
Lameness in Sheep 
Lameness in sheep is an important consideration, not only for welfare, but also for production.  Tupping time is a particularly 
important time for lameness- a lame tup is a useless tup and lame ewes will have reduced conception rates! And we all know 
that lame sheep can attract unwanted attention from the passing public. 
Common causes of lameness 
It is important to know what is causing the lameness in your sheep so you can choose the most appropriate treatment for 
them. Scald causes inflammation of the skin between the digits making the skin red, swollen, moist and painful, leading to 
lameness. In order to set up infection, the bacteria requires damage to the skin, this can be caused by any number of things 
causing abrasions of the skin such as soil balling between the digits, coarse grass, frosty grass, frost bite etc. Even too high a 
concentration of formalin in a footbath can lead to scald. Moisture is important in spreading the disease so it is often seen in 
lambs grazing lush spring or summer grass when it is damp.  Footrot begins life as scald and then progresses into footrot. Foot-
rot is distinct from scald; it is the separation of the horn, which starts at the skin/horn junction at the heel. The severity of the 
disease is dependant on the strain of the bacterium involved, it can vary from very mild cases to severe separation of the horn 
causing severe lameness. Contagious Ovine Digital Dermatitis (CODD) is a relatively recently recognised condition, which used 
to be confused with footrot. The defining feature of CODD is that the lesion starts at the coronary band (top of the hoof) and 
spreads down the hoof. Loss of hair at the top of the hoof is also a common feature. The lesion can be so severe that the hoof 
actually detaches completely from the foot and leaves a red raw stump. This condition obviously cause severe lameness and is 
the most difficult to treat. There are several other causes of lameness such as hoof abscess; which often start at the white line 
on the sole of the hoof, shelly hoof; which is separation of the hoof starting with debris getting impacted in loose sections of 
the hoof. They can also get abscesses in the joints of the foot, which cause severe lameness, swelling and sometimes the pus 
bursts out higher up.  
Treatment 
Trimming-The key to foot trimming is LIGHT trimming, only removing overgrown horn. You should never trim to the point of 
drawing blood. A consequence of over trimming is what is called toe granulomas, which look like strawberries on the end of 
the toe. These are very difficult to treat and should only be attempted by a Vet. If nothing else, over trimming causes pain, 
which we are trying to reduce. Proper trimming can be very useful in the treatment of footrot as it exposed the affect areas to 
the air, aiding healing. 
Foot bathing-There are several different products you can put in the footbaths. The most commonly used ones are formalin, 
zinc sulphate and copper sulphate.  
How you set up your footbath can be as important as how what you use. There should be a clean concreted area for the sheep 
to stand on after they have been through it, to allow the feet to dry. If they are turned back out into a field with wet grass the 
chemicals will just be washed off, meaning your hard work will have little or no effect. 
Formalin is nice and cheap, but does have its drawbacks. On the plus side, it can be used as a walkthrough bath. However, it 
can be very painful especially if it is mixed at too high a concentration. The concentration should not exceed 2-3%. Any higher 
than this and it could even cause scald. Formalin will treat footrot, but it is not the treatment of choice, it should also be said 
that it is not appropriate for CODD as it causes severe pain. Any pain when standing in the foot bath will lead to the animals 
holding their feet up, therefore not allowing the chemicals to do any good. Repeated treatment with formalin can cause hard-
ening of the hoof and consequently cracks forming. 
Copper sulphate can also be used in the treatment of footrot and scald, but care has to be taken as sheep can be very sensitive 
to copper products- especially Texels.  
Zinc Sulphate at a concentration of 10% is a very effective treatment. The sheep must stand in the solution for a period of 
about 20mins but the exact time varies depending on the formulation.  
Foot baths for CODD will probably require the use of an antibiotic footbath. Talk to us about the appropriate choice of antibi-
otic. 
Antibiotics-The use of antibiotics can be very effective. Long acting Oxytetracycline injection has been 
shown to be very effective at treating both scald and footrot. Recent studies have shown the use of 
long acting Oxytet on its own, with no other treatment (ie no paring etc) is as effective as paring and 
blue spray. Again CODD may require other, more specific antibiotics. 
If you suspect you have a case of CODD in your sheep, contact your vet to discuss treatment. 
Footvax-Footvax is can be used to prevent or even treat footrot with excellent results. We will be able 
to advise you on vaccinating your flock. 
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We intend to run a series of practical courses in the 
New Year, under the XL Vet ‘Farm skills’ banner.  
Many of you will have seen adverts in the National 
Farming press relating to this and more details can be found at http://
www.xlvets.co.uk/farmskills. However, to address the subjects that YOU want, please 
let us know, and we can then prioritise to suit your needs.  Funding is often available to 
make these courses heavily subsidised, or even FREE.   
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An article by Steve Hookway 
 
Since starting my role as foot trimmer/para-professional with Tyndale, I have visited 
farms with a diverse range of systems and set ups. From the small family run farms to 
the larger, more intensive units, I have seen some very well managed cows.  I have 
found, that in general, only a few are actually practising the process of preventative foot 
trimming, and as a result, they are seeing the benefits of picking up the cows feet on a 
twice yearly basis.  These farms are seeing a much lower level of foot lesions like sole 
ulcers and white line disease, which is helping their cows achieve much higher yields and 
improved fertility.  These benefits far outweigh the relative small cost of having cows 
feet trimmed.   
I have visited herds that boast some very old cows that still have very good feet,  
although some of this must be put down to genetics, but I believe this could not be 
achieved without regular trimming to maintain a functional foot.   
Many young cows and heifers can easily be ruined in the first lactation and never reach 
their genetic potential once badly overgrown ligaments become stretched, and defects 
caused to locomotion can become irreversible. It is well documented that cows should 
be trimmed prior to drying off, so as feet are touched just before, or after, calving and then again around 100 days after  
calving, thus preventing problems before they arise.  Some of these cows will require minimal attention making routine  
trimming a much easier task and much less costly than having to apply blocks to help lesions heal. Heifers should also be 
trimmed before their first calving. I’m quite sure if farmers went around the farms, as I do, and had a look at what can be and 

is being achieved on some units, this practice would be far more common 
and farmers would soon come to realise that foot trimming is a highly cost 
effective practice. 
For further information, or an informal chat, then please do not hesitate to 

phone Steve at the practice on the normal number.  Other animals are also 

dealt with, along with a range of other services, under the banner of Severn 

Farm Services. 
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Practical Lambing 
1

st
 February 2012 
10am – 4pm  

Refreshments included 

Practise your lambing skills using our model ewe. 
We will discuss: 
 care of the ewe before, during and after lambing  
 care of the newborn lamb 
 common problems and solutions 

Limited numbers - ring the practice now to book your place now!  

FOR SALE-2 1/2 year old Bull that is surplus to requirements.  Phone Ken Moss for details on 07977 517324 


