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Mastitis is a ‘numbers game’. The risk is decreased if teats and teat ends are healthy, especially 
during periods of challenge such as muddy wet conditions. The risk of infection is increased if there 
are greater numbers of bacteria near the teat end or if the teat end is damaged.

Teat skin health is affected by exposure to mud and water, and milking machine factors. 

Water and mud increase the likelihood of cracks developing on teats (and also on milkers’ hands). 
Healthy teat skin is easier to keep clean, minimising preparation before milking. 

Teat sores (especially at the ends of teats) provide sites where bacteria can multiply. Teat sores are 
painful and lead to poor cow behaviour during milking, with increased kicking and poor milk let-down. 

9.1	 Assess	teat	skin	and	teat	ends	after	milking
Maintenance of healthy teat skin and teat ends is a key 
requirement for effective mastitis control. 

Factors or organisms that affect the teats of dairy cows fall 
into one of three broad categories: 

• Milking induced (ie. Faulty machines or milking 
management). 

• Environmental (eg. Water, mud, windy cold 
conditions, sunburn). 

• Infectious (ie. Viral or bacterial infections). 

These factors can produce short, medium or longer term 
changes in teat condition.

Regular systematic scoring and recording of teat condition 
in your own herds is recommended. 

Whole herd examination (or at least 80 randomly selected 
cows, in herds larger than 80 cows) is needed to provide 
an accurate assessment of the herd situation. 

Normal teat end and colour.
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Manage	teat	sores	and	cracks

• Teat skin
• Teat sores
• Teat end condition
• Mud problems
• Washing teats

• Teat disinfectant
• Machine check
• Teat ointments
• Veterinary advice
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Petechiations,	chaps	and	cracks

	Degree	of	openness	of	the	teat	orifice/sensitivity	to	touch

Skin	colour

Firmness	and	swelling

Red teats.

Rings at base of teats.

Photosensitisation.

Blue teats.

Firm teats with rings at the 
base.

An open orifice directly after 
milking.

Tiny blood blisters 
(‘petechiations’ or 
‘haemorrhages’), especially 
around the lower parts of 
a teat.

Udder and teats may be sensitive 
to touch after milking.

Chaps and cracks, especially 
around the upper parts of 
a teat.

Short	 term	changes are seen immediately after a single 
milking and can include:

• Colour changes such as teats becoming red or blue.

• Teats become swollen (eg. Rings at base of teats)      
or firm.

• Teats remaining open.

• Teats or udder becoming sensitive to touch. 

Medium	term	changes usually take a few days to become 
obvious. They include:

• Petechiations.

• Chaps.

• Cracks.

• Photosensitisation.

• Hyperkeratosis (rough teat ends).

Refer	to	Guideline	7
Use post-milking teat disinfection.
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Skin	roughness	or	cracking	around	the	teat	orifice	(‘teat	end	hyperkeratosis’)

Smooth or slightly rough ring.No ring.

Rough ring. Very rough ring.

Major	risk	factors	affecting	teat	end	hyperkeratosis

Risk	Factor Reason	for	increased	likelihood	of	teat	end	hyperkeratosis

Pointed	teats
The load applied by the closing liner is on a smaller area of teat 
surface

Increasing	age The ‘wrinkle factor’ in all species

Higher	production Clusters are on for longer

Peak	lactation Clusters are on for longer

Udder	washing Water and chemicals reduce skin moisture and elasticity

Clusters	on	before	let-down Longer period of milk flow < 1 litre/min

Low	thresholds	for	Automatic	
Cluster	Removers	(ACRs)

Longer period of milk flow < 1 litre/min

Overmilking Longer period of milk flow < 1 litre/min

High	vacuum
Greater stress on teat tissues - more stretched in the open liner and 
squeezed in the closed liner

Tight	liner	mouthpiece
The lip acts like a tourniquet which slows or restricts outflow of blood 
from the teat wall when the liner is collapsed

Liners	mounted	at	high
tension

The region of greatest local pressure is applied just above
rather than at the teat end

This restricts outflow of blood from the teat tip (acts like
squeezing a grape until the skin splits)
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Score Score Score

N

S

R

V

No	ring
The teat end is smooth with a 
small, even orifice.
This is a typical status for 
many teats soon after
the start of lactation.

Smooth	or	slightly	rough	ring
A raised ring encircles the 
orifice. The surface of
the ring is smooth or it may 
feel slightly rough, but
no fronds of old keratin are 
evident.

Rough	ring
A raised, roughened ring with 
isolated fronds or
mounds of old keratin 
extending 1 - 3mm from the 
orifice.

Very	rough	ring
A raised ring with rough 
fronds or mounds of old
keratin extending 4mm or 
more from the orifice.
The rim of the ring is rough 
and cracked, often giving
the teat end a ‘flowered’ 
appearance.

A	scoring	system	for	teat	end	hyperkeratosis	(Mein et al 2011)
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Infections causing common teat lesions from viruses and 
bacteria include:

• Pseudocowpox.

• Teat warts.

• Bovine herpes mammillitis.

• Blackspot.

Teat warts.

Blackspot.Bovine herpes mammillitis.
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Refer	to	Management	Note	I
The correct way to mix and 
store teat disinfectant.

Refer	to	Guideline	27						
Fix areas that make udders 
muddy and dirty.

Refer	to	Guideline	6
Monitor and maintain 
milking machine function.

Flies can spread mastitis-causing bacteria.

9.2	 Minimise	the	build	up	of	mud	and	dirt	on	teats

9.3	 Minimise	use	of	water	on	cows	in	the	parlour
Ideally, clusters should only go on to clean and dry teats.

Avoid wetting the udder - just wet the teats if they need to 
be washed.

Always use clean, low pressure water to wash dirty teats 
and dry them afterwards.

9.4	 Check	teat	disinfectant	mix,	particularly	
emollient	concentrations
The use of teat disinfectants with emollient is 
recommended.

9.5	 Check	important	machine	factors:
• Check vacuum level.

• Check pulsators.

• Check liner suitability.

9.6	 Take	care	with	the	use	of	teat	ointments,	
especially	those	that	come	in	tubs	or	jars
Teat ointments which are dispensed by repeated dipping 
into a jar become easily contaminated with bacteria and may 
spread infection. Keep containers covered in the parlour.

9.7	 Seek	advice	from	your	veterinary	practitioner	if	
problems	persist

9.8	 Teat	sores	are	attractive	to	flies	which	can	be	a	
vector	for	spreading	mastitis-causing	bacteria	
between	cows,	particularly	in	the	warmer	
months


