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Footrot
BACKGROUND
Footrot is a globally distributed contagious disease in sheep
and goats. The causative agent is Dichelobacter nodosus (D.
nodosus). The disease is characterised by interdigital necro-
tising inflammation with underrunning of part or all the soft
horn of the heel and the sole. Predisposing factors are hu-
mid and warm weather conditions. The severity of footrot
can vary by the strain of D. nodosus and the environmental
conditions.

The first case of footrot in Swedish sheep was iden-
tified in 2004. Data on all affected flocks have been
recorded since 2004. A voluntary control programme for
footrot (“Klövkontrollen”) was established by Farm & An-
imal Health in 2009. Within the programme, the definition
of footrot is when virulent strains of D. nodosus are detected
with or without clinical lesions or when benign strains are
detected together with clinical lesions.

DISEASE
The clinical signs of the disease are typically foot lesions,
and lameness due to the painful lesions. However, lameness
is not a consistent clinical sign in affected sheep. Footrot

varies greatly in severity from inflammation of the interdig-
ital skin to complete underrunning of hoof horn.

LEGISLATION
Footrot (virulent strains of D. nodosus) is a notifiable disease
in Sweden (SJVFS 2021:10).

SURVEILLANCE
The aim of the control programme is to eliminate footrot
from affected sheep flocks and to provide certification of
freedom from footrot for the sheep trade. Another important
part of the programme is training of veterinarians and non-
veterinary staff to perform clinical inspection and footrot
scoring. The feet of sheep are inspected by veterinarians and
farmers on an annual basis. The inspections are performed
from August 15 to October 15, when the risk of footrot is
highest due to the weather conditions. For all newly affil-
iated flocks and for all affiliated flocks with clinical signs
suspecting footrot, a real-time PCR is used for detecting D.
nodosus and determining strain virulence.

Flocks in which no clinical signs of footrot or virulent
strains of D. nodosus are detected in any of the adult sheep

Figure 20: Lameness is a common sign of footrot. Photo: Ylva Persson.
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are certified as free (F-status). If signs of footrot (virulent
strains with or without clinical lesions or benign strains with
clinical lesions) are detected, measures to eliminate footrot
are undertaken, including foot baths in zinc sulphate and. if
necessary, antibiotic treatment, moving of animals to clean
pasture and culling of chronically infected sheep. Flocks
with a history of footrot can be certified as free at the ear-
liest ten months after the last signs of infection.

385 (out of a total of 8480) sheep flocks are affiliated to
the control programme. Most of the top pedigree flocks in
Sweden are affiliated to the programme.

RESULTS
In 2021, footrot was confirmed in 2 new flocks within the
control programme. (Figure 21). In both flocks, benign
strains of D. nodosus were detected. In the programme, 383
flocks were certified free from footrot (F-status). Actions for
elimination were taken in two flocks with footrot. Actions
for elimination are voluntary, (hence why not all positive
flocks undergo elimination procedures). Prevalence studies
in slaughter lambs were performed in 2009 and 2020. In
the period between these screenings the prevalence had de-
creased from 5.8% to 1.8%.

DISCUSSION
The control programme demands quarantine before new an-
imals can enter the flock, and hence the awareness of biose-
curity and disease control in general has been enhanced in
the sheep farming community. Since most of the pedigree
flocks are affiliated, the impact of the programme is signif-
icant although they represent a minority of sheep flocks in
Sweden. The sheep farmers association’s agreement on a

trade ban from infected flocks has been essential to the pro-
gramme’s success. Good collaboration between authorities,
the sheep farming community and individual sheep farmers
has resulted in a cost-effective control programme. The new
real-time PCR can discriminate between benign and virulent
strains. This typing might make it possible to limit manda-
tory notification to virulent strains of footrot. During 2021,
the control programme was evaluated by the National Vet-
erinary Institute (SVA) and Farm & Animal Health for more
cost-effective sampling, diagnostics, and control measures.
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Figure 21: Number of sheep flocks detected with footrot within the programme, 2004–2021.
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