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2017 Feed Challenge 
Helping Cattle Producers Address Drought Issues 

The Situation 
Limited rainfall during the spring and summer of 
2017 resulted in significant forage shortages over 
much of the state. The summer drought followed a 
particularly hard winter which drew down carry over 
hay stocks. Producers were faced with reduced 
carrying capacity of pastures, low water availability 
and quality, hay yields less than half of 
expectations, and nitrate toxicity concerns in farmed 
forages. Critical decisions were being made in 
regard to destocking, weaning-marketing calves, 
haying damaged crops, using crop residues, 
utilizing alternative feeds, and feed procurement 
and rationing.  While feed shortages were extreme 
in western regions, some northern and eastern 
areas had better production. Additionally the 
availability of grain processing by-products and 
cheap grain provided options for extending feed 
supplies.  Emergency release of CRP lands and 
financial assistance through USDA’s Livestock 
Forage Program provided help to some impacted 
producers. 
 
 
Extension Response 
Drought conditions and impacts were being 
assessed by the Extension service routinely through 
local reporting and participation in conference calls.  
Information collected was shared with agencies and 
officials and in media releases providing 
management suggestions to producers.  Education 
and information on drought management in regard 
to grazing, alternative feeds, feed and water 
toxicities, assistance programs, and management 
strategies were presented at a variety of activities 
including: Extension Agent in-service training 
(Washburn), Feed Testing Day (Velva), Dakota 
Beef Conference (Minot), Dakota Quality Grain 
Coop producer meeting (Keene), Backgrounding 
and Feeding Series (nine locations), Dakota Beef 
Conference (Minot) and weekly Ranching Issues 
radio segments.  
 
  
However the greatest response was through 
individual education and consultation associated 
with phone inquiries, office visits and face to face 

meetings with impacted producers.  Over 300 
operations were assisted on a variety of concerns 
including: submission of feed and water tests with 
interpretation of results, planning use of alternative 
feeds and supplements, contacts for feed 
procurement and custom feeding, ration balancing, 
valuing hay and crop residue, late planted forage 
cover cropping, early weaning, alternative feeds, 
and herd budgeting.  With high local hay prices and 
costly transportation to bring hay from hay surplus 
areas, the most cost effective strategy became 
stretching limited hay with crop residues, and 
nutrient dense grain by-products and/or available 
grain.   
 
 
Impacts 
With some exceptions, most herds were kept largely 
intact going into the winter.  Some additional culling 
has been done and some herd reductions are 
occurring in anticipation of continued drought 
conditions. Considerable use of distillers grains, 
wheat midds, corn gluten pellets, canola meal, liquid 
feed and other commercial supplements, is 
occurring and has often been associated with 
contracting supplies last summer in anticipation of 
this winter’s needs.  For many producers this is a 
change from traditional hay rations but likely helped 
create more local markets for these feeds and 
greater future use.  With prevailing dry conditions, 
the biggest present concern will be for grazing and 
forage production in the coming year.  
 
 
Public Value Statement 
Maintaining cattle numbers preserves the economic 
contribution to local and state economies.  
Managing feed costs is essential to profitability of 
individuals and their livelihood as cattle producers. 
 
Primary Contact 
John Dhuyvetter 
NDSU Extension - Area Livestock Specialist 
NCREC Minot ND 
701-857-7682 
john.dhuyvetter@ndsu.edu  
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