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Bowman County Drought Response: 
Education saves cows & money for producers
The Situation 
Producers in Bowman County have faced 2 
consecutive years of dry conditions. As a result, the 
production and quality of local feed resources 
suffered. Plants like oats, corn, wheat and more 
were stressed and this resulted in elevated levels of 
nitrate. Nitrate in itself is not toxic to animals, but at 
elevated levels it causes a disease called nitrate 
poisoning.   
 
When conditions are dry, water quality also 
becomes a concern. Several producers in Bowman 
County rely on dugouts or dams as their main 
source for livestock. With limited resources, 
alternative solutions had to be considered. 
 
Extension Response 
Erin Gaugler, the Bowman County Agriculture & 
Natural Resources Extension Agent became 
certified in conducting the Nitrate Quick Test – a 
test to determine nitrate levels in forages. This 
service was provided at no cost to producers to 
improve their knowledge of nitrate poisoning. It also 
provided Erin with an opportunity to gauge other 
concerns and/or interests of local producers.   
 
Bowman-Slope Soil Conservation District, NRCS 
and Extension partnered together to purchase and 
house a waterproof tester (pH, EC, TDS, ORP) and 
sulfate test kit at each location. Employees were 
trained and testing services were offered at no cost 
to producers. 
 
Throughout the past year, 8 programs were offered 
during which Erin provided either brief or thorough 
presentations on the impacts of drought and 
resources available to them through the extension 
office. She also wrote several newspaper articles 
that discussed various aspects of drought 
management and participated in 5 radio programs. 
 
Impacts 
377 drought-related phone calls were received by 
the Bowman County Extension Office during 2017.  
250 producers were involved with a drought 
discussion led by Erin during 8 different programs.  

Newspaper articles were received by 7000 homes. 
Radio programs reached 3300 people in Bowman 
County. Two of the radio programs that Erin 
participated in were a part of the Red River Valley 
network and reached beyond the borders of 
Bowman County. 
 
As a result, 43 nitrate quick tests were performed. 
85% tested positive for nitrates. Samples that tested 
positive were sent to a laboratory for analysis. 
Though levels of nitrates were variable, all “first-
cutting” samples tested safe for livestock feed.  

• For each $11 sample submitted and 
analyzed, a potential cost savings of 
$1000/AU resulted. Per farm, the potential 
cost savings is maximized at $126,000 in 
Bowman County. 

Of the “second-cutting” samples, 80% needed to be 
mixed, diluted or limit feed if used with livestock.  

• Had producers not tested for nitrates and 
toxicity was experienced, a loss of 
$1000/AU could have occurred. 

 
Feedback 
“The drought has caused us to look at several 
different sources of alternative feeds. The quick-test 
lets us know if it’s an option or not.” 
 
Public Value Statement 
Timely responses to critical needs can be 
accomplished with use of social media and can 
have long term positive economic impacts on 
producers, the county and state. 
 
Primary Contact 
Erin Gaugler 
NDSU Extension Agent, Bowman County 
104 1st St. NW Suite #7 Bowman, ND 58623 
(701) 523-5271 
erin.gaugler.2@ndsu.edu 
 


