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Making a Di!erence 
2012–2013 

 
Dealing with Drought in the Cow/Calf Enterprise 
 
The Situation  
In fall of 2012, 93% of the state was categorized as a 
severe or exceptional drought area, and 70% of the 
state remained in those categories in early March 
2013. Forage supplies were extremely tight from 
prior-year drought, and feed costs were reaching 
record highs. Producers needed help dealing with 
poor-quality and limited feed supplies, toxicity issues 
in forages, lack of water and/or poor water quality, 
and modification of grazing plans.  

 
What We Did 
The K-State Research and Extension Livestock 
Program Focus Team held a drought retreat that 
included key personnel in related disciplines. Crucial 
issues were identified, and working groups were 
developed around the topics of forages, economics, 
water, and measures of last resort. We developed 
materials and held “train the trainer” meetings. 
Thirteen producer meetings across the state focused 
on drought-related issues such as providing safe and 
economical rations and maintaining range condition. 
K-State Research and Extension personnel tested 
forage samples for nitrate and nutrient quality 
analysis. A five-year research project was established 
to monitor range recovery.  

 
Outcomes  
• The economic impact on individual operations 

was estimated as $100 to $1,000 by 44% of 
producers, $1,000 to $5,000 by 29% of 
producers, and more than $5,000 by 10% of 
producers. They expected to implement early 
weaning, develop a drought management plan, 
and change stocking rates.  

• Hundreds of producers gained valuable 
information to help make difficult decisions 
through one-on-one consultation with K-State 
Research and Extension personnel. 

• Producers made appropriate adjustments to 
feeding plans based on forage nitrate results  
 

(i.e., oat field was not grazed, forage sorghum 
hay was blended to a safe level, and sorghum 
stalks were found safe to graze). Toxic levels of 
nitrates were identified in 8% of forages tested, 
and 6% were expected to cause abortions if not 
managed. 

• Meadowlark District developed a kit for 
checkout that helped producers improve the 
digestibility of more than 1,220 tons of low-
quality forage through ammoniation. 

 
Success Stories  
• A Meadowlark producer ammoniated 250 tons 

of wheat straw using the district kit, saving $50 
per ton compared with the cost of buying 
brome hay. 

• In Morton County, the agent used information 
developed by the team to help individual 
producers determine strategies to maintain a 
cowherd base during the severe drought. The 
individualized consultations included discussion 
of feed resources, economics, and how to find 
and make use of feed. As a result, producers 
were able to keep most of their cowherds and 
develop a strategy to break even until the rain 
came. 

• In Linn County, producers learned about the 
relationship of fertilization to pasture recovery 
after drought; consequently, 16% more soil 
samples were processed through the county 
office than the year before. 
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