Playing Offense Against Foot Rot
Dana Zook, NW OK Area Extension Livestock Specialist
We have rolled into the time of year where foot rot can become more common.  Dr. John Gillimam, OSU College of Vet Med’s Ambulatory Veterinarian recently summarized Foot rot for educators and I thought it was too timely not to share.   Understanding the causes of foot rot, the signs, and some management to prevent can help animal caretakers play offense against this bacterium. 
What is Foot rot?
Foot rot is an infection caused by a bacterium called Fusobacterium necrophorum.  This bacterium exists naturally in the environment but needs an injury on the foot to infect the tissue.  If you take nothing else away from this article, understand that foot rot is often an EVEN swelling of the toes and or tissue around the foot.  Any other lameness in cattle without this characteristic swelling is most likely caused by another issue.  Also know that many treatments for foot rot are not effective against other lameness issues.  
So how does foot rot develop?
 In warm weather, cattle want to stand in the pond (who can blame them?!).  Similarly, summer rains make more mud for cattle to stand in.  These situations make the foot soft which increase the risk of injury to the skin in between the toes.  At this point, any sharp rock, stick or even mowed stiff grass and weeds can cause a slight wound which allows introduction of the bacteria that causes foot rot.  A good example of potential injury is crabgrass pastures in wheat stubble; stiff dead wheat stubble could be a source of injury in a soft, damp foot.   When injury occurs and the conditions are right, that little organism is off to the races, causing infection that can spread rapidly within the foot.  Early antibiotic treatment is often very successful and effective against the bacteria.  However, even 1 week delay in treatment can allow the bacteria to make the situation much more severe and harder to treat.  
The misdiagnosis…
Unfortunately, it’s common for any lameness issue in cattle to be misdiagnosed for Foot rot.  Things like hoof abscesses, hairy heel wart, or uneven swelling of the claws cause cattle lameness but they will not respond to the antibiotics that would normally be given for Foot Rot.  Every one of us wants to jump in and give relief to an animal in pain, however, closer inspection is important to diagnose the problem.  Giving an antibiotic to a lame animal that doesn’t have foot rot may limit the options to treat that animal later when the issue is more severe.  
How do we prevent foot rot?
Prevention of foot rot is important but sometimes, the environment and weather work against us.  However, a good balanced mineral program with high levels of organic forms of zinc, copper and manganese can help. Reducing areas of mowed grass in pastures or places with sharp rocks can minimize foot injuries.  Most producers will not fence off their ponds but understanding that wet feet is a precursor to foot rot can help producers be on the lookout.  
Remember, the tell-tale sign of foot rot is EVEN swelling of the toes.  An uneven swelling or lack of swelling during lameness means that animal needs a trip to the veterinarian for a different treatment.  Be proactive and catch lameness early.  With the price of cattle these days, it’s worth a walk to the chute or a trip to your local vet.  
