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A glance along the shelves of any tack shop reveals an array of lotions and potions that can be fed to your 
horse or painted onto hooves to encourage better growth, get rid of infection, help with cracks, etc.  The 
question is, which ones do you use?

Here is some information that I hope will help, and will probably save you money in the process.

If it ain’t broke, don’t try to fix it

First of all, ask yourself exactly what the specific problem is that 
you are trying to address.  Are the walls cracked and broken, are 
you trying to get rid of infection, do the frogs look manky - or are 
you just worried - the hooves look OK, but you just want to do 
everything you can to ensure they stay that way.

If the answer is the latter, what do you paint on the hooves?  
Nothing. The hoof wall is an amazing structure which, as well as
providing support and protection to the delicate structures beneath, 
also regulates moisture, most of which comes from within.
In other words, if you leave it alone, it will sort out its own wellbeing, but the more you interfere (hosing, 
soaking, painting on hoof moisturisers or oils), the more difficult you make it for the hoof to look after itself.

Hoof Supplements

There is no doubt that nutrition has a direct influence upon hooves.  If there is imbalance it can lead to cracks, 
splits, lack of growth and infection.  There are a multitude of off-the-shelf supplements available on the 
market.  Only problem is, how do you know what your horse is lacking in the first place?  For every person 
who has bought a hoof supplement and found it to help, there will be two who found it made no difference at 
all.  This isn’t because supplements are poor quality, but it’s because it just doesn’t contain what that 
particular horse needs.  Add to this, as the hoof capsule of an unshod horse takes up to 8 months to replace 
itself, that’s an awful lot of supplement you need to use before you can see if it has had an effect.

Another problem with supplements is that they usually only target outer wall growth.  The inner wall to which 
it is bonded needs different nutritional stimuli.  The result is merely growth rings caused by the outer wall 
growing faster than the inner wall, but no real change in horn quality.

If you suspect that nutrition may be contributing to your 
horse’s hoof problems, the answer may be in changing 
your daily feed, or having your grazing analysed, or it may 
mean that your horse needs a bespoke supplement made 
up just for him.  However, rather than concentrating on 
better hoof growth, try concentrating on good overall 
nutrition.  Once you get that right, the hooves will look 
after themselves.

It is also very easy to over-supplement your horse’s feed.  
This can drastically affect the nutritional balance and 
over-supplementation can be just as harmful as under-
supplementation.  If you ask some owners what they feed 
their horse, they reel off a long list of things which must 
not only cost a fortune, but must take ages to prepare 
each day, and may be making matters worse.
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Although in the strictest sense of the word, true thrush is quite rare, we tend to use the 
term nowadays to describe a black fungal infection that affects the frog.  It is relatively 
easy to spot and even easier to smell.  It most commonly likes to hide in cracks and 
crevices, in particular the collateral grooves either side of the frog, the central frog sulcus 
or inside any tears on the surface of the frog.  In most cases, infection is not severe and 
can be managed by applying a topical application.  There are lots of specialist products on 
the market and to be honest I wouldn’t touch most of them with a bargepole.  The reason 
is that they are way too strong and damage the healthy frog tissue, making it even more 
vulnerable to infection.  

This hoof has thrush clinging to the sides of 
the frog and hiding in the collateral grooves.

The best way to treat minor thrush is to use 
Sudocreme nappy rash cream.  This clings 
to the frog, killing the fungus and bacteria 
as well as providing a protective barrier.  
Because it is meant for babies’ delicate 
skin, it will not harm the frog either.

Another effective product is Manuka 
honey, although it is very sticky and can be 
quite messy to work with.

To treat thrush, thoroughly clean out the 
hoof capsule, scrubbing it with cold water 
to remove as much of the surface infection 
as you can.  Then use some kitchen towel
to thoroughly dry the frog before applying the Sudocreme/honey. A daily application 
should clear the infection up within days unless it is particularly bad.

A persistent thrushy infection must not be 
taken lightly as it is likely to have an 
underlying cause.  This can be a nutritional 
imbalance, management issue (certain 
fungal spores love certain types of 
bedding, particularly if it is deep littered), 
or an indication of a developing metabolic 
issue such as laminitis or insulin 
resistance.  The frog shown left developed 
a very severe case of thrush about 3 
months before being diagnosed with 
Cushings disease and many horses 
develop rampant thrush when they are 
laminitic, particularly if there is a lot of 
bruising around the frog area which the 
organisms seem to thrive on.

Infection Control

A really healthy hoof resists infection beautifully, but while you are still getting there, you may need to use a 
topical solution or two to help with minor hoof infections.

Thrush



If the thrush infection is particularly bad, or deep 
seated, it may need to be treated with Cleantrax 
which is a specialist product available from your 
EP. 

The hoof on the right had a multitude of 
problems which effectively closed up the back of 
the hoof.  Thrush developed in the central 
sulcus of the frog and went untreated.  It caused 
the infection to eat into the soft structures inside 
the back of the frog and began to work up the 
leg.  It was treated with Cleantrax, followed by a 
daily treatment of Sudocreme to prevent 
reinfection while steps were taken to gently 
exercise the hoof capsule to encourage it to 
open out and begin functioning normally again.
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White Line 
Disease

For detailed information about this condition, refer to my 
other factsheet.  In brief, White Line Disease is an 
infection of the hoof wall caused by bugs that live in the 
ground being picked up on the hoof and eating their way 
up.  In most cases it is very minor and any microbes are 
rasped off when the hoof is trimmed.  However, 
occasionally the infection takes hold and can eat its way 
up so far that the hoof wall splits away.  

Traditional treatment was by invasive trimming 
techniques, or using products that are so strong they kill 
the surrounding healthy tissue too. Neither are 
particularly effective.  When an infection becomes 
severe, the most useful treatment is Cleantrax.  For less 
severe infections, you can scrub at the bottom of the 
hoof wall with hibiscrub (but rinse it off after 10 minutes) 
or Milton (baby bottle steriliser, diluted 1:10 with water).

Canker Canker is extremely rare (thankfully) and is difficult to treat. If you suspect canker, you 
must contact your vet.  It causes the horn of the frog and its surrounding tissue to 
proliferate and become fetid, emitting a vile odour.  It is almost entirely restricted to 
large draft horses.  It is always worth giving the frog a Cleantrax treatment as it may be 
strong enough to kill the infection, although as this rare condition is not completely 
understood, it makes treatment difficult.  The vet may advise large areas of infected 
tissue to be cut away under general anaesthesia which is sometimes the only way it can 
be treated and even then, the prognosis is not always favourable.
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Hoof Cracks
Cracks appear in the hoof wall for many different reasons.  It can be poor nutrition, mechanical forces due to 
imbalance, weak structure, nail hole damage, infection, etc.

Whatever the original cause, Equine Podiatry should set you on the right tracks, restoring balance, eliminating 
infection and conditioning for improved structure.  You need to grow in better quality horn through correct nutrition, 
paying careful attention to conditioning work and environment and ensuring the hooves are kept balanced and 
properly trimmed.  You mention I didn’t mention lotions or potions anywhere in the last sentence - why? because they 
don’t treat the problem, but merely disguse it and by applying them, you could be interfering with the return of proper 
structure and function.

For example, in the Summer, many people start to worry because the hooves develop cracks and splits which weren’t 
there before.  Sometimes it’s a simple case of needing a more regular trim (the hooves grow faster in Spring and 
Summer), so if they get too long they will be vulnerable to cracking and splitting.  If the cracks look more like hundreds 
of tiny, vertical cracks, ask your trimmer to inspect closely for signs of white line disease.  If this is ruled out, the 
chances are you are looking at a nutritional issue.

Cracks caused by mechanical forces - for instance imbalance, or overgrown hooves, require a cure and not a 
cosmetic treatment.  The only time you can truly influence the health of the hoof is as it grows.  Painting things on the 
hooves may make them look better, but it won’t tackle the root cause.

This crack was caused by a seedy toe - a 
pocket of infection in the inner wall behind

These cracks are due to nutritional imbalance 
and are responding well to a change in diet

The longer I work in this job the more I realise that most hoof problems can be solved simply by changing 
the horse’s management and working to return correct structure and function to an unhealthy hoof 
capsule through controlled exercise on specific surfaces.  If there was a quick fix, believe me I’d be using 
it, but sadly, as with most things in life, good hoof health takes time, effort and commitment to good 
overall management.


