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THE ENVIRONMENT a horse lives and works in (wet or dry condition and the 

types of footing) makes a big difference in whether feet stay healthy, according to 

Dr. Julie Bullock—a veterinarian/podiatrist in Virginia.

“Having been in Florida for part of the winter and vetting numerous endurance 

rides all over the world, I see a big difference in the integrity of the hoof wall, and hoof 

quality, in different environments,” she said.

Environment and Hoof Health 

—Practical Hoof Care

Wet, muddy conditions in pastures are hard on a horse’s feet
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BY HEATHER SMITH THOMAS

DRY IS BETTER THAN WET

“Horses living in New Mexico, for in-

stance, in a very dry environment have 

hard, solid feet,” Bullock said. “By con-

trast, horses on the East Coast have to 

contend with more humidity and mois-

ture, and the hoof tubules tend to be a lot 

softer. In some regions this is more no-

ticeable than in others,” she said.

“I brought my horses to Florida from 

Virginia and a couple of my horses’ feet 

deteriorated in quality,” Bullock said. 

“I also see a lot more cases of white line 

disease in Florida, and many toe cracks. 

I think some of this is because the farri-

ers who do the hoof care tend to leave the 

toes long. When you get long, stretched-

out laminae at the toe, even the tiniest 

toe crack opens the way for white line 

disease.

“I looked at a horse recently that had 

white line disease in all four feet. I had 

him cleared up when I left Florida last 

year, but now it’s back again because the 

farrier doesn’t open those little cracks 

and expose them to the air. I’ve seen 

more white line disease in Florida than in 

Virginia,” she said.

“I bought a horse in New Mexico and 

brought him to Florida for a little while, 

and his feet really changed. Now that he’s 

in Virginia, his feet have improved from 

what they were in Florida.”

Wet, muddy conditions are also hard 

on feet if horses are out in paddocks and 

pastures.

“Horses that live in wet environments, 

especially if it’s seasonal—such as win-

ter—need an area they can come into 

and allow the feet to dry out, especially 

if they are broodmares or yearlings out at 

pasture,” Bullock said. “A mare that had 

chronic laminitis and horrific white line 

disease was brought to my clinic from 

West Virginia. We resected the foot and 

cut away all the diseased horn, and put 

her in a stall where there was nothing 

but dry footing. Within 24 hours of just 

having a dry area, there was an amazing  

difference in her feet.

“Many people think the feet need 

moisture to keep them from drying out 
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too much. Moisture tends to make the 

feet too soft, however, and having the feet 

continually going from wet to dry to wet 

to dry is even harder on them. We always 

see more white line disease in horses liv-

ing in wet conditions or horses that are 

getting bathed every day.” Travis Burns, 

lecturer and chief of farrier services, 

Virginia-Maryland College of Veterinary 

Medicine in Blacksburg, Va., says that 

feet subjected to wet/dry, wet/dry over 

and over again are prone to develop a lot 

of cracks and fissures. Eventually those 

feet will fail.

“If the foot is constantly wet (in a wet 

environment), it will expand and also 

become soft, and the dirt/debris and mi-

crobes can infiltrate the hoof and may lead 

to abscesses, white line disease, thrush, 

canker, etc.,” Burns said. “It’s better to try 

to keep the feet dry, if possible.

“When bathing a horse, a person can 

put the horse’s feet in plastic bags and 

wrap them—to keep the feet dry,” he said. 

“Otherwise, constant bathing is very 

hard on feet. A person can apply some 

sort of sealant or waterproof coating and 

let it dry, and then bathe the horse. But a 

lot of people like to bathe the horse first, 

and then they rinse off all the feet and 

paint something on them. Getting the 

feet wet first defeats the purpose, how-

ever. If they could simply brush off the 

feet, apply the sealant and allow it to dry, 

and then bathe the horse, this would be 

best; the horse will end up with a better 

hoof at the end of the season.” 

Racehorses might have problems if 

they are traveling around the country and 

experiencing different environments—

especially when going from a reasonably 

dry environment to a wetter one.

“If feet become so moist that they lose 

some of their structural integrity, they 

tend to pancake or flare out,” Burns said. 

“In a sandy environment we have to be 

more careful with packing materials and 

pads because sand can work in under 

that material and cause problems.

“Horses come here from drier regions 

and from Europe and their feet change a 

lot during the first year. They tend to get 

bigger and pancake out. Any time they 

get bigger—here in Virginia or in Flori-

da—there are invariably some openings 

and spaces for microbes to get into those 

areas. Unfortunately, I’ve never found 

anything that can counteract the damp-

ness from our humidity. It alters the foot 

a lot. So I strongly encourage people to 

paint sealants or waterproofing prod-

ucts on the feet rather than use so many  

conditioners or moisturizing products.

“Here in Virginia and in Florida I have 

never seen a foot that is too dry or hard 

and causing a problem,” Burns said. “Out 

west in Arizona or in some parts of Texas, 

there may be some feet that are too dry, 

but not on the East Coast. We fight wet 

conditions and humidity all the time. 

People bring their horses in off the pas-

tures for the night, before the dew hits 

the grass/ground, and then turn them 

out late in the afternoon, to try to keep 

that moisture off their feet. Many people 

try to keep horses indoors in a controlled 

environment to help eliminate problems 

with dampness and with f lies. Then 

the horses are not out stomping flies on 

hard ground all afternoon—after their 

feet have been saturated with dew that  

morning. This is a big stress on the feet.”

Bullock says horsemen need to try to 

think about what’s most natural for the 

horse’s feet.

“I compare everything to a more natu-

ral environment, such as the arid terrain 

where feral horses roam,” she said. “They 

are not standing in water, and their feet 

are not going from wet to dry so often.

“I had a conversation with (Dr.) Ric 

Redden some years ago. He studied mus-

tangs in the West, and adopted two of 

them and brought them home—and re-

marked on how their feet changed after 

they came from that arid environment to 

Kentucky. The hoof quality in his opin-

ion (and I agree) is better on horses in the 

West than the horses here on the East 

Coast,” she said.

“I haven’t seen any white line diseases 

in the horses I’ve looked at in the West,” 

she continued. “I’ve vetted a lot of endur-

ance rides in Colorado, New Mexico, Cal-

ifornia, etc. and have never seen white 

line disease in any of those horses. I see 

more cases in Florida than I do in Vir-

ginia, possibly because Florida’s warm, 

humid season is a lot longer.”

The hoof is an amazingly tough 

structure, but it can’t handle constant  

moisture.

Feet subjected to wet then dry conditions again and again are prone to hoof cracks
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EMERALD VALLEY NATURAL HEALTHEMERALD VALLEY NATURAL HEALTH®
Call toll free 888.638.8262 or visit www.emeraldvalleyequine.com

Inadequate levels of vitamins and minerals may mean that your horse doesn't have the 

nutritional support it needs to truly thrive and perform their best. While EquiLife’s 

Formula4 Feet is considered by top professionals to be the leading horse hoof 

supplement on the market today, did you know that it’s also one of the best ways to 

make sure your horse is getting the proper amount of vitamins and minerals?

Formula4 Feet provides over 65 micronutrients in a highly palatable pellet, including   

13 vitamins, 18 amino acids, 16 minerals, 4 antioxidants and essential fatty acids along 

with omega 3's. Due to it’s comprehensive formulation, Formula4 Feet is an excellent 

general supplement to help keep your horse in tip top health. Formula4 Feet provides 

unique benefits for horses with poor horn quality, cracked hooves, weak heels and 

those on restricted diets. Formula4 Feet is non-GMO and batch tested for common 

contaminants and can be used under FEI rules.

Visit our website for a dealer near you or order online.
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“It needs some big spaces of time to dry out,” Bullock said. 

“The dry hoof has more protection from external challenges. 

A soft hoof, especially if it has any flares that lead to cracks, is 

always more at risk for developing white line disease.”

Winter in a moist climate is harder on feet than winter in dry 

areas—where the snow is relatively dry. Cold weather in itself is 

not hard on feet.

“Mud is the worst situation,” Bullock said. “New England has 

what they call mud season. They get a lot of snow, and then it 

melts and thaws, and they get a lot of mud before things dry out. 

Many horse owners in that region have their horses in barns 

during those times of year. Snow in itself is not much of a prob-

lem; the mud is the worst.”

Terrain and footing are parts of the environment issue—

whether the horse is living on rocks, sand, grassy pasture,  or 

a dirt pen.

“Horses that live in mud and then walk across a gravel entry-

way before coming into the barn will pick up rocks in their feet,” 

she said. “Those horses need to have their feet cleaned out to 

check for rocks, thrush, and foreign bodies.”

The ideal situation is enough rock in the pasture/pen to have 

a little abrasion to keep the feet worn down and smoothed when 

the horses are barefoot. This is healthier than soft, damp foot-

ing that doesn’t wear down the feet; they tend to grow too long, 

splay out a bit, and then crack and split.

“Depending on how much area horses have, some of them do 

maintain a very healthy foot that doesn’t need trimming very 

often,” she said. “If they don’t have enough acreage to move and 

self-exercise, or not quite as much abrasive surface, they need 

more frequent hoof care.”

IMPORTANCE OF HOOF CARE

John Welsh, a farrier in Weatherford, Texas, says frequent 

hoof care is crucial.

“If a horse goes too long between shoeings, then the farri-

er is trying to fix something, and there’s a lot more effort in-

volved, especially if the horse’s environment is not ideal for hoof 

health,” Welsh said. “I’ve shod horses in Arizona where it’s re-

ally dry—about 12 inches of total rainfall per year—as well as my 

part of Texas where we get about 22 inches of rain in a normal 

year. The good thing is that horses are adaptable and can do rea-

sonably well in nearly any climate, with good hoof care.

“Many horsemen put a lot of oil products on their horse’s feet 

to try to keep them soft in a dry climate; I’ve seen people use fish 

Sale Halters (from)  $34.95
Lead Shanks (from) $29.95
Sale Catalog Covers $89.95

In Lexington For Keeneland or Rolex 3DE?
CALL OR DROP BY OUR MAIN STREET SHOP

VISIT & ORDER ONLINE AT QUILLIN.COM
SINCE 1982 ... KENTUCKY’S LARGEST CUSTOM SHOP

WE SHIP WORLD WIDE

Plus MORE Great Custom Made Leather Goods
Full Service Repair & Engraving - All In Our Paris Shop!

1929 South Main Street  •  Paris, Kentucky  •  40361
(859) 987-0215 • www.Quillin.Com • facebook.com/QuillinLeather Frequent hoof care is crucial, especially if the horse’s environment 

is not ideal for hoof health 

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 H
E

A
T

H
E

R
 S

M
IT

H
 T

H
O

M
A

S

HealthZone_May12.indd   58 5/7/18   3:11 PM

health  zonehealth  zone

BH19-58.pgs  05.07.2018  15:13    TheBloodHorse  BLACKYELLOWMAGENTACYAN

http://www.BloodHorse.com


KingdomNutrition.indd   1 3/14/18   10:59 AM

BH19-59.pgs  05.07.2018  15:38    TheBloodHorse  fbegley  BLACKYELLOWMAGENTACYAN

www.kingdomnutritioncompany.com


Hoof Care
health  zone

60 / BloodHorse.com / MAY 12, 2018  / TheBloodHorse      / BloodHorse

oil, axle grease, bacon grease, and other 

greasy products on the feet, but I don’t 

think it helps much. The foot is designed 

to be dry when the weather is hot and dry. 

They have to become dry and hard, so 

they won’t wear away.

“Some people in dry cli-

mates let their water trough in 

a pasture run over so the horse 

has to stand in water and mud 

when he drinks, in an attempt 

to add moisture to feet, but 

this just draws flies and makes 

a mess—and having the feet 

alternately wet and dry isn’t 

helpful,” he said. “At the other 

extreme, people build concrete 

pads around the water trough 

so there is no mud.”

The foot is very adaptable, 

but some environments are 

harder on feet, as when horses 

are constantly standing in 

mud. These horses’ feet might 

need more diligent care.

“East Texas and Louisiana 

have a lot more moisture issues 

with feet than we do here, just 

because of their more humid 

environment,” Welsh said. “I 

don’t think thrush is caused 

simply by muddy, dirty con-

ditions, however. I have seen 

horses with thrush on just one foot. If it 

was just due to environment, the horse 

would have thrush on all four feet. In 

some instances the foot with thrush 

might be a little too upright (club foot) 

and the frog is not as healthy because 

it never contacts the ground; it’s not as 

healthy as the frogs in the other three 

feet.”

“Different horses seem to have dif-

ferent susceptibility to thrush,” he con-

tinued. “I don’t think we have any one 

specific answer regarding what causes 

certain problems. The most important 

thing is regular hoof care, doing what-

ever needs to be done for that specific 

horse’s needs.”

Some need more frequent and diligent 

care because their feet are not as strong 

or they are not in a very good environ-

ment.

“Some barefoot horses need trimmed 

every five weeks while others might only 

need trimming a couple of times a year,” 

Welsh said. “Footing makes a differ-

ence—whether they are on sand, gravel, 

mud, etc.

“At a hoof symposium a few years ago 

in Fort Worth, a speaker from Australia 

had taken a horse from eastern Austra-

lia and turned it out in western Australia 

with a tracking collar. He wanted to see 

what would happen to the horse’s feet, 

taking it out of the environment in which 

it was born and raised and putting it into 

a completely different environment. He 

had to go rescue this horse after about 

six months because it couldn’t handle 

the change. It had gone from a very sandy 

region to a rocky region, and the feet 

couldn’t adapt quickly enough.

“The horse was sore-footed and wasn’t 

traveling enough to find grass. In this 

region the horses had to travel long dis-

tances between feed and water. They’d 

go out two days in one direction without 

water and turn around to come back to 

water, so they were only drinking every 

three or four days. The gist of the study 

was that horses are very adaptable but 

they do need time to adjust to 

an extreme change, and hoof 

care is important when ex-

pecting a horse to make that 

kind of change,” Welsh said.

“I don’t think cleaning the 

horse’s feet is as important as 

we are all taught. Every horse 

care book you read recom-

mends cleaning feet out regu-

larly, but this goes against the 

natural balance. The frog is 

designed to collect mud and 

moisture and the hoof is often 

packed with dirt (which tends 

to give some sole support and 

moisture). It creates a natural 

hoof pad.

“My own horses are out on 

pasture and I don’t have to 

worry much about their feet; 

I just check on them periodi-

cally,” he said. “This is a bet-

ter situation for horses than 

being confined in a stall or 

small pen.”

The conditions they live in 

and the amount of roaming room they 

have, as nature intends, make a big dif-

ference in hoof health.

The exception would be when horses 

live in very unnatural conditions with 

too much moisture, standing in mud.

“Even in those environments, the most 

important thing is regular hoof care,” 

Welsh said.

Then if a problem starts to develop, 

you can be ahead of the curve and do 

something about it before it becomes a 

big problem. Horses are very adaptable, 

but we still need to pay close attention to 

their feet. Terrain and environment are 

crucial to hoof health. B

Heather Smith Thomas is a freelance 

writer based in Idaho.

Paying close attention to a horse’s feet can prevent small prob-
lems from developing into larger problems 
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GlycoGuard™ is the first activated probiotic supplement that supports gut health in the first 
days of a nursing foal’s life. With a combination of B. infantis and L. plantarum, these beneficial 
bacteria work in combination with mare’s milk to stabilize the newborn foal gut.
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of other bacteria are minimized.
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 COLONIZES the intestine
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 RELEASES short-chain fatty acids
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