
 

Hairy Heel Wart Treatment + Prevention 
 

Hairy heel warts (also known as digital dermatitis) are the leading cause of lameness in dairy 
cows. While the exact cause of hairy heel warts is unknown, Treponema sp. bacteria are 
commonly found in the lesions and are thought to play a role in disease progression. 
 
Hairy heel warts on rear feet are found at the back of the hoof in the interdigital space (cleft 
between the toes) or around the heel bulbs. Front foot lesions are found at the front of the 
interdigital space or along the dew claws. Hairy heel warts are roughly circular in appearance 
and may have hairs visible along the edges. Over time warts will become red and thickened with 
a granular appearance. These lesions are very tender and usually result in a significant 
lameness. 
 
Treatment and Control 
Topical spray-on treatments with an antibiotic are effective when used consistently via daily 
treatments for 8-10 days over a 2 week period. While effective, topical treatments are labor 
intensive and require skill to fully coat the interdigital space. Topical treatments applied under a 
bandage are more effective at addressing these lesions and usually result in marked 
improvement within 24-48 hours. Footbath solutions do a better job of treating lesions and 
coating the interdigital space, however, they do require intensive management. The bacteria 
that cause these lesions thrive in wet manure laden environments. Keeping your pens clean and 
dry can go a long way in controlling the spread of hairy heel warts.  
 
A footbath should be 10-12 feet in length with sloped side walls and a 10 inch step upon entry. 
The footbath should be 3-4 inches deep, and for the best flow of cow traffic, at least 24 inches 
wide. Footbaths are best located in transfer lanes between the holding area and pens or in 
return lanes on either side of the holding area. Ideal placement would be ⅔ of the way down the 
return lane to prevent cows from blocking the exit to the parlor. 
 
Ideally <5% of the animals in your herd should be affected by hairy heel warts. If your herd is 
struggling with heel warts, control is best accomplished by treating individuals as discussed 
earlier in addition to running your footbath 4 times a week. Copper sulfate is a common 
ingredient used in footbaths and should be maintained at 2-5% with the pH no less than 3.0. 
Formaldehyde is also commonly used and effective at treating and controlling warts. Necessary 
safety precautions should be taken when handling this treatment. Additionally, footbaths should 
be cleaned and refilled every 150-250 cows. Once your herds prevalence is reduced you can 
cut back to running your footbath 3 times a week.  
 
As a side note, “udder rot” or “udder sores” are often found at a higher prevalence in herds with 
severe hairy heel wart problems. The bacteria found in wart lesions has also been isolated from 
similar udder lesions. It is thought that when an animal lays down the bacteria is spread from 
the foot lesion to the udder. 
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