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Today’s purpose
• Magnitude of livestock performance response
• Importance of grazing management

• Key element influencing response to drought
• Particularly stocking rate - Establishes supply:demand

• Planning & managing for drought – before, during, and after
• Drought plan in action



Interaction of Drought and Stocking Rate

• Classic experiment: stocking rate experiment conducted during Dust 
Bowl

• Livestock and Range Research Station, Miles City, Montana
• 3 stocking rates (light, moderate, heavy)

• 12-month grazing season
• Season-long grazing – summer and winter pastures
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AUM Harvested by Grazing
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Calf Weaning Weight
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Does This Apply?
• To real life?
• To current drought situation?
• To the local area?



S D S U  E X T E N S I O N

Cattle Management for 
Drought



https://extension.sdstate.edu/sites/default/files/2020-08/P-
00177.pdf



Big Picture 
• Have a written plan

• Set trigger dates
• Follow-through



Supply & Demand
• Stock conservatively 

• Adjust stocking rates to match drought-caused forage reductions
• Avoid long-term damage to the forage resource
• Allow cattle access to adequate forage

• Improve grazing distribution 
• Use water, salt, mineral and protein supplements to attract cattle to 

underutilized areas
• Rotational grazing
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Supply Management
• Consider alternative sources of forage

• CRP, cereal or corn hay, alfalfa, sorghum, sudan, straw and silage
• Consider feed quality, nitrates, prussic acid, and herbicide/pesticide 

restrictions
• Compare on cost per unit of nutrient basis

• Purchase winter feed early
• Price increases as drought worsens
• Determine feed inventory and evaluate feed needs ASAP
• Shop shrewdly for alternatives



Cost on Protein Basis

Feed $/ton DM (%) CP (%) CP $/ton
Soybean meal 290 89 49 665
DDGS 120 91 31 425
WDGS 42 36 31 376
Alfalfa hay 90 89 18 562
20 % range cake 180 85 20 1059
30 % range cake 250 85 30 980
27 % tub 750 95 27 2924



https://extension.sdstate.edu/feed-nutrient-calculator

https://extension.sdstate.edu/feed-nutrient-calculator


Supply Management
• Bring feed to cows or take cows to feed?

• Consider feeding cows in drylot
• Feed choices

• Harvested forages
• limit-fed concentrate diet

• Analyze the economics and feasibility



Diets, %DM

Antelope Forage Diet Limit-fed Diet
Corn silage 3.7
Grass/alfalfa hay 21.8
Wheat straw 71.9 24.1
Modified DGS 13.3
Corn grain 56.6
Liquid supplement 2.6 4.6
Limestone 1.4
Native range Free choice
30% cake 1.5 lb.
DM offered, lb 24.6 14.0
$/day $1.11 $0.90



Cow Response to Winter Feeding Programs
Weaning November January February

Body Weight
Antelope 1378 1482 1547 1486
Forage fed 1388 1471 1446 1392
Limit fed 1390 1313 1439 1409

Body Condition Score
Antelope 5.5 5.7 6.4 5.8
Forage fed 5.4 5.3 5.4 5.0
Limit fed 5.4 5.2 5.8 5.4



Supply Management
• Minimize feed waste

• Carefully consider creep feeding

• Be wary of poisonous plants



Supply Management
• Manage water supplies

• Monitor water quality
• Sulfates
• Nitrates
• Blue-green algae



Demand Management

• Ensure demand is met by monitoring nutritional status
• Monitor cow BCS
• Sort by BCS and feed accordingly



Demand Management
• Wean calves early

• Decrease cow nutrient requirements
• Reduces intake
• Increases body condition

• Increase carrying capacity
• 36% reduction in forage utilization



Demand Management
• Shorten the breeding season AND Pregnancy check early 

• Sell opens immediately
• Selection based on reproductive efficiency



Demand Management
• Manage the bull inventory

• Bulls are big and eat a lot
• Sell ASAP after breeding

• Consider AI 



Demand Management
• Use cow performance records to make culling decisions

• “You can’t manage what you don’t measure”
• Rank the poorest performers and cull them first

• % culled based on trigger dates in drought plan



Demand Management
• Diversify into cow-calf plus yearling stockers

• Stockers can be more easily liquidated 
• Retain genetic foundation in cow herd



Marketing and Finances
• Market culls early

• Avoid drought-induced market decline



Marketing and Finances
• Avoid selling lightweight calves

• Lightweight calves often don’t sell well
• Retain ownership?

• How long? Age? Weight?
• Ship calves to feed or feed to calves?



Marketing and Finances
• Protect yourself from market risk

• Consider risk management tools
• LRP
• Futures
• Options

• Use USDA programs
• Livestock Indemnity Program
• Livestock Forage Disaster Program



Marketing and Finances
• Communicate with your management team

• Lender
• Accountant 
• Veterinarian
• Feed dealer



Big Picture
• Think outside the box

• Plan ahead for drought recovery management



Rainfall
Total Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Ave 16.1 .3 .4 1 1.9 2.6 2.8 2.0 1.6 1.3 1.3 .5 .4

05 16 .26 .06 .52 2.28 4.98 2.12 2.11 .86 .63 1.06 .68 .55 2200

06 15.41 .46 .17 2.69 1.96 2.21 1.1 .82 2.14 2.74 .3 .49 .33 0

07 18 .08 2.01 2.08 1.49 2.75 4.03 .42 1.66 1.26 1.84 0 .38 889

08 24.17 .93 .44 .51 1.4 6.79 5.06 3.01 .83 .32 1.15 2.86 .87 1893

09 22.1 .32 1.38 1.56 1.86 1.39 1.56 3.26 3.64 1.07 3.84 .05 2.17 2925

10 17.73 .23 .20 .75 2.6 3.72 3.55 1.77 .97 1.77 .66 .6 .91 --

11 21.65 .04 2.07 .99 2.44 5.29 5.58 1.88 1.91 .54 .22 .55 .14 --

12 9.67 .34 .57 0 2.11 1.30 2.41 1.46 .3 .12 .44 .26 .36 0

13 .57 .05 .41
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2. Dec 2011 – Got more rental pastures
3. April 2012 – Found more summer pastures
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12. Aug – Contracted DDGS for cattle – get early
13. Aug 7th – Started pre-conditioning calves (month early)
14. Aug 15th – Ultrasounded heifers and ship to feedlot
15. Late Aug/Early Sept – Started relocating cows and calves for fall and winter
16. Jan 2013 – Ship light calves to backgrounder –(normally run on grass)



Future Plans if drought continues in 2013
• No grass calves – already shipped to backgrounder

• Only AI replacement heifers (no clean-up bulls)

• All cows will return to ranch for calving and breeding

• Dry lotting yearling heifers this spring, summer, fall winter

• Have an option to put cows out for winter (decide by August 15)



Take home message
• Measure, record and use

• Precipitation 
• Grass Production
• Animal use (Animal Unit Days)

• Have a drought management plan
• Be Proactive instead of Reactive 
• Better to be safe then sorry
• Saving a dime now might cost you a dollar later

• Know the risk/reward opportunity in the future
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