
The word “disease” makes White Line Disease sound very serious, yet it is so common, particularly here in the 
UK.  If caught in the initial stages, it is no worse than an equine case of athlete’s foot, but if left untreated can 
result in serious damage to the integrity of the hoof wall.

First of all, its name is a misnomer.  White Line disease is not actually a disease, it’s an infection and it doesn’t 
originate in the white line, although in more advanced stages, the white line may become affected.  It usually 
starts in the white inner hoof wall and eats its way upwards, weakening the attachment of inner and outer wall.  
In advanced cases, the disease has been known to eat through into outer wall, sole and even frog.  

There is great debate about whether white line disease is caused by a bacterium or a fungus.  Indeed, Dr 
Richard Shakalis and Dr John Pautienis of SBS Equine Industries indicate that the infections may be caused by 
destructive bacteria and fungi existing in a symbiotic relationship (where one organism supports the other).  
Traditionally it was thought that these organisms were anaerobic (they don’t like oxygen), but recently it has 
been found that there are a huge variety of organisms that can be involved which can be either aerobic or 
anaerobic.  Therefore, the traditional methods of treatment which involve removing large sections of wall to 
expose the organisms to the air are being found to be far less effective than disinfectant with a deep penetrating,
broad spectrum anti-fungal and anti-bacterial soak.
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The picture on the left shows a minor infection that should respond quickly 
to an anti-bacterial/anti-fungal scrub. However, before you go rushing out to 
your nearest tack shop, be warned that many off-the-shelf treatments are 
too strong.  They kill the bugs, but damage healthy tissue at the same time, 
creating lots more food for new bugs to find and for the infection to start up 
all over again.

The following treatments are all effective against minor infection:

• Milton (baby bottle sterilising liquid) diluted 1:10 with water

• Hibiscrub - this can be applied neat but must be rinsed off after 10 mins

• Manuka honey - renowned for its anti-bacterial and anti-fungal properties

To treat, scrub the hoof clean with cold water.  If some of the cracks are 
filled with dirt, pick them out carefully.  A wooden orange stick that is used 
for manicuring nails is a good tool for this.  Then taken an old toothbrush 
and scrub the cracks well in.  If using Milton, you can use it as a hoof soak 
for up to 10 minutes at a time.
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The green arrow on the diagram opposite shows the usual track 
that a white line disease infection would take.  As you can see, it is 
not the white line, but the inner wall that is most vulnerable. Other 
structures can become affected if the infection is severe, but this is 
uncommon.  If the inner wall of the hoof is not so tightly bonded 
together as it should be (usually because of nutritional or metabolic 
imbalance), the organisms can potentially eat their way upward to 
the top of the inner wall, causing the outer wall to separate away.

So how do you spot white line disease?  The best time is when 
your farrier/trimmer is trimming the wall as any faults clearly show 
up against the white of the freshly rasped inner wall. Normal wear 
and tear will create small cracks and crevices at the very bottom of

only become a problem if they begin to eat up into the wall and are still there after the wall has been rasped 
down.  This means the rate of infection is exceeding the rate of wear and therefore needs to be treated.

the wall anyway and it is perfectly normal for these to pick up bugs from the ground.  They

Treatment once a week is usually enough to eradicate minor infections such as this with a lovely clean inner 
wall being revealed at the next trim.
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The infection shown left is severe 
and has been left untreated for a long 
time.  You can see how it has not 
only destroyed the inner wall, but is 
causing a breakdown in the integrity 
of the outer wall too.

�����������	�
��
�
What is it, and what can be done about it?

�����������	�
��
�
What is it, and what can be done about it?

White Line Disease is an opportunist and take full advantage of the cracks 
and splits caused by nail holes.   To the right is a section of hoof wall just 
after shoes were removed.  You can clearly see where the bugs have been 
hiding unnoticed under the shoe.  Infections such as this often grow out with 
the nail holes once the shoe is removed and the hoof managed in such a  
way to improve the quality of the hoof horn, together with weekly topical 
treatment as described on page one.
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A case as advanced as this should be treated with a deep penetrating, 
soak that kills bacteria, fungus and spores.  There are a few products on 
the market, but Cleantrax is the only one that I recommend. It has very 
deep cleansing properties that reach right up into the hoof capsule, killing 
bacteria, fungus, fungal spores and viruses.  Cleantrax is also 
completely harmless to healthy horn tissue, so won’t create more dead 
tissue which can encourage new organisms into the hoof.  Usually a 
single 45-minute soak, followed by another 45 minutes with the feet 
wrapped in plastic is all that is needed, although occasionally another 
treatment 6 weeks later is required.

Occasionally, you may find that your horse’s particular hoof infection 
does not respond to the treatment you have used.  This happens in 
about 1% of cases and can be caused by an obscure microbe that is 
specific to the local environment and doesn’t respond.  If none of the 
treatments suggested work, it may be worth having the section of wall 
analysed by a microbial specialist to try to pinpoint the organism and 
target it more specifically.

The causes of infection are many and varied, the most common being weaknesses in the hoof wall, metabolic 
issues such as laminitis, cushings or insulin resistance or nutritional imbalance - often a combination of things.  
Careful attention to nutrition can make a huge difference, as can strengthening hoof wall integrity through a 
hoof-conditioning exercise programme.  Nutritional causes are complex and vary from horse to horse, research 
has found a link between white line disease and the following:

• An incorrect calcium to phosphorous and sodium 
to phosphorous ratio in the soil/hay.  In the UK, 
years of fertilising have resulted in soils that are 
too rich in phosphorous which can not only upset 
the overall mineral balance, but also inhibit uptake 
of certain other minerals such as magnesium.

• Some feed balancers are too high in vitamins A 
and D and this can have a dramatic impact on 
hoof horn quality.

• Feeding carrots and apples daily.  While feeding 
occasionally as a treat is fine, they should not be 
part of the horse’s staple diet. 

• Avoid molasses including mollichaff, molassed 
sugar beet and stable licks.

• Ensure the horse has adequate copper in the 
diet.  It should be available in the soil, but if 
your pasture is particularly wet and boggy you 
may need to supplement it.  Copper balances 
out Selenium levels and will avoid Selenium 
overload.  However, only ever supplement with 
Selenium or copper if it has been confirmed 
that the horse has a definite deficiency as 
toxicity is even more harmful.

• Avoid concentrates.  A high starch diet will 
directly affect the health of the hoof, so reduce 
the starch and increase the fibre.
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If you suspect that nutritional imbalance may be the cause, you need to ask an independent equine nutritionist to 
help you.  They will probably suggest having your grass and hay analysed.  I would always recommend an 
independent nutritionalist (as opposed to one working for a feed company) as the advice they give you will be 
tailored to your horse and not biased towards selling you one of their off-the-shelf products.

White Line Disease and Laminitis
Owners of laminitic horses, even if only low grade, often 
face a constant battle with white line disease.  The picture 
opposite shows a hoof 8 weeks after an acute laminitic 
attack caused by moving the horse from winter to summer 
grazing.  The growth rings are symptomatic of the 
laminitis, but you can see how the white line disease is 
attacking what was a clean, healthy hoof wall.

Fungus loves laminitic feet.  It seems to thrive on the heat 
caused by inflammation, together with the blood plasma 
and dead tissue that begins to appear on a microscopic 
level inside the hoof.  In these cases, successful 
treatment starts with stabilising the laminitis through 
management, paying particular attention to nutrition.

Hoof Supplements and White Line Disease

Walk into any tack or feed shop today and you will see a vast array of supplements aimed at helping every 
equine ailment under the sun.  There are all manner of hoof supplements among them which are purchased 
by dedicated owners wishing to improve their horse’s hooves.

I have yet to find a hoof supplement that does everything it is supposed to do - in fact often it just adds to the 
problem.  You see, each component of the hoof requires different nutritional stimuli.  Furthermore, many of 
those nutritional elements are not easily absorbed through the gut, but need to be manufactured internally by 
the horse.  Even if you manage to artificially stimulate outer hoof wall growth, that wall is tightly bonded to 
inner wall which requires different nutritional stimuli.  The result?  Growth rings. These are a sign that outer 
and inner wall are not growing at the same speed.

So save your money on expensive hoof supplements.  Work on good overall nutrition and hoof quality should 
improve automatically.


