
Dutch dairy farmers believe 
that feet & leg health is just 
as important as udder health. 
In a survey, 41 percent of 
the participants identified 
feet & leg health as the 
most important issue to 

tackle on their farm. It was 
mentioned just as often as 
udder health. They think 
it is more important than 
fertility, overall health or 
problems around calving. 
Remarkably, from this same 

survey it became evident 
that farmers think that hoof 
problems on their own farm 
are not too severe compared 
to other farms. In reality, it is 
different. It also became clear 
that more than half of the 

farmers do not record hoof 
disorders. Thus they have 
insufficient insight into the 
magnitude of the problem.

Financial benefits from 
hoof health

It is important that each cow 
with hoof problems is treated 
as soon as possible
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Good feet & leg health in dairy cattle is a prerequisite to sustainable farm management. 
For every dairy farm, there are gains to be made, both by the dairy farmer and by the cow. 
The farmer obtains better financial results. In addition, there is the job satisfaction of working 
with healthy cows. For the cow itself, feet & leg health are positive for the animal’s welfare. 
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Feet & leg health are essential 
on a dairy farm. With the 
project ”Grip op Klauwen”, the 
Netherlands wants to improve 
this health. Good for the cow, 
good for the farmer.
Improving feet & leg health on 
a dairy farm is possible with 
good cooperation between the 
dairy farmer, veterinarian, 
hoof trimmer and (nutrition) 
advisor. 
”Grip op Klauwen” (English: 
Focus on Hooves) is an 
initiative of the Association 
for Cattle Pedicure and Farm 
Support Services AB. The 
agricultural organizations 
ZLTO, LTO Noord and LLTB 
are also involved in this 
initiative. Together with the 
veterinarian organisation 
KNMvD, the partners are 
joining forces to improve feet 
& leg health. In the project 
”Grip op Klauwen”, current 
and new knowledge, tools, 
and experience will be utilized 
on the field. The project 
receives financial support 
from the Dairy Board and the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs. 
ZLTO is providing project 
management.

Focus on 
hooves

A number of different hoof disorders can be identified. Each has its own 
symptoms. Below is an overview.  Timely checks and record keeping of 
data is important.

Different hoof 
disorders

NAME WHAT TO OBSERVE DISEASE SYMPTOMS                                     

Sole haemorrhage Mildly lame Bleeding in the sole

Foot rot (intergital dermatitis) Cow stands with legs apart or hocked in Wet excema, grooves and cuts in                       
  bulb area

Strawberry foot rot/Mortellaro     Mild to severe lameness, cow stands Strawberry type growth on tyloom
(digital dermatitis) on tip of hoof                 

White line defect Mild to severe lameness Bleeding on the white line

Tyloom Skin growth between the hooves Wild skin growth                                 

Sole ulcer Mild to severe lameness Cracks in the sole

Chronic lameness (laminitis) Sensitive locomotion, kink above the hoof Excessive horn growth

Interdigital infection Acute lameness Swelling above the coronary band

It is important to detect hoof 
problems at an early stage. 
The best moment by far to 
check the hoof health of cows 
is during herd or strategic 

hoof treatments, but it should 
also be done intermittently. 
The earlier that a potential 
infection is noted, the more 
effective the treatment.

A plan with structured 
checks at regular intervals, 
which includes regularly 
lifting feet and going over 
check lists, is thus invaluable. 

Two examples of the white line 
defect; bleeding on the white line
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Pay close attention

Heritability
Breeding allows for improvements in both feet & legs and 
hoof health. The conformation trait “Feet & legs” is a breeding 
index that receives attention from a lot of breeders in their sire 
selection. And there are bulls that can notably improve feet & 
legs. But hoof health, too, can be improved via sire selection. 
The Dutch Flemish Index has a separate breeding index for 
hoof health.  
There are different levels of progress for each disorder: for 
sole ulcer it is the highest, for white line defect it is the lowest. 
The heritability demonstrates which of the claw disorders can 
be most impacted by breeding. Compared to improvements in 
kilograms fat and protein, where the heritability is 0.25. In 
summary, the heritability with sole ulcer is 0.15, and thus with 
breeding allows for notable improvement.

Claw disorder: Heritability:
Sole haemorrhage 0.09
Mortellaro (digital dermatitis) 0.12
Foot rot (interdigital dermatitis) 0.14
Sole ulcer 0.15
Tyloom 0.14
White line defect 0.04

To stay ahead of hoof problems, it is important to pay attention to three factors: the quality of 
the hoof, the load on the hoof and the minimization of harmful effects from the environment.

1  Quality of the hoof 
Nutrition and feed intake play a big role in the quality of the 
hoof. Is there room for improvement in these areas? Additional 
attention to the quality of the claw, before and after calving 
(the transition period) is essential, because during this period 
the cow is particularly susceptible to hoof problems.

2   Load on the hoof 
Cows can easily lay down 12 to 15 hours per day when there 
are spacious and soft lying areas available. Standing more than 
1 hour at a time (or 2! hours per day) is too much load for the 
hoof.

3   Minimization of harmful effects from the environment 
A dry and clean environment is a prerequisite to feet & leg 
health. Water and pollutants such as ammonia and hydrogen 
sulphide can cause hoof infections.
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Nutrition 
Nutrition has a large influence on horn quality. Disturbances 
in metabolism can cause sole bleeding and laminitis. It is 
important to prevent interruption of the rumen functioning. 
Points of attention:
– Avoid acidosis
– Avoid excessive protein in the diet (urea 20-25)
– Provide adequate fibre
– Provide adequate minerals (Zn,Mn,Cu)

The following factors related to housing have an impact on the 
prevention of hoof problems:
–  Provide a level, non-slip floor and clean, spacious lying 

areas. In small stalls, it is more difficult to stand up and this 
increases the likelihood of swollen hocks.

–  Avoid overcrowding in the barn (by overcrowding, we are 
referring to having more cows than stalls in the barn).

–  Provide a well-ventilated barn. When it is dry and fresh, 
cows are more active.

–  Clean the slats and stalls twice daily. Clean, dry slats and 
stalls give bacteria fewer opportunities to attack the hooves. 
In barns with a slat scraper and good ventilation, the hooves 
remain drier and become harder and are thus less susceptible 
to infections.

–  Daily (generous) bedding of the stalls with a dry and clean 
material provides comfort and reduces the chance of slipping.

Grazing
Grazing promotes the hoof health of dairy cows. Infectious 
claw disorders such as foot rot and Mortellaro, occur more 
often in a barn due to higher infection pressure. In current free 
stall barns, flooring is generally a relatively hard surface. This 
can cause injuries and sores on the knees and hock joints. Claw 
disorders and leg injuries that develop over time and become 
more serious during the barn period have a chance to recover 
when there are sufficient opportunities for grazing.

Housing
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