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Drought Practices «w4y e*ttu i***** 
By C. V. Plath and James R. Gray* 

Summary 

To evaluate the alternatives available to cattle ranchers in adjusting to 
drought conditions, 33 ranches in southeastern Oregon were studied. What ranchers 
did in the drought year of 1955 was compared with their operations in 1953 when 
precipitation was normal. 

Ranchers adjusted by 5 different major practices: (l) bought hay, (2) bought 
concentrates, (3) reduced their herds, (£) leased more range or hayland, and 
(5) made no major change in operations. Effectiveness of these practices was analyzed 
as to influence each had on production, costs, and income. 

Ranchers able to lease more range or hayland came out best financially. In fact, 
these ranchers actually averaged slightly higher net incames in the drought year of 
1955 than in the normal year 1953> since they were able to increase their feed supply 
at little cost. 

Buying hay was usually the second best method of increasing feed supply, 
although ranchers who bought hay did suffer severe reductions in net income. Farmers 
who made no major change in operations (because their hay yields were nearly as high 
in 1955 as in 1953) suffered only a moderate decrease in net farm income. 

Purchase of concentrates was generally a more expensive method of maintaining 
beef production. Even though concentrates were bought at a saving under the drought 
disaster program, much higher cash costs in 1955 resulted in a big decrease in net 
ranch income. 

Ranchers who were forced to reduce their herds to meet the feed shortage 
suffered a severe drop in net income for 1955 because of reduced receipts. These 
ranchers had built up their herds after several good years. They reduced their herds 
22# during 1955. 

An investigation was made of the income reduction which could, result from a 
drought more severe than in 1955• It was estimated that production would drop ^1^ 
below 1955 if drought conditions similar to 1936 were experienced. 

Carryover effects of the 1955 drought caused a reduction in the 1956 calf crop 
of about 11$. Each drought practice seemed to have the same effect upon the 195^ 
calf crop. 

Reason for undertaking this study 

What should cattle ranchers do during drought to come out best financially? 
To find the answer, 33 ranchers with medium-sized operations in Hamey and southern 
Malheur counties, Oregon, were asked what they did to see them through the moderate 
drought of 1955' What they did in 1955 was compared with 1953 ranch operations. A 
study was made to determine which drought practice used would have been the best 
one, financially, if each rancher had been free to choose. 

* Associate agricultural economist, and agricultural economist, USDA, respectively. 



Precipitation of 1955 in the area was 2tyf> below normal. The preceding year, 
1954, was also dry with a Yfli deficit. Lack of moisture in 1951*- resulted in a short 
hay crop that pennitted no carryover into 1955» Both hay and range forage were 
seriously short in 1955* By comparison, 1953 was considered a normal year in 
operation of these ranches. 

Drought practices followed 
Five different major drought practices were vised by these ranchers: (l) bought 

hay, (2) bought concentrates, (3) reduced their herds, (k)  leased more range or 
hayland, and (5) made no major change in operation. A brief description of each 
practice is given. Only medium-sized ranches (100-300 head of cattle) were studied. 
Larger ranches may have other alternatives and different financial results. 

Bought hay 

Ranchers who bought hay to get through the feed shortage purchased about 80 
tons of hay. Normally they do not buy hay. The drought forced lighter grazing on 
both public and private rangelands by 9 and 21$ in each case. A summary comparison 
of ranch operations in 1953 and 1955 Is given. 

, 1953 1955 
Total ranch investment                 $76,050 $69,025 
Value of total ranch production           9>569 v  7>21H 
Cash costs    .                      3^78 5/518 
Net ranch income 5,802 1,302 

Calf crop weaned 81$ 76* 
Death loss after weaning 2.7# 3.7$ 
Beef produced kkl cwt. 326 cwt. 
Hay fed 158 tons ihh tons 
Concentrates fed 5 tons 9 tons 
Hay and concentrates fed per head O.987 ton O.965 ton 

Hay feeding in 1953 was l6 pounds per head for 126 days. In 1955> 13 pounds 
were fed for 150 days. No carryover from 195^> plus the short crop, forced ranchers 
to buy 80 tons of hay in 1955, despite a mild winter in 1955-56. As a result of 
feed shortage because of drought, beef production in 1955 "was only 7^ as much as 
in 1953- Total ranch income dropped accordingly. On the other hand, cash costs 
increased sharply, largely due to cost of purchased hay. Consequently, net ranch 
income in 1955 was less than one-fourth the 1953 figure. 

Bought concentrates 

Ranchers using this drought practice bought over 5 tons of barley and 13 tons 
of 'protein concentrates to supplement their short feed supply. Buying grain or 
other concentrates is not a usual practice for them. A summary of their operations 
for 1953 and 1955 is given. 

Value of total ranch production less depreciation and cash expenses. Net ranch 
income can be considered as the return from capital invested in the ranch, for 
the rancher's labor and management, and for family labor. 



1953 1955 
$86,380 $82,1^8 
11,611 8,733 
h,9i6 6,798 
6,596 X,832 

92$ % 
2.9^ 2.8^ 
526 cwt. lf96 cvrt. 
220 tons 270 tons 
0 tons 18.6 tons 
1.13k tons 1.5^7 tons 

Total ranch investment 
Value of total ranch production 
Cash costs 
Net ranch income 

Calf crop weaned 
Death loss after weaning 
Beef produced 
Eay fed 
Concentrates fed 
Hay and concentrates fed per head 

Ranchers took cattle off private range 15 days early in 1955 swd fed more hay 
and concentrates during the winter. This system of supplementing short range with 
hay and concentrates maintained the herd and total production fairly well, but it 
was too costly. Even though concentrates were bought at 3. saving trader the drought 
disaster program, 1955 cash costs vere still much higher. End result was a big 
decrease in net income. 

Reduced herd 

The usual manner of reducing the herd size to meet feed shortage of this drought 
vas to sell all yearlings, hoth heifers and steers, in the fall of 1955* Also, more 
than the usual number of calves were sold then. Since ranchers had built up herds 
considerably after several good years, they had to reduce herds 22$ during 1955* 
Total ranch investment does not show effects of decreasing herd size because the 
herd was cut after January 1. Investment in 1956 wag about $l4-,500 lower than in 
1955 hecause of herd cut for this group of ranches. A summary of ranch operations 
for 1953 and 1955 is given. 

1953 1955 
Total ranch investment $9^,775        $95,150 
Value of total ranch production 9,995 7,217 
Cash costs 5,737 6,1J-53 

Net ranch income 3,688 l«-95 

Calf crop weaned 921 ?8?L Death loss after weaning 3.8£ >K7# 
Beef produced 1*28 cwt. 353 cwt. 
Hay fed 181 tons 22k tons 
Concentrates fed 0 tons 0 tons 
Hay and concentrates fed per head O.958 ton I.285 tons 

This group of ranchers also had to feed more hay after the drought. As a 
result of drought and herd reduction, "beef produced declined 18$ and value of all 
production dropped 28$. With 12$ increased cost, net ranch income suffered severely. 

Leased more land 

Those who leased more land were more fortunate than the majority. Usually 
additional range or hayland is not available for lease, especially during a drought. 
However, on the average, these ranchers obtained 12$ more AUM's of grazing on public 



range and leased 80 acres of hay meadows at a reasonable rent, 
them to feed more hay and graze their private range lighter. 

Eanch operations summary for 1953 and- 1955s 

This permitted 

1953 
Total ranch investment $7Mip 
Value of total ranch production 10,59^ 
Cash costs 4,689 
Net ranch income 6,566 

Calf crop weaned 95* 
Death loss after weaning 2.0* 
Beef produced 533 ewt. 
Hay fed 230 tons 
Concentrates fed 0 tons 
Hay and concentrates fed per head I.089 tons 

1955 
$71,950 
12,028 

5,025 
6,817 

95* 
1.5* 
kso cwt. 
252 tons 
0 tons 
1.236 tons 

Additional public land grazing permits resulted in more cattle on this range 
for the same 6-month period as in 1953. Extra hayland resulted in more hay in 
1955 than in 1953. More hay was fed in 1955. This helped maintain health, selling 
weights (except calves), and "beef production on the ranch in spite of drought. Low 
rent paid for range and hay meadows in this critical period resulted in only a 
slight increase in cost but a substantial increase in hay inventory. Increase in 
inventory was reflected in a higher ranch income for the drought year of 1955 sod 
in 1953. 

Seldom are additional leases of range or hsylands available to ranchers, but 
it would be possible to build up a feed reserve through range-and meadow-improvement 
piractices. However, cost of these improvements would need to be weighed against 
the value of increased feed. 

Kb chnnge 

One group of ranchers included in the study made no major change in their 
operations as a result of the drought. However, they did graze their private range 
lighter than in 1953, as did most other ranchers, because of less forage growtho 

Ranch operations summaiy for 1953 and 1955 s 

Total ranch investment 
Value of total ranch production 
Cash costs 
Net ranch income 

Calf crop weaned 
JJeath loss after weaning 
Beef produced 
Bay fed 
Concentrates fed 
Hay and concentrates fed per head 

1953 1955 
$7^,795 $71,510 
10,3^2 8,155 
4,305 4,165 
5,859 4,210 

94* 9kt 
3.2* 2.8* 
526 cwt. 501 cwt. 
185 tons 230 tons 
0 tons 2.8 tons 
0.894 ton 1.201 tons 



These ranchers vere not forced to make any major change in ranch operations. 
Hay yields were nearly as high as in,1953 sad.,  although they grazed public ranges 
for only 5 months rather than 6, hay supply plus a small amount of concentrates 
made up the difference. Heavier feeding of hay, plus 15 days more grazing on 
meadows, resulted in relatively little change in the total ranch operations, either 
physical or financial. 

It is recognized that few ranchers would he in a position where they would not 
"be forced to make major adjustments in a drought. Of course, even this group had 
a lower ranch income, due more to.prices received for their cattle and increased 
feeding, than to decreased production. 

Effectiveness of drought practices 

Effectiveness of the 5 drought practices can he summarized as to the influence 
each had on (a) beef production, (b) value of total ranch production, (c) cash 
expenses, and (d) net ranch income. 

Beef produced (but not necessarily sold that year) showed a small decrease for 
the no-change, concentrate-buying, and leased-more-land groups. The herd-reducing 
and hay-buying ranches had much greater reductions in beef production. 

Value of total ranch production declined about $2,000 to $3,000 in 1955 com- 
pared to 1953 for all groups of ranchers except the leased-more-land group. Ranchers 
leasing more land were able to increase total value of production through increased 
hay inventories. 

Cash expenses increased only moderately for the leased-more-land group. Con- 
sequently, after cash costs (plus depreciation) were deducted from the value of 
total ranch production, net ranch income was slightly higher in 1955 than in 1953 
for ranchers fortunate enough to lease additional land. The no-change group was 
able to hold cash costs in 1955 slightly below that for 1953. Despite this 
economy, reduced value of output caused net ranch income to decline 28$. The hay- 
buying, concentrate-buying, and herd-reducing groups all had increased costs and 
reduced value of production, which resulted in drastically reduced net income. 

It is concluded, that under prices paid for range and hay meadow leased and 
prices paid for hay concentrates, leasing of additional land would have been the 
most profitable adjustment for all groups of ranchers. However, quantity of land 
available at these prices was limited and most ranchers had to take some other 
alternative. 

Generally, purchasing hay was better than buying concentrates, even though, 
concentrates were purchased at reduced cost under the drought disaster program. 
Here again, some ranchers may not have been able to purchase hay economically from 
a local source; consequently, they may have bought concentrates to "carry them 
through." Purchasing hay or concentrates requires capital. Some ranchers might 
have increased their income by buying hay instead of reducing their herds—if 
money to pay for it had been available. 



Probable effects of severe drought 

Estimates were made of probable effects of a severe drought on production, 
costs, and income of Oregon ranches used in this study. For these estimates 1955 
prices were used, but production and costs were calculated on the basis of ex- 
periences on ranches in the Northern Great Plains. (Data for I936 were available 
for the plains ranches but not for Oregon.) 

Based on this analysis, the following conclusions can be made: 

1. Decrease in beef production rather than change in costs is mainly 
responsible for low income in a severe drought. 

Production dropped 17$ from 1953 to 1955. It is estimated that 
production would drop by an additional 41$ in going from conditions 
of 1955 to those similar to the 1936 drought. 

2. Ranch expenses increased from 1953 to 1955' Ranch expenses are 
estimated to decrease slightly in going from 1955 to severe drought 
conditions. Although production drops sharply from moderate to 
severe drought, expenses decrease only slightly. 

3. Net ranch income decreased by $2,715 from 1953 to 1955- Estimated 
decrease from 1955 "to severe drought conditions was $3>270, which 
would cause a net loss among this group of 33 ranches. 

Carryover effects of drought 

Information on calf crop marketing weights was obtained by mail from 20 of 
the 33 ranchers during the winter of 1956. Information from these ranchers in- 
dicates that: 

1. The drought of 1955> with its feed shortage, resulted in calf crops 
about 11$ lower in the spring of 1956 than in 1955* even though the 
winter of 1955-56 was mild. A lower calving percentage is a serious 
carryover effect of drought. 

2. There was no apparent and consistent difference among the various 
drought practices studied on decrease in calf crop. All practices 
seemed to have about the same influence—an average decrease of 11$. 

3. Calf marketing weights increased slightly in 1956 over the drought 
year, 1955' 1956 was a very good grass year. Yearling marketing 
weights also increased slightly in 1956. 

Description of the area studied 

Barney and Malheur Counties are in southeastern Oregon. They are a plateau of 
3^00-14-600 feet elevation, cut by the narrow and high Steens Mountains. Most of the 
anrrnal precipitation of 8-lk-  inches falls in the winter as snow. Frosts have been 
recorded in all months, although a frost-free period of 60 to 90 days is normal. 



Three to five months of vinter feeding is required, even along the Nevada 'barder 
where the salt-desert shrubs permit more winteir grazing than the big sagehrush- 
bunchgrass which covers most of the area. 

About ikO  of the 350 ranches in the area have 100 to 300 head of cattle. 
Weaner calves or yearlings normally are sold in. Hovember, usually to feeders out- 
side of Oregon, Some are sold grass-fat for slaughter. Only 20^ of the land ie 
privately owned. Taylor grazing districts embody most of the other land although 
a large Federal wildlife refuge is located in Barney County. It includes hayland 
as well as range. Most of the live water and hayland is in private ownership. 


