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stems and native grass prairies) is 
during the fall and winter when the 
grasses are dormant. It is also why we 
need to be monitoring rainfall early in 

the year to determine our approach 
to managing and stocking our warm-
season pastures during the next 
growing season.

Even with the 
rains during the fall 
of 2011, much of 
Oklahoma and Texas 
is still under drought 
advisories as we en-
ter 2012. According 
to the U.S. Drought 

Monitor (http://droughtmonitor.unl.
edu), much of the region remains un-
der moderate to exceptional drought. 
Long-term forecasts are not promis-
ing for abundant rainfall during the 
spring or summer of 2012. Climatolo-
gists say that we are in a “drier than 
average trend” and that it could last 
for several more years. How are cattle 
producers to plan for the future? 
What information can they use to 
make stocking rate decisions? These 
are the questions that everyone in 
the industry should be asking.

How do producers plan for the 
foreseeable future? First, they must 
know what is expected for both rain-
fall and forage production of peren-
nial warm-season grasses in order to 
balance stocking rates with forage 
production. Forage production is 
largely dependent on soil moisture, 
which is a function of rainfall. Surpris-
ingly, the major period in which soil 
moisture accumulation occurs for 
production of warm-season grasses 
(e.g., bermudagrass, old world blue-

FORAGE

Drought Monitor on Dec. 13, 2011

Source: U.S. Drought Monitor
Matthew Rosencrans, NOAA/NWS/NCEP/Climate Prediction Center
http://droughtmonitor.unl.edu



The second critical decision-
making time is the end of May, when 
about 30 percent of the warm-season 
perennial grass production should 
have occurred. In May 2011, much 
of south-central Oklahoma received 
good rainfall, but the total was still 
only 39 percent of the 30-year aver-
age. Under these conditions when 
rainfall since October is well below 
the average and forage production is 
well behind a third of the annual pro-
duction, destocking should be con-
sidered. As a rule of thumb during this 
period, the percentage that precipita-
tion is behind the average (assuming 
one is stocked for an average year) 
is a realistic destocking percentage 
to be considered. If there is a favor-
able forecast for precipitation, then 
destock less; but be prepared to make 
further stocking adjustments.

The third and most critical deci-
sion-making time comes at the end of 
June when 65 percent of annual for-
age production and 77 percent of the 

There are several critical decision-
making times during the forage pro-
duction year for warm-season peren-
nial grasses. These points in time are 
especially important during periods 
of prolonged drought when a con-
servative management approach is 
warranted. The first milestone comes 
at the beginning of spring green-up 
and is based on the moisture condi-
tions for the preceding six months. In 
an average year, just over 40 percent 
of the annual rainfall is expected to 
fall between October and the end of 
March. However, from October 2010 
through September 2011, much of the 
area received less than 20 percent of 
its annual average rainfall. By the end 
of April 2011 when just over 50 per-
cent of the year’s rainfall should have 
occurred since the previous October, 
the situation was critical and signifi-
cant recovery of soil moisture within 
the next month was not probable. 
At this point, a destocking strategy 
should have been identified. 

South-central Oklahoma rainfall 
and perennial forage production 
is shown in Table 1. There are four 
major sections in the table: the 30-
year average rainfall (from the U.S. 
Drought Monitor), monthly rainfall 
for October 2010 through September 
2011, monthly rainfall from October 
2011 to December 20 and estimated 
warm-season perennial grass produc-
tion. Each rainfall section is divided 
into three columns: inches per month, 
cumulative total in inches and cu-
mulative total as a percentage of the 
30-year average. Note that the table 
begins in October; it is the month in 
south-central Oklahoma and north 
Texas when warm-season grass pro-
duction stops and soil moisture accu-
mulation begins for the next growing 
season; thus the beginning of the 
“water year.”  The last segment indi-
cates the percentage of production 
expected by warm-season grasses 
by month and then the cumulative 
percentage for the growing season. 
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Table 1.  South-central Oklahoma Rainfall and Perennial Warm-season Grass Production
U.S. Drought Monitor Monthly rainfall Monthly rainfall Perennial production

Month
30 yr avg
(inches)

cumulative
total 

(inches)
% 30 yr avg 

(percent)
2010-2011 

(inches)

cumulative
total 

(inches)
% 30 yr avg 

(percent)
2011-2012 

(inches)

cumulative 
total 

(inches)
% 30 yr avg 

(percent)
percent 
annual

cumulative
percent
annual

October 4.12 4.12 10 1.92 1.92 5 2.07 2.07 5

November 2.89 7.01 18 1.48 3.4 9 6.74 8.81 22

December 2.44 9.45 24 2.03 5.43 14  1.96  10.77 27

January 1.84 11.29 28 0.23 5.66 14

February 2.2 13.49 34 1.67 7.33 18

March 3.4 16.89 43 0.26 7.59 19

April 3.61 20.5 52 2.62 10.21 26 5 5

May 5.47 25.97 65 5.41 15.62 39 25 30

June 4.47 30.44 77 0.3 15.92 40 35 65

July 2.45 32.89 83 0.35 16.27 41 20 85

August 2.52 35.41 89 1.22 17.49 44 10 95

September 4.24 39.65 100 1.49 18.98 48 5 100

39.65 18.98 *Through Dec. 20, 2011

*



fall rains, the area is in good condi-
tion – but it can change substantially 
before spring. Monitoring precipita-
tion during this dormant season will 
help producers make better stocking 
rate decisions for the next growing 
season. Develop a table like Table 1 
for your own operation. It can be the 
basis for conservative and informed 
decisions. <

ter than those who did not. 
On a final note, for the 12 months 

ending September 2011, south-cen-
tral Oklahoma received 18.98 inches 
of rainfall – less than half of the 30-
year average. How will the growing 
season of 2012 shape up? The success 
of the season will be determined by 
what happens before the growing 
season begins. So far in this “water 
year” (beginning in October) with the 

annual rainfall (since the preceding 
October) should have occurred. Deci-
sions made now affect the remainder 
of the growing season and can im-
pact the following years. In 2011, only 
40 percent, or half of the expected 
rainfall, had occurred by the end of 
June. Producers who implemented 
drought management strategies such 
as destocking and early weaning by 
the end of June 2011 fared much bet-
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