
DIGITAL DERMATITIS (DD) TOPICAL TREATMENT by Dr. Laura Solano 
DD is an infectious foot disease associated with several species of bacteria, particularly Treponema 
species.  The multiple stages of DD are associated with different bacterial populations. 
 
WHO TO TREAT? 
Candidates for topical treatments are cows with M2 lesions (active lesions; Figure 1). The M2 lesions are 
at an ulcerative active stage, red, bloody, painful and larger than 2 cm in diameter. Cows that are lame 
due to DD usually have this type of lesion. Early treatment is key! The earlier these lesions are treated, 
the smaller the lesion will be, treatment success will be faster and it is less likely that they’ll relapse. 
Cows with DD lesions in other stages (Figure 2) do not benefit from treatment and it is the footbath’s job 
to make sure these either heal or do not develop into an M2.  
 
HOW TO DETECT STAGES OF DD? By REGULAR MONITORING (weekly) ideally of the whole herd 
during milking or pen walks (Figure 3, 4). Detecting and recording stages of DD helps in making informed 
management decisions related to footbathing and treatment. 
 

 

  

Figure 1. TREAT ASAP! M2 lesion (≥2 cm in 
diameter)  

Figure 2. MONITOR! M1 (<2 cm) and M4.1 (M1 inside chronic stage) lesions. Monitor 
closely to detect if these develop/regress to an M2 (sign of an outbreak) 

 
 

  
Figure 3. DD Check App from Zinpro to 
record DD stages, monitor trends, predict 
outbreaks and create lists for treatment 

Figure 4. Identify stages of DD in the milk. parlour or during pen walks (cattle in headlocks). 
In the parlour, you can use a mirror glued to a kitchen spatula. Visibility is more challenging 
in the pen, but check for inflamed/hairy area between heel bulb and inspect those cows in 
the chute 
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WHAT TO TREAT WITH?  
There are various antibiotic and non-antibiotic options. DD is a bacterial foot infection; therefore, 
antibiotics are effective but BE AWARE of the risk of antibiotic residues in milk!!! Non-antibiotic options 
are available but not all are proven to be effective and some may cause more damage to the skin if used 
inappropriately. Regardless of which products are used, keep in mind that PREVENTION and CONTROL is 
key. 
 
ANTIBIOTIC OPTIONS: Less is More! 
Most antibiotics used for DD treatment are extra-label and require a veterinary prescription. Depending 
on the product, dose and lesion type/quantity, a milk withdrawal period may be warranted. Currently, 
we only have scientific evidence on milk residues and withdrawal periods for topical treatment with 
tetracycline.  Antibiotics should *NOT* be used as a herd treatment (e.g. treating a lot of cows at once 
OR using antibiotic footbaths) and should *NOT* be used in the milking parlour.  
If using topical extra-label antibiotics for DD, develop a protocol with your veterinarian, including: gentle 
cleaning of the lesion with the cow restrained in a trim chute or any restraint facility; using the lowest 
effective dose (i.e., 2 g/lesion of tetracycline); treating few cows at a time; strategic selection of cows for 
treatment (i.e., cows with M2 lesions and heifers), and milk withdrawal interval (i.e. 24-36 h for 
individual cows treated topically with 2 g/lesion of tetracycline to comply with Canadian regulations). 
 
TETRACYCLINE: use 2 grams of tetracycline under a wrap or with a paste.  
The quantity of powder required to achieve the 2-gram recommendation will vary depending on 
whether Tetracycline 1000 or 250 is used. For example, if using tetracycline 1000 you’ll need 2 grams of 
powder (about 1/2 teaspoon) per lesion. If using Tetracycline 250 you’ll need 8 grams of powder (about 
2 teaspoons) per lesion. 

 
TETRACYCLINE APPLIED WITH WRAP:  
1. Gently clean the foot with paper towel or water. 
2. Put 2 g of tetracycline powder directly onto the lesion. 
3. Wrap LOOSELY with vetwrap (2 fingers should easily fit under the wrap). 
4. Take off the wrap 1 day after the treatment. 
Only use a wrap if you are 100% sure that is going to be removed within 24 h 
after treatment as leaving the wrap for longer can cause more harm than 
good. Alternatively, use tetracycline as a paste without a wrap.  
 
 
 

 

TETRACYCLINE APPLIED WITH PASTE  
1. Gently clean the foot with paper towel or water. 
2. Make a mixture (paste) of propylene glycol and water (3:1 ratio, 3 parts 
glycol : 1 part water). You can also use propylene glycol by itself but it may 
be difficult to mix. 
4. Mix 2 g of tetracycline powder with the glycol. 
5. Apply glycol-tetracycline paste directly to the lesion using a paintbrush. 
 
 
 
 

 

  
  

©G.Cramer 



CHLORTETRACYCLINE (CYCLOSPRAY): 
This is the only licensed antibiotic product indicated for DD treatment in 
Canada, with zero days of milk withdrawal.  
Clean the foot, spray product continuously for 3 secs, wait 30 secs, spray 
product continuously again for 3 secs (total = 6 secs of spraying product 
continuously). Do this once a day for 3 days in a row. 
 
 

 

 
NON-ANTIBIOTIC OPTIONS 
If treating a lot of cows at once, use of non-antibiotic options is preferable. However, there should NOT 
be a large number of cows with active lesions… if that is happening, it means that your footbath and 
other control measures are not effective, and you need to look at those first.  
There are several products available on the market; however, not all are effective, not all list active 
ingredients in their label, and some have a similar effect to just using tap water! There is some evidence 
for the efficacy of the following products but by no means is this list an endorsement for any of these 
products: 
 
• Victory® (copper-based product from Babson Bros Co.) → Apply for 5 consecutive days, rest 2 days, 

apply again once daily, every other day for 3 additional treatments (8 application in total). Victory has 
to be used in multiple applications for it to be effective. It is not effective if it is applied just once. 

 
• Intra Hoof-Sol liquid® (copper, zinc and aloe vera product, from Diamond Hoof Care) → dilute hoof-sol 

with cold tap water (50% water + 50% hoof-sol + mix well). This dilution must be prepared and stored 
in a room at ambient temperature (prevent from freezing) and can be stable for months. Put diluted 
product in a spray bottle (it can be the Matabi 5L sprayer for ease of use). Spray product until the 
lesion is fully covered, which would be 10-15 mL per hoof. Hoof-sol must be used in multiple 
applications, preferably weekly as part of a routine. To improve contact with the solution, wash cows’ 
feet with running water from a hose before applying the product.  

 
• Salicylic acid. This product seems to be effective, using 10 g of salicylic powder in a bandage. However, 

using it in the powder form (distributed by Animart or Amazon) directly on top of the lesion can be 
caustic and cause more damage. In Europe, salicylic acid in a paste/gel has proven effective but that 
specific product is not available in North America. A similar product by JorVet 
(https://www.jorvet.com/product/hoofgel-salicylic-acid-38/) is available in North America but I am not 
aware of any research demonstrating its efficacy. 

 
WHAT TO AVOID WHEN TREATING DD TOPICALLY?  
• Direct application on lesions of caustic products like copper sulfate or salicylic acid. These products will 

damage the tissue and induce more inflammation and poor healing 
• Footbathing on the day of topical treatments. If possible, schedule topical treatments for a different 

day than footbathing day. 
 
HOW DO WE KNOW IF THE TREATMENT WORKED?  
1 week after treatment, there should be an improvement in the lesion’s appearance and lameness (if 
cow was lame). The DD lesion should be covered by a scab-like material and transition to a chronic stage 
≈3-7 days after treatment.  After this time period it is the role of the footbath program to ensure the 
lesion heals or transitions to a chronic stage and remains at that stage.   

https://www.jorvet.com/product/hoofgel-salicylic-acid-38/

