
Periodic drought is a common occurrence in the Great Plains. On average, spring 

drought (April-June) occurs about once every five years. Spring drought is especially 

significant to ranches in the northern Great Plains because the majority of the forage 

production comes from cool-season grasses. These cool-season grasses produce most 

of their annual biomass by July 1st. Summer rainfall after July 1st does little to grow 

forage except for warm-season grasses. Unfortunately, the most predominant warm-

season forage grasses west of the 100th Meridian are of short stature and donôt pro-

duce much biomass.  

 

Most of South Dakota has experi-

enced a dry start to the growing 

season (see figure to the right). In 

fact, many locations in South Da-

kota have been quite dry since the 

beginning of the new water year 

(starting in Oct 2016). April-June 

precipitation is critical for forage 

production as stated above. Many 

parts of the state are going to 

need above normal May and June 

rains to catch up.   

 

The 8-14 day outlook from the 

Climate Prediction Center looks 

better for the southern half of  

South Dakota. The northern half 

of the state will receive equal 

chances for precipitation (below, 

normal, or above normal), and 

North Dakota has a chance to be 

much drier.  

 

The bottom line is that things are 

probably shaping up for a lower 

than normal forage production 

year.  
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Range 101: Drought Planning Continued by Sandy Smart 

Since this yearôs lack of spring moisture has heightened our awareness of the distinct possibility 

that 2017 will be a low forage year, it is important to review your drought plan or make a drought 

plan if you havenôt already prepared one. Below is one example plan. I include important ñtriggerò 

dates that one assesses moisture levels to date and outlines actions to be taken in response to con-

ditions.  

 

 

Date Climate Action 

Dec 1 Did you receive ade-

quate fall moisture? 

NO: spring rain will be necessary to replenish soil moisture. 

 

YES: in good shape, keep an eye on spring moisture. 

April 1 Did winter snowfall 

help fill stock dams? 

NO: prepare for alternative watering strategies. 

 

YES: in good shape, keep an eye on spring moisture. 

May 1 Did we receive normal 

April rainfall? 

NO: donôt graze flexible livestock; be prepared to lower the stocking rate. 

 

YES: plan on grazing flexible livestock. 

June 1 Did we receive normal 

May rainfall? 

NO: consider future options for main herd - feeding, culling, early weaning; 

perhaps investigate purchasing hay. 

 

YES: if cumulative rainfall is normal keep grazing flexible stock; if cumula-

tive rainfall is still short be prepared for options. 

July 1 Did we receive normal 

June rainfall? 

NO: we are in a drought if cumulative is <75% of normal; take action now - 

acquire additional feed resources, cull, be prepared to wean early. 

 

YES: if cumulative rainfall is normal consider destocking flexible stock; if 

cumulative rainfall is still below normal take action now - investigate hay pur-

chase, cull, be prepared to wean early. 

August 1 Was spring dry? 

 

 

Was spring normal? 

Consider early weaning soon, cull hard, remove cows from pasture and feed 

hay. 

 

Okay to continue grazing.  

September 1 Was spring normal? 

 

 

 

Was summer rainfall 

below normal?  

 

normal? 

 

or above normal? 

NO: should have weaned by now, culled, and should be feeding hay. 

 

YES: okay to continue grazing  

 

If below normal, the drought will likely carry over to next year. Make prepara-

tions for another drought 

 

If normal, it will help a little but not enough to impact this year. 

 

If above normal, it will help to heal the impact of drought for next year. Could 

get fall regrowth. Be careful not to overgraze fall growth or it will negatively 

impact forage production next year. Best to not graze in the fall if it is possi-

ble. 
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SDGC Newest Addition: On Conservation and Community by Kate Rasmussen 

Marbled godwits, jackrabbits, and upland sandpipers are just 

a few of the species Rex enjoys spotting while spending time 

in the field as a wildlife habitat conservationist. Rex Johnson, 

the South Dakota Grassland Coalitionôs newly hired Execu-

tive officer, currently lives with his wife in Sioux Falls near 

their three kids and two grandkids. Born in Iowa and attend-

ed high school in Indiana, Rexôs small town upbringing fos-

tered his hunting and fishing hobbies that would later inspire 

him to dedicate his life to conserving plains ecology. His 

deep appreciation for land and the life it supports has moti-

vated an extensive career in natural resource conservation.  

 

With a BA from Ball State University, a Masters from Iowa 

State University, a PhD from South Dakota State University, 

and many years of teaching experience in his back pocket, he 

put his education to use with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-

vice. Rex brings a deep well of experience in grant writing to the Grassland Coalition. He has written a num-

ber of grants over the years on the local, state, and regional level for grassland and wetland conservation. He 

worked primarily on wetland, grassland, and migratory bird projects where he developed his mission to 

ñinstitute better science into management programs.ò Rex hopes to implement this mission by working direct-

ly with landowners to promote worthwhile grazing management tactics.  

 

Although wildlife moved Rex to pursue a career in conservation, the idea of helping rural communities 

through effective natural resource management prompted him to stay in South Dakota: ñmy primary motiva-

tion now is healthy, diverse landscapes that allow the people on it to have a high quality of life.ò His experi-

ence in conservation work has opened his eyes to the many rewards that land stewardship has for both wild-

life habitat and rural community preservation. During part of his career, Rex studied the links between the 

health of rural communities and the plains ecosystem surrounding them. He found that stewardship on the 

landowner level is a crucial element in maintaining the health of both productive land and small towns for 

generations to come.  

 

Rex believes that successful natural resource management relies on ñstrategic, landowner based conserva-

tion.ò Reaching out to landowners with focused conservation practices, Rex explained, supports rural commu-

nities in a way that encourages both ecological and economic diversity. He recognizes that healthy grasslands 

provide wildlife habitat and clean water as well as opportunities for beef producers to operate profitable busi-

nesses. By helping make grazing profitable through sustainable land management, the new Executive Officer 

hopes to preserve both the wellbeing of grasslands and the people they support. Rex looks forward to working 

with the South Dakota Grassland Coalitionôs landowner operated board, assisting them in the promotion of 

stewardship on farms and ranches across the state. Jim Faulstich, chairman of the South Dakota Grassland 

Coalition, stated "It is a real pleasure to have Rex join the Coalition and we are looking forward to his assis-

tance and experience to move the Coalition to a higher level of grassland conservation leadership in South 

Dakota. We are very lucky to have an Executive with his knowledge, experience, and leadership join the ex-

cellent team we already have. We are excited to have Rex on board." 

 
Kate Rasmussen is a freelance writer and ranch hand based near Belvidere, SD. 
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South Dakota Shines at 66th National Land and Range Judging Contest   

by Sandy Smart 

The Coalition recently published the 2nd version 

of Greener Pastures called ñHealthy Grasslandsò. 

The publication expands the content previously 

covered; including information on haying, planting 

cropland back to grassland, contract grazing, win-

ter grazing, drought planning, and fire manage-

ment. The publication will be delivered to NRCS, 

SDSU Extension, and Conservation District offices 

across South Dakota over the next few months. 

Thanks to Sandy Smart, Pete Bauman and Josh 

Lefers for editing and contributing to the new pub-

lication.  

South Dakota 4-H teams did 

well at the 66th National Land 

and Range Judging Contest held 

in Oklahoma City, OK on May 

4, 2017. Day County 4-H Range 

Judging Team lead by Fred 

Zenk, placed 2nd. Team mem-

bers were Levi Johnson, Sara 

Hemmingson, Riley Johnson, 

and Sydney Swanson. Levi 

Johnson placed third overall, 

Sara Hemmingson was 7th, Ri-

ley Johnson placed 10th, and 

Sydney Swanson was 16th over-

all.  

 

The Jerauld County 4-H Land 

Judging Team placed 2nd. Team 

members included Keah Munsen, Alicia Jackson, Landon Wolter, and Chandler Flowers. 

They were coached by Lance Howe. The Hyde County 4-H Homesite Judging Team placed 

5th. Team members included Taylor Ashdown, Chesney Effling, Riley Aasby, and Lainey 

Aasby. They were coached by Ken Jones. 

 

In addition to the SD Ag Teachers, Dave Ollila (SDSU Extension), Sandy Smart (SDSU), 

Mitch Faulkner (NRCS), and Christi Koehler (NRCS) attended to assist the students in prepar-

ing for the contest.  

South Dakota range legends: (left to right) Brandy Knutson 

(Kadoka Ag Teacher), Dave Ollila (SDU Extension, Rapid City) 

and Craig Shyrock (Wessington Springs Ag Teacher). (Photo by S. 

Smart, May 2017). 

New Healthy Grassland Publication by Sandy Smart 

Healthy Grasslands (Photo by S. Smart). 


