
Graze Conservatively Following Drought Year 

 

Are you anxious for spring to come?  Warm temperatures, no snow, and green grass.  Don't be lulled into 

forgetting last year's drought when green grass arrives. 

 

When spring finally arrives, all pastures will green up like normal - I hope.  But don't let that first growth 

fool you.  Below ground, many plants still are suffering from last year's drought. 

 

During normal years, over half of the roots on grass plants die and need to be replaced.  Drought reduces 

root growth, thus lowering the plant's ability to replace dead roots.  Grazing drought-stressed plants, 

especially heavy grazing, simply worsens the situation. 

 

Deep, healthy roots are needed to absorb nutrients and moisture from soil and to initiate new growth after 

grazing.  If you grazed drought-stressed pastures heavily last year, early removal of spring growth this year 

could leave you with plants with little energy for regrowth or roots too short to reach deep moisture.  That 

means lower yield, reduced carrying capacity, and extra stress again this year. 

 

So what should you do? Begin with realistic stocking rates.  With limited subsoil moisture and even average 

rainfall, reduce stocking rates at least 20 percent on improved pasture and 30 to 40 percent on rangeland to 

account for weakened root systems.  Delay turn out a couple weeks so plants develop enough leaf area to 

begin repairing injured roots.  And when you do graze, always have at least a couple healthy leaves 

remaining to harvest sunlight to energize regrowth. 

 

To make up for this forage production shortfall, graze winter wheat or alfalfa.  Plant oats or summer annual 

grasses for grazing.  Or cross fence pastures to encourage better grazing distribution. 

 

Don't risk long-term pasture injury for short-term feed gains.  Manage grazing to help pastures recover from 

last year's stress. 
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