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Drought Management
• What does drought look like in California?
• What are the impacts of drought? 
• How to respond to drought?
• Risk Management
• Resources

















Impacts from Drought

Reduced precipitation will change the amount and composition of forage

These impacts may persist longer than the drought

Lower body condition scores, less efficient breeding, lighter calves, 
trace mineral deficiencies

Animal health/veterinary concerns

Cattle market can be down

Hydrological
Will affect stock water (seasonal springs, ephemeral creeks)

Will affect how/if livestock use certain ranches/pastures

Ecological

Production

Human

Grass elsewhere is harder to find



Impacts from Drought
In 2011, 507 ranchers across the state were surveyed across the state to 
gain insight into factors driving their decision making…

• Median date of last perceived drought was 2009
• 74% indicated that a new drought would impact their operations “as 

severely” or “worse” than past droughts
• Many ranchers reported experiencing drought-driven impacts more 

severely than expected 

Roche & Tate, 2014



How to respond to drought

Macon et al., 2016



How to respond to drought

1. Supplemental feeding 2. Reducing herd size



How to respond to drought
1. Supplemental feeding

Concentrates

Roughages

Davy et al., ”Supplemental Feeds for 
Cattle Operations during Drought,” 
2016. 
https://anrcatalog.ucanr.edu/pdf/85
65.pdf

https://anrcatalog.ucanr.edu/pdf/8565.pdf


How to respond to drought
1. Supplemental feeding

Further considerations
• Feeding stations, bunks, 

troughs, electric wire
• Transportation
• Excessive use of 

pastures/sacrifice area
• Animal 

health/performance
• COST



How to respond to drought
1. Supplemental feeding

There is real value to 
keeping a core herd—
genetics, disease 
immunity (Foothill 
abortion, anaplaz), and 
cattle’s knowledge of the 
range. All of these 
attributes have real costs 
when rebuilding a herd.

“You can’t feed your way [completely] out of a drought!”



How to respond to drought

2. Reducing herd size
Consider (in order)

1. Early weaning

2. Sell cattle that have 
delayed income

3. Sell cattle that have 
higher feed costs

Nader, “Drought Economics,” 2015



How to respond to drought
1. Early weaning

• Save cow’s body condition 
• Reduce feed consumption
• Decrease cow’s protein requirement by half and energy requirement by 1/3
• Most producers wean 30 to 90 days early



How to respond to drought
2. Sell cattle that have delayed income

• Replacement heifers and open cows will take up feed without producing any 
income for over next year 

• This action will keep animals that will provide returns to address the increased 
feed costs. 



How to respond to drought
3. Sell cattle that have higher feed costs

• Cull low body condition score and broken mouth cows. 
• Also, keeping younger cows means there is a longer lifespan to recoup the 

additional feed costs 



How to respond to drought
Planning

Lease additional pasture

Transport out of state

Buy additional hay Wean early

Retain fewer heifers

Deep cuts to 
cows/sell open



How to respond to drought

The time is now to put together a Drought 
Management Plan and/or decision calendar

In 2013/2014 interviews, 82% of ranchers did not think their current strategies 
would be sufficient to deal with more frequent drought events.  



How to manage risk in drought
1. Farm Service Agency (FSA) Non-insured crop disaster 
Assistance Program (NAP)

2. FSA Livestock Forage Program, LFP (Drought Monitor)

3. Private insurance (Pasture, Rangeland, and Forage 
insurance, or PRF)



How to manage risk in drought
1. Farm Service Agency (FSA) Non-insured crop disaster Assistance 

Program (NAP)

• “provides financial assistance…to protect against natural disasters 
that result in lower yields….”

• Covers the amount of loss that exceeds 50 percent of expected 
production at 55 percent of the avg. market price of crop

• Must apply by closing date (for 2019 NAP: 9/1/2018)
• NAP service fee for all levels is $250
• In California, coverage period is typically October 1-September 30
• Do have to share sensitive information
• Payments can be frustratingly slow



How to manage risk in drought
2. FSA Livestock Forage Program, LFP (Drought Monitor)

• “provides compensation to eligible livestock producers who have 
suffered grazing losses for covered livestock on land that is native 
or improved pasture….”

• Program is based on the Drought Monitor, weekly UNL product
• Payment rate for drought is equal to 60 percent of the monthly 

feed cost (calculated per head or per acre)
• Payments are based on drought severity:

• D2 for eight consecutive weeks  one month
• D3 at any time  three months
• D3 for 8 weeks or D4 any time  four months
• D4 for four weeks  five months
• Grazing year in CA  October-September



How to manage risk in drought



How to manage risk in drought
3. Private insurance (Pasture, Rangeland, and Forage insurance, or PRF)

• Privately administered, publicly supported through RMA
• Uses gridded rainfall index (NOAA CPC), grids ~17m x 17m
• Coverage based on producers selection of coverage level, index 

intervals, and productivity factors
• Index interval represents a two-month period
• Can select coverage level from 70-90%
• Payments are based on formula and coverage is for a single peril, 

lack of precipitation
• Insurance cutoff dates (e.g. 1/15/18 for 2019 insurance)



How to manage risk in drought
1. Farm Service Agency (FSA) Non-insured crop disaster 
Assistance Program (NAP)

2. FSA Livestock Forage Program, FLP (Drought Monitor)

3. Private insurance (Pasture, Rangeland, and Forage 
insurance, or PRF)

4. Livestock Indemnity Program (LIP)

5. Emergency Livestock Assistance Program (ELAP)



Resources during drought

http://rangelands.ucdavis.edu/drought/

http://rangelands.ucdavis.edu/drought/


Resources during drought

http://rangelands.ucdavis.edu/drought/

http://rangelands.ucdavis.edu/drought/


Resources during drought



Resources during drought

http://rangelands.ucdavis.edu/drought/

• Snowpack and reservoirs
• Weather and Satellite imagery
• Drought indicators (Drought Monitor, Long-Range Outlook, 

Rangeland Vegetation Drought Response
• Drought videos
• Climate charts
• Twitter (Rangeland and drought)
• Facebook groups
• Voices from the Drought

http://rangelands.ucdavis.edu/drought/


Resources during drought
Novel social networking and information sharing

• In 2011 survey:
• 100% under 41 years old used the internet, 54% using a 

smartphone
• 87% between 50 and 70, 14% using smartphone

“Facebook has given me a 
chance to share ideas, learn 
from other ranchers, and 
frankly, to commiserate. It’s kind 
of like a virtual coffee shop.”



Questions?
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