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Digital Dermatitis Detection in the Parlour
To control digital dermatitis (DD), acute M2-stage lesions need
to be treated as soon as possible after they are detected (see
article in May 2016 factsheet for a description of M-stages).
Waiting more than a few days for the next time the trimmer is
scheduled to visit will never get DD under control.
Dr. Dörte Döpfer, one of the leading experts on DD, has
proposed ‘pen walks’ for detecting DD—heels are inspected
while cows are confined in head locks. But, depending on barn
lighting and alley cleanliness, clearly seeing and classifying
lesions from a crouching position can be a real challenge.
An alternative for parlour-milked herds is to inspect hind feet
during milking.
A recently-completed trial by researchers at the University of
Calgary’s Faculty of Veterinary Medicine has demonstrated that
routine DD detection in the parlour is a viable alternative to both
pen walks and detection at trimming. A total of 6,991 cleaned
hind feet were inspected in the milking parlours of 9 Alberta
dairy farms using a 7.5 cm square cosmetic mirror glued to
an egg spatula with a head lamp providing extra illumination
(shown in left photo). Results were compared with evaluation of
feet lifted at trimming within 5 days of parlour inspection.
Sensitivity of the parlour inspection method was 92%,
meaning that 92% of the DD lesions identified at trimming were
also detected in the parlour. A specificity of 88% indicated that
88% of the hooves that were DD-free at trimming were also
DD-free in the parlour.

Classification of specific M-stages in the DD infection cycle
was less accurate. The highest sensitivity was found for the
detection of M4 (81.3%) and M2 (59.9%) lesions; the lowest for
detecting M3 (0.0%) and M1 (5.9%) lesions.
The researchers concluded that inspection of rear feet in the
milking parlour was a reliable, economic and simple method to
detect the presence of DD lesions although it was not accurate
enough to replace definitive identification of M-stages in the
trimming chute.
source: Laura Solano, PhD thesis, 2016.

Herds that trim all cows have fewer hoof lesions than herds that trim only selected cows
In the initial phase of the Alberta Dairy Hoof Health Project, 7 professional hoof
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trimmers recorded the presence of lesions on the hooves of 28,607 cows in 156
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Alberta dairy herds from June 2009 until November 2012. To examine the influence
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139
of their hoof trimming strategies, herds were classified according to whether they did
Avg % trimmed
whole-herd or partial-herd trims. A whole-herd trim was defined as one where 80% or
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more of the cows in the milking herd were trimmed within a 15 day period. A partialLesion:
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herd trim was one where less than 80% were trimmed in the same period.
Any Lesion
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Results of comparing the 2 strategies are shown in the table on the right. Herds
Digital Dermatitis
23.0
13.8
that did whole-herd trims had fewer cows and, on average, 93% of their cows
Sole Ulcer
7.1
5.5
were trimmed at each trim session, compared with 18% for the partial-trim herds.
White Line Lesion
5.7
4.3
On farms with partial-herd trims, prevalences of the most common lesions were
source: Laura Solano, PhD thesis, 2016.
higher than on farms with whole-herd trims. It is possible that whole-herd trimming
facilitated better hoof health management because almost all cows were inspected rather than just those selected by farm staff.

Assessing Lameness
Lameness is a clinical sign of discomfort or pain as an animal
stands or walks. It is characterized most simply as a limp but
is variously referred to as impaired locomotion, abnormal
gait or reduced mobility. Lameness severity is commonly
assessed using one of several systems of locomotion, gait
or mobility scoring, several of which are described at http://
dairyhoofhealth.info. Systems vary in terms of the scores used,
but all are equally capable of identifying lame animals. One of
the simplest systems uses standing and walking posture to
score locomotion as described in Zinpro’s Locomotion Scoring
of Dairy Cattle brochure and illustrated below.

Score

The system recommended in Canada’s Code of Practice for
the Care and Handling of Dairy Cattle is the UBC Gait Scoring
System, outlined in the accompanying table. Full details about
this system with animated video illustrations of the seven gait
characteristics, are available at:
http://www.hoofhealth.ca/Section3/article3_02.html.
Among the requirements specified in the Dairy Farmers of
Canada’s proAction Animal Care (AC) program is a periodic
examination of animal injuries, body condition scores and
lameness by a third-party assessor. For the purposes of AC
lameness assessments, scores of 1 and 2 are Acceptable;
scores of 3, 4 and 5 are Unacceptable.

UBC Gait Scoring System

Zinpro Locomotion Scoring System
Standing Posture

Behavioural Criteria

Walking Posture
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1

Flat back when standing and walking
No swinging out
Symmetrical gait
All legs bear weight equally
Joints flex freely
Hind-hooves track up to fore-hoof prints
Head carriage remains steady as the animal moves

•
•
•
•
•
•

Flat or mildly arched back when standing and walking
Minimal swinging out
Slightly asymmetric gait
All legs bear weight equally
Joints slightly stiff
Hind-hooves do not track up perfectly but shortened
strides are uniform
• Head carriage remains steady

2

• Flat or mildly arched back when standing, but obviously
arched when walking
• Swinging out
• Asymmetrical gait
• Slight limp can be discerned in one limb
• Joints show signs of stiffness but do not impede
freedom of movement
• Hind-hooves do not track up and strides may be
shortened
• Head carriage remains steady

3

•
•
•
•

Obvious arched back when standing and walking
Swinging out
Asymmetrical gait
Reluctant to bear weight on at least one limb but still
uses that limb in locomotion
• Strides are hesitant and deliberate and joints are stiff
• Hind-hooves do not track up and strides are short
• Head bobs slightly as animal moves

4

•
•
•
•
•

Extreme arched back when standing and walking
Swinging out
Asymmetrical gait
Inability to bear weight on one or more limbs
Obvious joint stiffness characterized by lack of joint
flexion with very hesitant and deliberate strides
• One or more strides obviously shortened
• Head obviously bobs as animal moves

5
source: Zinpro Performance Minerals
FirstStep Program

source: University of BC Dairy Education and Research
Centre, Animal Welfare Program

