
Mud Fever – A Common Disease of Rainy 
Season in Horses  

At this time of year, approaching prolonged rainy season, mud fever, would be one of the most 

common disease affecting horses’ lower legs living or working in wet, muddy conditions. The 

skin over the pasterns and heels becomes infected, resulting in scabby and exudative lesions. 

Sometimes the infection extends to the skin further up the legs. White limbs are particularly 

susceptible.  

Clinical signs: can range from a mild skin irritation to very painful, infected sores, and extensive 

swelling of legs. Skin may discharge serum, causing the hair to matt, giving the coat a rough 

appearance, even may split open as deep horizontal cracks, commonly called cracked heels. 

Deep infection results in a hot, swollen, painful leg and severe lameness.  

   

Causes: it is caused by bacteria such as Dermatophilus congolensis and Staphylococcus spp. But 

there are important predisposing factors such as: 

• genetic makeup: white hair on the lower limbs and/or feathers.  

• Environmental: conditions that irritates and softens or breaks the skin. 

• Other infections of skin, eg: ringworm and mites, can damage the skin and 

allow secondary infection to occur.  

Diagnosis: is usually straightforward, based on the clinical signs. Identification of the 

microorganisms would confirm diagnosis.  

Treatment: There are many treatments for mud fever because several factors contribute to 

development of this condition. First step is to remove the horse from the wet and the mud (often 

means stabling!!!). However, when kept in all the time, there is a risk their legs may swell. 

Therefore walking exercise is helpful. Once any lameness has been resolved, working on a dry 

surface which does not scratch the legs further (Roadwork) will help the circulation and 

encourage healing. Use clean, dry bed. Straw may be abrasive to the damaged skin and shavings 

are best avoided as they adhere to the wounds. Protective bandages can be helpful. 

The affected area should be carefully clipped, without traumatising the skin further. Then use an 

antiseptic (such as chlorhexidine) to remove crusty scabs. Sedating the horse and painkillers 



might be needed when lesions are very painful. Next, dry with clean, absorbent tissue without 

rubbing which may cause further damage  

There are numerous topical treatments such as soothing ointments, gels and creams, some of 

which contain antibiotics. An ointment containing antibiotic and silver, have strong antibacterial 

properties. In more severe and extensive cases systemic antibiotics and anti-inflammatory 

medications might be needed.  


