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DROUGHT
MANAGEMENT
PREPARING FOR A DROUGHT, BEFORE IT HAPPENS
From the Beef Cattle Research Council (beefresearch.ca)

Although droughts are often unpredictable, they are inevitable in many regions, so long-term farm and ranch management
must include planning for and consideration of how drought will affect the entire system – including plants, livestock and
water sources.
Herd Management
Often the best alternative for drought management is to reduce total forage requirements. Decreasing stocking rates
during drought provides benefits in terms of improved animal performance, reduced supplemental and winter-feeding
costs, minimized damage to pastures, and enhanced recovery following drought.
sending animals to rented pastures in other locations where moisture and forage production has not been impacted by
drought
drylotting - calves and/or cows may be removed from pasture and fed conserved forages, crop residues and/or grain in
confinement
yearlings may be marketed earlier than originally planned
calves may be weaned early. Dry cows can then be maintained on lower quality pastures or with supplemental feed
sources
consider limiting retention of replacement heifers
the cow herd may be culled earlier and more heavily than normal including less productive cows, late calvers, poor
temperament, and older cattle.
Existing Forage Resources
When a drought happens, the benefits of a rotational grazing system will be particularly evident as plants need more time
to recover when it's dry. One grazing strategy to consider during a drought is combining groups of animals. This will
concentrate more animals in a single herd which decreases the number of pastures being used at any one time. The
result will be extended rest periods for the pastures that the animals have been removed from. By combining herds, stock
density will also be increased, which results in less selectivity by individual animals and more uniform grazing. As
selectivity is reduced, animals will consume less-preferred plants.
Accessing Additional Forage – Crops and Alternative Feeds
Seeding annuals as an emergency source of forage to supplement perennial pastures may be an option during periods of
drought. Spring-seeded winter annuals will remain vegetative throughout the summer and will respond with growth to any
rain showers that do occur. Cereals can be grazed approximately four to six weeks after seeding and can be stocked
heavily to use all available growth.
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Supplemental Feeding
Supplemental feed on pasture can be used to augment low quality or limited forage. Creep feeding is the practice of
providing supplemental feed to calves before weaning, helping to supplement any shortfall in nutrients due to reduced milk
production by the cow and limited forage resources. The advantages of providing creep feed are dependent on a number of
factors and results are often variable, particularly from an economic standpoint.
Alternative feeds not normally utilized can help reduce feed costs or stretch supplies but it’s important to consider the
nutritional quality of feeds that are available and become aware of any potential health risks. Feed testing is always
important but particularly so when using new feed sources.
Water Sources
Sources of water for grazing animals can quickly become limited or unavailable during drought periods. From a proactive
management perspective, it is recommended that any pastures that could
possibly run out of water be grazed first. In some cases, and where
possible, it may become necessary to use a portable stockwater supply in
order to continue grazing a forage source where water has become limiting
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Despite the fact that drought is a relatively common occurrence in many
regions, too often management plans are based on ideal growing
conditions. This approach magnifies problems when drought does occur.
Drought management strategies should be a permanent part of every
grazing plan – you can’t plan for a drought once you are in the
middle of it.
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"If you could have
a conversation with anyone,
alive or dead, who would it
be?"
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"I'd have to say the living
one."

620-276-9824
clanning@countrysidefeed.com
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An office exec was
interviewing a blonde for an
assistant position, and wanted
to find out a little about her
personality.
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