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Footbaths are the most commonly used 

management tool to control Digital 

Derma s (DD) on dairy farms.  Proper 

footbath use will make DD 

management more effec ve and save 

money by reducing the amount of 

solu on used. Footbaths are designed 

for disinfec ng hooves and preven ng 

DD, not for therapy or treatment. Once 

a cow has DD, she cannot be cured, 

only managed. However, preven ng DD 

from spreading in a herd can be 

managed through footbath use. It is 

recommended that open lesions be 

detected and topically treated before 

sending the cow through a footbath. 

Consult your veterinarian about topical 

treatment op ons.  

 

Effec veness of footbaths in preven ng 

infec ous lesions is dependent upon a 

number of factors including footbath 

solu on, frequency of changing 

solu ons, footbath dimensions, 

footbath placement and animal 

hygiene. 

Footbath Sizing and Use 

Footbaths should be a minimum of 10 

feet long so each cow steps in the bath 

twice with each hoof. Solu on depth 

should be maintained at a minimum of 

four inches so dewclaws are submerged as 

the cow passes though. Footbaths can be 

topped off to maintain at least four inches 

of depth. Solu on concentra on should 

remain at its recommended percentage 

according to the product label.   

Replacing or changing the footbath 

solu on is dependent on hoof and leg 

hygiene of the cows. Solu on should be 

changed a er 150 to 350 cows pass 

though the footbath. If cows have cleaner 

hooves and legs, solu on can be changed 

a er 300 to 350 cows have passed though 

the footbath. If cows have dirty hooves 

and legs, the solu on should be changed 
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Properly maintained footbath solution should be  
maintained at a depth of four inches.  



 

more frequently. It is important for you to monitor your 

individual farm to determine how o en changing the 

solu on is best for your herd.  

 

Footbath Solu on 

Footbath solu on should be maintained at 3.5—5.5 pH. 

Making the solu on too acid or too alkaline will not 

improve DD management results. Skin has a normal pH 

of 4—5.5, therefore maintaining pH at normal skin level 

will help maintain healthy skin condi on and improve 

treatment results.  

 

Op mum treatment concentra on is not a  

one‐size‐fits‐all prac ce. Depending on the type of 

treatment used, different concentra on rates will be 

u lized.  

 

Copper sulfate solu ons are commonly used in  

footbaths. Copper sulfate’s an bacterial proper es  

help keep the hoof clean, and it also has a hardening 

effect on the claw horn. Popularity of copper sulfate 

footbaths can be a ributed to both its rela vely low 

cost per animal treated and common percep on among 

farmers it effec vely controls infec ous lesions. 

Research has shown that using copper sulfate footbaths 

decreases both incidence and severity of hoof lesions. 

However, some data suggest that copper sulfate is 

rapidly neutralized by organic ma er, so dirty footbaths 

will be less effec ve than clean ones. Copper sulfate 

concentra on is recommended at two to five percent.  

 

Formalin footbaths have many similar effects on hooves 

as copper sulfate. It kills bacteria, hardens the claw 

horn, and it is inexpensive. Bacteria do not develop 

resistance and formalin eventually breaks down into 

water and carbon dioxide. Research has shown that 

formalin footbaths reduce incidence and severity of 

hoof lesions and may retain its an bacterial  

ac vity for up to 330 animal passes. Typical formalin 

treatment concentra on is three to five percent.  

 

Using formalin requires addi onal precau ons. 

Formalin is a suspected carcinogen and must be used in 

a well‐ven lated area and requires addi onal safety 
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precau ons for the person mixing the footbath solu on. 

In addi on, formalin may not be effec ve below 50 

degrees Fahrenheit and may slow healing of open claw 

lesions when treated ca le are required to walk through 

footbaths. Formalin treatment concentra on should be 

three to five percent. There is evidence demonstra ng 

chemical burns in ca le caused by the use of formalin 

solu ons in excess of five percent.   

 

Zinc sulfate is another acceptable, yet less commonly 

used footbath solu on. While research has not been 

widely conducted on controlling hoof skin lesions, 

anecdotal informa on suggests some success in 

controlling DD with the use of footbaths containing  

five to twenty percent zinc sulfate solu ons. Like many 

other footbath solu ons, zinc sulfate solu ons have 

an bacterial proper es, may also act as a hardening 

agent and are rela vely inexpensive to use in footbaths. 

Unlike other footbath solu ons, zinc sulfate has not been 

widely accepted because of difficulty dissolving in water. 

Poor solubility of zinc sulfate has prompted several 

companies to launch soluble zinc products for footbaths.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Premix solu ons have varied concentra ons depending 

on product type. Consult and follow mixing direc ons 

exactly how they are recommended. Premix solu ons 

have been formulated and tested for best results. 

Determining one’s own concentra on rate will not make 

the product more effec ve, it could result in hoof damage 

and cost more to control DD.  

University of Wisconsin, States Department of Agriculture and Wisconsin counties cooperating.  An EEO/AA employer, UW-Extension provides 
equal opportunities in employment and programming, including Title IX and American with Disabilities (ADA) requirements 

Properly maintained footbath solution should be deep enough to submerge the 
dewclaw and be monitored for cleanliness.  



“ A one‐size fits all 

footbath protocol does 

not exist. You need to 

bring down the 

prevalence of disease in 

the herd to a 

manageable state” 

 

‐Dr. DÖrte DÖpfer, 

University of Wisconsin 

School of Veterinary 

Medicine 
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Visit the University of Wisconsin School of Veterinary 

Medicine’s Dairyland Ini a ve website to find the 

Footbath Dose Calculator at  

h p://thedairylandini a ve.vetmed.wisc.edu/.  

 

Treatment  

Treatment frequency will vary depending on the herd. 

If experiencing an outbreak of DD, treat the herd 

star ng three mes a week. Monitor treatment results, 

and if DD is not improving, increase treatment to four 

to five mes per week. Maintenance footbath 

treatments can be on a schedule such as  

Monday‐Tuesday‐Wednesday or   

Monday‐Wednesday‐Friday. 

 

Design your footbath to allow cows to bypass 

treatment if needed.  A simple chlorinated or soapy 

bath on non‐treatment days can be used to manage 

foot cleanliness.  

 

Footbath Solu on Safety 

Review the label and Safety Data Sheet (SDS) for safe 

use procedures during handling and mixing. If using  

formaldehyde, review OSHA formaldehyde standard for 

addi onal safety requirements.  

 

Include chemicals in your Hazard Communica on 

Program, consis ng of inventory, SDS, and Personal 

Protec ve Equipment (PPE) selec on of farm training 

procedures. 

 

Train employees in safe mixing and handling, including 

cleaning the footbaths. In addi on, train employees in 

the use of required PPE. Personal Protec ve Equipment 

training should cover proper donning and doffing, as 

well as cleaning and storage of PPE.  Any chemicals 

requiring an employee to use a respirator, requires a 

respiratory program in training procedures. 


