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• We can’t control whether 
or not it rains

• We can control what we do 
before drought, during 
drought, and in drought 
recovery

• Decisions made before and 
during drought affect 
outcomes

Why Plan 
for drought? 
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How to plan for drought?



How some ranchers plan 
to manage drought

1) Maximize the health and flexibility of their operations 
before drought 

2) Monitor the health of their resources 

3) Have a Plan: Implement decision-rules on critical dates 
when drought conditions appear



Which decisions need to be made?
(from Socorro NM, May 2013)

• Stocking rate decisions – number, class

• Rotation

• Marketing

• Water distribution and use

• Where to allocate $$ resources, personnel, labor

• What to do about neighboring ranchers, shared 
pasture



What’s the appropriate action to take? 
Pros & Cons
• Feed or sell?  THE QUESTION

• Cull? 
• How heavily? When?

• Feed? 
• What?  From where?

• Whether to relocate

• Early wean?

• Change rotation?

• Lease land?

• Pipe water?

• Apply for assistance?

• Explore other sources of income?

Appropriate action depends on severity and timing of drought, among 
other things

Image: Samuel Noble Roberts Foundation



Management actions taken at any level of 
drought (SD & NE ranchers, 2012-2014)

2012 2013 2014

Feed hay from own stockpiles 73% 68% 54%

Reduce stocker/yearling numbers (by 25% or less) 21% 21% 9% 

Lease/rent/purchase additional land to graze 19% 18% 12%

Reduce stocker/yearling numbers (by more than 25%) 17% 14% 8% 



Management actions taken at more severe 
levels of drought (SD & NE ranchers, 2012-2014)

2012 2013 2014

Purchase hay or feed to supplement 56% 44% 19%

Reduce breeding animal numbers (by 25% or less) 52% 42% 21% 

Graze fall or winter pastures earlier than planned 51% 37% 11%

Graze cover crop, residues, or alternative forage 38% 38% 26%

Sell cull cows or feeder animals earlier than usual 67% 51% 22%



Management actions taken at most severe 
levels of drought (SD & NE ranchers, 2012-2014)

2012 2013 2014

Wean calves earlier than usual 60% 43% 17%

Reduce breeding animal numbers (by more than 25%) 22% 16% 7% 

Move animals to feedlot 15% 12% 6%

Send custom grazed animals home early 12% 8% 3%



When should decisions be made? 

• Fall?  
• Culling, preg checking, weaning
• What have we go going into 

winter?

• Spring?
• Destock or rotate?
• Can we make it to monsoon 

season?

• Summer
• Branding
• Are summer rains occurring? 

Enough?

• Other?
• Depends on season of calving?
• Deadlines for funding programs?
• Market target dates?

Image: Beefmagazine.com



The 
Drought 
Plan

1) What decisions 
need to be 
made?

2) What are the 
appropriate 
management 
actions?

3) When to make 
the decision?



Monitoring:  Making 
decisions based on 
what you’ve got

“I could see a steady decline over those [dry] years.  And so I felt 
like I was more ready [to act] in 2006 than I would have been if I 

didn’t have those records to fall back on.” 

• Many aspects to be monitored (forage, markets, water 
resources, animal production)

• What tools are available to help monitor?  What tools 
would be helpful?



Sticking to the Plan

• “…If it hadn’t rained, these cattle were going to go, and 
yeah, you take a loss on it. But, this has always been pretty 
well a fact, your first loss is your least loss. You’ve got to 
make the decision.”

Photo: 
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/agriculture/livestock/beef/husbandry
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Takeaway Message

1) Drought happens…

2) Some operations 
“weather” the 
drought better than 
others

3) Plan now for how to 
manage when drought 
conditions emerge



Thank you!

Tonya Haigh

Email: thaigh2@unl.edu

Twitter: @TonyaHaigh

www.drought.unl.edu/ranchplan

YouTube & Facebook: National Drought Mitigation Center

Twitter: @droughtcenter
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