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Half Price Visit Dates 
Jan to Mar 2008 

24 hour emergencies 
Office hours 8.30am – 5.30pm 

Saturdays 9am – 12pm       

Mud fever can also occur in a less severe 
form during the summer months where the 
heels have scabs and matted hair.  The 
horse often resents the area being examined 
due to pain.  Pink skinned areas of the limbs 
are usually worst affected.  There may be a 
genetic predisposition to the condition but 
management of the horse is a significant 
contributing factor.  Damage to the skin over 
a period of time allows many different 
opportunist bacteria and fungi to enter and 
cause infection.  Bacteriological swabbing of 
affected lesions usually produces a mixed 
growth of bacteria, but Dermatophilus 
species are commonly involved. 

 

Mud fever is a common bacterial 
and fungal infection causing pain, 
heat and inflammation of the skin of 
the lower limbs, mainly the pastern 
and heel.  The disease is most often 
seen in the winter months and as its 
name suggests, it occurs when the 
horse is exposed to persistent wet, 
muddy conditions.   
 

 

 

 

 Avoid Repeatedly Wetting the Legs. 
Frequent washing and rubbing dry of 
affected limbs can cause skin damage.  
In most cases, horse’s legs will dry 
quicker if they are brought in from the 
field straight on to a clean dry bed.  
Hosing the legs means they take longer 
to dry so we advise letting the mud dry 
and gently brushing off the next day 
with a soft brush.  If you do want to 
wash your horse’s legs, use warm 
water and dry them afterwards with 
clean towels. 

 

 Barrier Creams and Powders. 
Applying a barrier ointment (e.g. 
Protocon) or powder (e.g. Keratex Mud 
Shield Powder) can prevent the legs 
becoming wet and infected if applied to 
completely dry legs prior to turnout.   

   

 Turnout Boots help to keep the lower 
legs dry but are not always very 
effective.  They need to be washed 
regularly to avoid a build up of bacteria 
on the inside and must be dried 
completely before using again.  Look 
out for rubs or sores and do not use the 
boots if any skin lesions are already 
present. 

 

 Be Vigilant.  Check your horse’s legs 
every day for scabs, sores or lesions 
and treat straight away if you find any. 

 
If you have any questions or queries on 
the treatment and prevention of mud 
fever please call our surgery or e-mail us 

at info@equine-vet.co.uk 
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Treatment 
 

 
 Close clipping of the hair or feathers of 

the lower limbs is beneficial to control 
bacterial growth and to be able to see the 
full extent of the lesions that need 
treating.  As the condition can be very 
painful, some badly affected horses may 
require sedation to allow clipping.  It 
should be remembered that clipping 
removes the horse’s natural defence 
against wet and mud, so in mild cases, it 
may be better to attempt treatment 
without clipping. 

 

 Antibacterial Washes e.g. Hibiscrub 
may be beneficial but if used too often, 
repeated exposure of the damaged skin 
to chemicals and wetting can be 
detrimental.  We suggest washing every 
3-4 days in most cases.  Use warm (but 
not hot) water, leave the shampoo on for 
5-10 minutes before rinsing, then dry 
thoroughly.  Never use barrier creams 
until the legs are fully dry, otherwise you 
will just “seal in” the moisture. 
 

 Antibacterial Creams and Dressings 
are useful when lesions are not 
widespread. Applying chemicals to 
inflamed and broken skin can damage 
the skin further so choosing the correct 
cream is important.  The best creams are 
only available on prescription after a vet 
has examined the lesions.  Antibacterial 
dressings (such as those containing 
silver) can also be beneficial for localized 
lesions.  

 
 

 

 Keep the affected areas dry.  This often means avoiding turnout but it 
does not mean the horse cannot be exercised.  Exercise often improves 
circulation and encourages fluid redistribution from swollen limbs.  This in 
turn can help to alleviate pain.  If the legs become wet during exercise, be 
sure to dry them afterwards. Make sure you dry the legs thoroughly after 
washing (Ideally using a clean towel for each leg) and keep the stable 
bedding as dry as possible.  Maximising stable ventilation by opening 
windows and leaving doors open where possible will help reduce 
humidity. 

 

 Remove scabs as they often harbour bacteria underneath so it is 
important to encourage them to lift.  The best way to remove scabs is to 
gently pick them off. Avoid using firm brushes or curry combs because 
these can damage the skin further. If they are firmly attached they may lift 
following the application of a moist gel e.g. Intrasite gel.  In more severe 
cases, a “sweat wrap” can be used by liberally applying antibacterial 
cream then covering the leg in clingfilm and applying a stable bandage 
over the top.  This is taken off 8-12 hours later and the scabs should be 
much easier to remove. 
 

 Injectable or oral antibiotics May be beneficial in severe cases but they 
tend to have limited effect because of the number of different types of 
bacteria involved and the fact that most antibiotics do not penetrate well in 
to the skin of the lower limbs.  When antibiotics are used, high doses are 
usually required.  All antibiotics are prescription medicines and can only 
be used after a veterinary examination.   
 

 Anti-inflammatory drugs such as phenylbutazone may help to reduce 
the horse’s discomfort and take down the swelling.  They must only be 
used following prescription by a vet. 

 

 Avoid cross infection.  Some of the bacteria involved are “opportunist 
pathogens” which thrive on skin which is already inflamed or damaged, 
but some are contagious and may cause damage to healthy skin.  Make 
sure you dispose of all scabs well away from other horses and disinfect 
your grooming brushes if you have used them to brush affected areas.  
Although mud fever is not directly transmissible to humans it is sensible to 
wear protective gloves when removing scabs or administering treatment 
and washing your hands afterwards with antibacterial soap or scrub. 

 

 Treat any other illness.  Horses with reduced immunity from other 
conditions or diseases such as Cushings disease, other skin problems 
(such as leg mite infestation) or stress are more likely to develop mud 
fever and are harder to treat.  Successful treatment of the underlying 
condition should help the mud fever to resolve quicker. 

 

The aim of treatment is to provide an environment on the skin which is 
unfavorable for bacteria and fungi to grow, while preventing any further 
damage to the affected areas of skin from dampness and chemicals in 
shampoos and ointments. 

 

 


