M-system (see image 3). Surprisingly, the 
level of agreement was satisfactory, only highlighting the 
need for more training and education on the M-system. 
To help farmers complete M-scoring, there have been 
significant advancements in technology. Currently there are 
two systems available; Zinpro’s DD Check and the Provita 
Animal Health DD App. The DD Check App requires training 
and good knowledge of the M-system, whereas Provita 
Animal Health DD App simply requires the user to make 
three observations on colour, size and profile of lesions, and 
to input these into the app. The app converts observations 
and categorises them into early, acute, healing, chronic DD 
lesions. Once the data has been submitted, a full report and 
specific recommendations for the farm are generated (see 
image 4).

The use of pre-wash baths reduced the level of dry matter contamination in the chemical 
footbath by 45%.

Percentage dry matter in footbath with or without pre-wash set up

Footbath set up
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Another study by Provita Animal Health aimed to help 
farmers decide on using a pre-wash footbath that was 
presented again at the International Lameness conference, 
Munich 2017. The use of a pre-wash set-up reduced the 
level of dry matter contamination in medicated footbaths 

by 45% (see figure 1). Cleaner medicated footbaths allow 
greater contact time on the hoof and improved hoof 
hygiene. The use of permanent footbaths (e.g. concrete, 
stainless steel) resulted in less loss of footbath solution 
than temporary footbaths (e.g. plastic). As the number 
of observed cow defecations in pre-wash footbaths and 
medicated footbaths were similar during the study, it 
could be that the pre-wash bath has a beneficial cleaning 
effect on cows’ feet. It was noted that a larger study will be 
required to verify and expand on these observations.

Image 3

Image 4

Figure 1

In conclusion, a great diversity and knowledge was 
presented at all of the recent conferences and a common 
trend from them is that lameness is still a major problem 
globally. That said, with deeper examination it has revealed 
lameness to certainly be controllable and treatable if the 
correct measures are in place. The initial recognition and 
identification of the lameness levels are vitally important; 
following advice on hoof-trimming; having a permanent 
footbath in place; treating and controlling digital dermatitis 
effectively and having reviewable farm-specific lameness 
protocols in place are important measures needed for 
success. 
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