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Alabama is no stranger to drought. In the last two decades 
alone, at least a quarter of the state has been classified 

as abnormally dry 44% of the time and in drought 22% of the 
time. For cattle producers, those numbers represent more 
than weather statistics; they represent hard decisions and 
strained resources. While Alabama producers have proven 
resilient time and time again, drought never gets easier to 
manage. 

There are, however, ways to better prepare for drought 
through management decisions. A good place to start is by 
compiling resources, reviewing recommendations and evaluat-
ing what makes the most sense for your operation. According 
to Alabama Extension agent Ali Gotcher, a good place to start 
is with Alabama Drought Reach. 

“Alabama Drought Reach is a partnership between the animal 
science and forages Extension team and the State Climatolo-
gist Office to provide resources to farmers on how they can 
prepare for drought and stay up to date on what conditions 
are looking like across the state,” Gotcher says.  

Currently, nearly three quarters of the state is experiencing 
severe or extreme drought, and Alabama isn’t alone in that. 
According to USDA, approximately 62% of the U.S. cattle 
inventory is located in drought impacted areas. When it comes 
to rebuilding what’s become the smallest U.S. herd size in 75 
years, drought challenges have been a major limiting factor.  

“We do need to build the herd back up and there is great 
opportunity, but we can’t do anything beyond what nature 
lets us do,” says Alabama Extension agent and economist Ken 
Kelley. “We’ll have the opportunity to build this herd back, but 
it needs to be self-sustaining.”  

In the meantime, Kelley says producers may need to make 
difficult decisions, including getting our stocking rates down to 
where we aren’t putting as much pressure on our pastures.  

“We’re not saying to sell all your cows by any stretch, but if 
you’ve got cows that are getting older, if they’re not as pro-
ductive, if you’ve got what I would call a fast cow – this might 
be an excellent chance to let her go,” Kelley explains. “Not 
only are our feeder calf prices incredibly high, so are our cull 
prices.”  

Kelley says strong market conditions can help offset some of 
the challenges producers are facing. 

“Luckily for us the market is good enough that we’re still going 
to be profitable,” says Kelley.  “We might have to cull a little 

tighter than we normally would or sell calves a little quicker 
than we normally would, but in times of drought that’s what 
we have to do. We have to evaluate it from what makes sense 
for you.” 

The livestock economist says, “We can feed cattle for a while 
but at some point, we’re going to be looking for hay resources 
and some other means of help, and there are resources out 
there.” 

Among those resources is the Farm Service Agency’s Livestock 
Forage Disaster Program (LFP). The program provides financial 
support to livestock producers who experience significant 
forage losses due to drought or fire.  

“You can look on their website and see what counties are 
covered under the disaster declaration, but if you’re in South 
Alabama especially, go to your local FSA office and make sure 
you meet those folks and they’re going to help you. You have 
the potential to get some money to help feed those cattle,” 
says Kelley.  

However, sourcing feed can also be a challenge in times of 
drought. With precipitation deficits as severe as they are, we 
can anticipate both hay quality and quantity taking a hit.  

“My recommendation for producers would be to think ahead 
to their feeding plan now,” says Alabama Extension beef spe-
cialist Dr. Maggie Justice. “Have a good idea of how much hay 
you’re actually going to need and if you can’t come up with 
enough yourself, you need to have another source in mind.” 

The Alabama Department of Agriculture and Industries (ADAI) 
offers an online resource to help producers locate hay for 
livestock or list hay for sale. The Alabama Hay Listing webpage 
allows you to search based on location, hay type, quantity and 
quality. Justice says determining hay quality should be a top 
priority.  

“Unfortunately, it isn’t as simple as looking at a hay bale and 
evaluating it that way,” Justice says. “Hay testing is key and will 
help prevent a lot of potential nutritional issues later down the 
line if done from the start.” 

She recommends submitting those samples to the Soil, Forage, 
and Water Testing Lab at Auburn University. The lab’s analy-
ses can provide key insight on crude protein, total digestible 
nutrients (TDN), and mineral content vital to keeping animals 
healthy and productive.  

“Without a proper hay test, there’s really no way to fully 
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know if your animals are missing out on 
any key nutrients that may need to be 
supplemented,” Justice says. “By the time 
deficiencies become obvious, producers 
are often already seeing clinical signs of 
nutritional problems.”  

For more information on improving your 
operation’s drought resiliency, contact 
your local animal science and forages Ex-
tension agent for guidance and available 
resources. 
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