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How do you know you are in a drought?
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Measurable Indicators of Drought
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Climate Indicators?
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Vegetation Indicators?
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Animal Indicators?
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Lets look at your forages?

Three-awn (Aristida spp. – ARIST)Side-oats Grama (Bouteloua curtipendula – BOCU)
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Shoots provide 
processes for root 
reserves 
(photosynthesis)

Roots provide 
nutrients for shoot 
growth (reserves)
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Drought Fast Facts

-forage production during drought can 
experience a 7-fold decline (that is without 
grazing).

-High mortality to range grasses during drought

-ungrazed 50%

-grazed >50%
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-low to moderate grazing in arid systems:

*1 year drought = 2 years †recovery

-high to severe grazing in arid systems:

*1 year drought = †5+ to NO recovery

*with normal annual precipitation
†production levels prior to drought

Drought Fast Facts
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1) When 
do you 
graze?
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New Growth, 7” High (VULNERABLE STAGE)

(Vulnerable Stage) Flowering and Seed Formation Finished

Range Readiness if Continuously Grazed

(Seed Ripened, Early YellowingFlower Stalks  First Evident

To Fully Out

New Growth, 4” High

Range Readiness if Rotated –

Deferred Grazing is Practiced

Just Before Spring 

Growth Begins
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Adapted from SCS, USDA

2) What 
are your 
current 
root 
nutrient 
reserves?
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3) How heavy do you graze?

Adapted from SCS, USDA
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4) How Severe is the Drought?
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Percent of Root Reserves Remaining
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Adapted from SCS, USDA
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Drought+

The Compounding Effect
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Let’s Look at the Animal?
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Drought = 
decreased forage nutrition
decreased forage abundance =

Reduced Cattle Gains/condition
Increased Poison Cases
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Seek out food to meet dietary needs – plants that usually are not consumed

Poisonous Plants
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What about water sources?

Photo Credit: extension.usu.edu

Limited quantity
Mineral accumulation
Locality & distance of livestock travel
Temperature and Bacteria
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How often does drought occur in NM?

60%
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The only way to know is through 
Measurable Indicators: Planning & Monitoring

• Vegetation Trends (5-10 year record)

• Grazing Records (are there areas underutilized)

• Water Assessment 

• Livestock Records

• Weather Records

• Soil Characteristics
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What vegetation assessment is most 
important during drought?

• #1 - Biomass (clip and weight)

• #2 - Stubble Heights

• Extra:
• Photo-points

• Cover

• Species Composition
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Biomass Availability
- Clip
- Dry
- Weigh (grams)
- Record
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Biomass Availability - Above-ground 
generally 
equals below-
ground

- Potential 
stocking rate 
(lbs/acre)
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Considerations for Drought Planning
1. Have a drought management plan!
2. Never try to feed out of drought! Leads to overgrazing, deteriorated 

forage and range deterioration, bankrupt ranch.
3. Do I need to adjust my stocking rates? – Diversify your herd (cow/calf vs 

stockers). Herd flexibility and maintain genetics
4. What forage alternatives do I have/can provide? Drought reserve 

pasture? – buy time, minimize overgrazing
5. Have a destocking plan in writing: identify critical dates for 1) market 

prices, 2) grass growth
6. Can I wean early? 33% reduction in forage and water consumption
7. Based on the data, can we improve grazing distribution to offset 

detrimental impacts of drought? – buy time, minimize overgrazing
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Don’t give into green fever!
-Increasing herd #’s after drought is bad 
management.
-What if the drought persists?
-1 year drought = 2 years of grass recovery
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Resources

QUESTIONS?

Casey Spackman
Extension Range Management Specialist
Spackman@nmsu.edu
435-760-7518

B-818: Using a Supplementation Program as a Grazing Management Tool
http://aces.nmsu.edu/pubs/_b/B818/welcome.html
CR-374: New Mexico Range Plants
http://aces.nmsu.edu/pubs/_circulars/cr-374/welcome.html
CR-649: Developing a Grazing System for Arid Climates
http://aces.nmsu.edu/pubs/_b/B806/welcome.html

http://aces.nmsu.edu/pubs/_b/B818/
http://aces.nmsu.edu/pubs/_circulars/cr-374/welcome.html
http://aces.nmsu.edu/pubs/_b/B806/welcome.html
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