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A Case of Bumblefoot, by Lori E.

“Bumblefoot? What the heck’s that?” I asked my vet, as he pronounced his diagnosis on Tess’ foot. What a strange name, I thought – and I hadn’t seen it mentioned in any of my chinchilla books. Since then, I’ve come to realize that this condition really isn’t that unusual in the animal world, and often afflicts guinea pigs, rats, poultry and raptors. (And, occasionally, chinchillas).

Late last fall, I had noticed that Tess, my eldest chin at 14, had an abraded area on her footpad that was bleeding a small amount. The skin in that area looked dry, cracked and slightly inflamed. It didn’t respond to an antibiotic/steroid ointment that I had on hand, so we headed off to the vet’s to see what was going on. My vet diagnosed it as bumblefoot (its’ official name is ulcerative pododermatitis). He immediately put her on an oral antibiotic (Trimethaprim Sulfa) for 10 days, and also had me apply a form of Liquid Bandage to her foot twice a day. I decided that I should try to learn a bit more about this skin condition, as my vet warned me in advance that it could be difficult to cure.

Bumblefoot is defined as an infection and/or inflammation of the footpad and connective tissues of the foot. Often a callous will grow on the bottom of the feet, and a crack will form or ulcerate. Feet are particularly vulnerable to bacterial contamination (with bumblefoot, this is usually Staphylococcus aureus) and can invade this area, causing the inflammation and a resulting infection. Unfortunately, if the problem isn’t caught in time, this infection can penetrate deeply into the foot tissue, extending up tendons and into the bone. So, Lesson Number One is to treat this immediately and aggressively, before it develops into a more serious problem that could cause your chin great discomfort.

None of the information I found on bumblefoot was in direct reference to chinchillas, other than some helpful posts on some chin forums. So keep in mind that the symptoms I mention here may vary from animal to animal. The footpad may be red, swollen and significantly increased in size. If there’s infection present, you may see blood or pus, as with an abscess. (if the abscess breaks, the sore may heal over, more scar tissue may form and the footpad will grow even larger – a vicious circle). In many of the photos I saw of this condition, there was a very defined bump in the heel area, blackish in color. Tess, however, did not have this bump on her foot – I’m assuming that the bump is in more advanced cases, or other species are more prone to it.

The exact causes of bumblefoot aren’t easy to pinpoint. A lot of sources mention that wire flooring in cages is a main factor, but I don’t buy that, at least in regards to chinchillas. If that were the case, chins with bumblefoot would be much more common. (However, it’s easy to see how a wire floor could easily aggravate a case of bumblefoot). Considering the continuous pressure that a chinchilla puts on their feet, It’s not surprising that a skin problem in that area would be very difficult to heal, and to get under control. Other possible factors playing a role here are diabetes, obesity, and a genetic predisposition to this condition.

There are different ways to treat bumblefoot, and you may find you’ll need to try a combination of treatments to deal with this most effectively. A very effective combination is a systemic antibiotic (to treat the infection internally) and application of a topical ointment (which would help slough off old tissue, while encouraging regrowth of healthy tissue). 

My vet chose Trimethaprim Sulfa( for the systemic antibiotic), because it can actually penetrate into infected areas of the skin, whereas a lot of antibiotics cannot. So it’s great for treating abscessed tissue, and it also works well against staph infections. For treating Tess’ foot externally, initially we used a form of liquid bandage. The theory was to seal off the bottom of her foot and make it impervious to bacteria. It did accomplish that for a while, but the foot didn’t seem to progress in healing. We switched to a topical liquid called Trypzme-V, which I massage into her footpad twice a day. Her foot is now healing well – old tissue is slowly peeling off and the new tissue looks healthy. I would strongly recommend giving this topical a try. I’ve also read that a lot of folks have had good luck with a product called Blu- Kote, and with using washes of Chlorhexidine.

Lastly, you’ll need to keep the cage environment of a chin with bumblefoot in tip- top shape – very clean and very padded. I pad Tess’ cage with thick towels, which I change twice a day. This is to help cushion her footpads as she jumps around, and to hopefully keep the foot from cracking open and bleeding. I really don’t want her walking on wire anymore. I pad her perches with polar fleece, and occasionally think, hey, this chin is living the life of Riley! She truly deserves it, and her two cagemates think it’s snuggle city.

In doing this article, I realized there’s a lot more to this ailment than meets the eye, and I’m sure I’ve not covered it all. I caught Tess’ bumblefoot at an early stage, and even still, I can see it’s a problem to reckon with. So ~ please ~ keep an eye on your chins’ feet, and make it a habit to check them over on a regular basis. This is your best defense.


