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FACING RISKS OF DROUGHT

Average or “normal” rainfall seldom oc
curs in most sections of the High and Roll
ing Plains of Texas, according to a study 
of rainfall records at 31 locations in the 
area by R. J. Hildreth and Gerald W. Thomas 
of Texas A. & M. College. The results of the 
study indicate that most sections in the north
western part of the State can expect more 
years of below-average rainfall than above- 
average rainfall.

Two or three prolonged droughts have oc
curred in some sections of the High and Roll
ing Plains during the period for which 
weather data are available. Droughts oc
curred around 1917 and during the Dust 
Bowl period of the 1930’s. At most locations, 
the current drought began in 1951 and is the 
longest and most severe of record.

In some years, a severe drought situation 
may exist even though the average annual 
rainfall is relatively normal. Extremely heavy 
rains falling during a few hours may provide 
little lasting benefit as a result of excessive 
runoff.

Because of the fluctuations in rainfall, one 
of the more important problems facing 
farmers and ranchers is the variation in crop 
and forage yields and resulting changes in 
income. Although statistical tests of weather 
data indicate that short-time weather cycles 
cannot be predicted, several important steps 
can be taken by farmers and ranchers to help 
face weather risks.

Messrs. Hildreth and Thomas advance the 
following general management precautions.

Farming

1. Plan ahead for several years rather than 
from year to year. Assume that rainfall will 
be below average in 52 to 65 percent of the 
years, and be able to stand a series of unfa
vorable years by accumulating cash and feed 
reserves in favorable years.

2. Plant drought-resistant varieties of 
crops and forage.

3. Use tillage practices which reduce run
off, conserve moisture, and prevent wind 
erosion.

4. Diversify the farming operations.

5. Maintain a flexible system in terms of 
costs, time of planting, and enterprises. Be 
able to change farm plans without extreme 
sacrifices in profit.

6. Take out insurance for protection 
against losses and for strengthening credit 
position.

7. Develop an irrigation system, where 
practical, for all or part of the farm.

8. Use moderation in levels of living dur
ing favorable years.

Ranching

1. Balance the stocking rate with the for
age produced. Graze only half of the current 
year’s growth for maximum production of 
forage and for conservation of soil and 
moisture.
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AVERAGE ANNUAL RAINFALL AND DEPARTURE FROM AVERAGE AT SELECTED STATIONS
High and Rolling Plains of Texas

Station

Number of 
annual rain
fall records 

studied

Average
annual
rainfall
(Inches)

Percent of years in 
which annual rainfall 

was below average

In one-fourth of 
the years, rain
fall was below: 

(Inches)

Abilene . . . . . . . .  69 24.1 52 18.3
Amarillo . . . . . . .  63 20.1 59 16.3
Aspermont . . . . . .  38 21.7 58 16.0
Ballinger . . . . . . .  59 23.4 56 17.7
Big Spring . . . . . .  39 18.3 59 13.0
Canyon . . . . . . . .  26 18.7 62 13.7
Childress . . . . . . .  52 21.4 60 16.3
Chillicothe* . . . . . .  47 24.8 60 20.4
Crosbyton . . . . . . .  66 21.0 61 16.4
D alhart . . . . . . . .  45 17.9 56 14.3
Dimmitt . . . . . . .  32 18.1 69 13.2
Henrietta . . . . . . .  57 28.1 56 23.0
Iowa Park . . . . . . .  28 29.2 61 24.1
Lubbock . . . . . . .  43 18.3 58 12.8
Miami . . . . . . . .  42 22.4 55 17.1
Muleshoe . . . . . . .  33 17.8 55 14.0
Munday . . . . . . .  41 24.3 56 18.8
Paducah . . . . . . .  39 21.7 56 16.6
Paint Rock . . . . . .  31 23.5 58 19.3
Pampa . . . . . . . .  22 20.6 59 16.6
Plainview . . . . . . .  62 20.6 56 16.5
P o s t ....................... . . . .  43 19.6 60 14.6
Quanah . . . . . . .  49 24.4 63 20.2
Seminole . . . . . . .  24 16.1 63 10.3
Shamrock . . . . . . .  25 21.9 64 18.5
Snyder . . . . . . . .  28 19.9 57 15.6
Spur . . . . . . . . .  39 19.9 59 14.5
Stamford . . . . . . .  23 23.4 56 17.3
Vega . . . . 19.5 55 14.9
Wichita Falls . . . . . .  58 27.5 53 21.9

♦Weather Bureau Station.

2. Keep the number of breeding animals 
well below the carrying capacity of the range, 
so that the breeding herd will not have to be 
sold during drought years. Make up the dif
ference in livestock numbers by holding over 
calves and yearlings or by buying and selling 
them.

3. Cull livestock severely when forage is 
short. Select animals for their ability to per
form under range conditions, and eliminate 
nonproductive livestock.

4. Use supplemental feed and temporary 
pastures to balance livestock feed require
ments and to give the range a needed rest. 
Purchase hay and protein supplement when 
prices are lowest. Store hay and silage during 
bumper crop years.

5. Distribute livestock over the range to 
obtain more uniform use of forage. Salt and 
salt-meal mixtures often can be used to at
tract livestock to undergrazed portions of the

pasture. Water tanks should be well located 
and deep enough to store water during 
drought years.

6. Practice deferred-rotation grazing to 
insure reseeding of the better grasses and to 
maintain a feed reserve.

7. Where the vegetation is suitable, use 
mixed classes of livestock. A combination of 
sheep and cattle allows more market out
lets and more ease in adjusting to rainfall 
changes.

The amount of protein consumed by cows 
in the breeding herd is an important factor 
in determining the size of the calf crop. Ac
cording to Texas A. & M. College, results 
of studies show that cows which received 
two-thirds of their protein requirements pro
duced a 64 percent calf crop, while those 
whose protein needs were fully met produced 
a 93 percent calf crop.
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Income Tax Law Amended

According to a re
cent report from Texas 
A. & M. College, in
come tax laws have 
been amended to pro
vide th a t livestock 
used for work-stock, 
breeding, or dairying 
purposes which are 
sold because of drought 
conditions will qualify 

for treatment as an “involuntary conver
sion.” Capital gains on the livestock will be 
exempt from taxation if the following condi
tions are met.

e The animals must have been sold entirely 
because of the drought.

e The livestock qualifying for involuntary 
conversion can be only those in excess of the 
number which the taxpayer would sell if he 
followed his usual business practices.

The farmer must elect to treat the sales of 
drought-stricken livestock as involuntary 
conversion on his income tax return and must 
replace the animals sold with animals pur
chased for the same purposes within 1 year 
after the close of the year in which the con
version occurred. However, upon application 
by the taxpayer, the Secretary of the Treas
ury has the authority to set a later date for 
making replacement. The special tax treat
ment applies to livestock sold after Decem
ber 31, 1955. The new law does not apply 
to poultry.

Dairy Record-Keeping Plan 
Announced

The United States Department of Agricul
ture recently announced a simple, low-cost 
plan for maintaining dairy production rec
ords. The new plan — known as the “Weigh- 
a-Day-a-Month” Program — is designed to 
help farmers make their dairy operations 
more efficient and profitable. The plan is ex
pected to be in operation this fall and will

supplement the Dairy Herd Improvement 
Association program.

Under the Weigh-a-Day-a-Month Pro
gram, the farmer weighs both the morning 
and night milk production from each cow in 
his herd 1 day each month. The milk weights 
are recorded on a special form, which is 
mailed to a central computing office.

The only cost to the producer is for calcu
lating data on the monthly production, total 
production to date for each cow, and yearly 
herd total to date. At the end of the year, an 
annual herd summary will be calculated.

The calculated records are returned to the 
farmer each month for his use in (1) culling 
low-producing cows, (2) feeding each cow 
according to her production, and (3) selec
ting the best animals from which to raise 
herd replacements.

Details of the new program can be ob
tained from local county agricultural agents.

Deep Tillage, Pasture Burning Do 
Not Benefit Soil Moisture 

Absorption

Moisture infiltration into the soil — an 
important factor in crop and pasture produc
tion in the limited rainfall areas of the Great 
Plains — evidently is unaffected by deep till
age and is affected adversely by burning over 
native grasses, according to reports of the 
United States Department of Agriculture.

Results of tests in Kansas since 1952 by 
R. J. Hanks and F. C. Thorp, soil scientists 
of the Department’s Agricultural Research 
Service, do not agree with the widely held 
theory that deep tillage with chisels and sub
surface sweeps improves soil moisture stor
age. Neither the amount of moisture infil
trated into the soil nor the wheat yields were 
improved by deep tillage in the tests. The soil 
types studied included fine sandy loam with 
a distinct plow pan, silty clay loam with a 
tight subsoil, clay loam, silt loam, and very 
fine sandy loam with a clay pan.
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Messrs. Hanks and Thorp also found that 
when native bluestem pastures were burned 
over, the soil quickly lost its ability to absorb 
large amounts of water. Burning pastures is 
a common practice among western Plains 
farmers and ranchers.

Ground Hay Not Recommended

Hay should not be ground for mixing with 
cow rations, according to results of feeding 
trials conducted during 1955 by the Wiscon
sin College of Agriculture. The studies show 
that grinding actually lowers the value of hay, 
probably because in this form it moves too 
fast through the cow’s digestive system.

Previous studies indicate that the fat test 
of milk declines sharply when cows are fed 
rations containing even small quantities of 
ground roughage. Chopped or long hay is 
recommended for feeding cows.

New Treatment for Fence Posts

A relatively simple chemical treatment 
has been developed recently which promises 
to extend considerably the life of both soft
wood and hardwood fence posts, according 
to agricultural specialists at Louisiana State 
University.

In the treatment, green posts are first 
placed in a standing position in a water solu
tion of copper sulfate and then in a water 
solution of sodium chromate. The chemicals 
diffuse into the post and combine to form 
copper chromate, which is toxic to fungi and 
insects, is practically insoluble in water, 
and will not leach from wood placed in 
damp soil.

Tractor Fuel Bill Can Be Cut!

Most farm tractor operators can save 10 
percent or more in fuel bills by careful at
tention to proper fuel storage and fuel sys
tem adjustments, according to W. L. Ulich, 
Extension agricultural engineer of Texas 
A. &M. College.

Evaporation during the hot summer 
months takes a toll on fuel in storage. Par
tially filled tanks exposed to the sun may lose 
3 to 4 percent of their contents within a 
month; shaded tanks usually lose only 1 per
cent or less.

According to Mr. Ulich, painting storage 
tanks with aluminum or white paint will aid 
in reducing evaporation losses, since light 
colors reflect sunlight. In addition, filling a 
small storage tank every 2 weeks will shorten 
the storage period and thereby reduce losses 
from evaporation, which increase with long 
storage.

From the standpoint of fuel consumption, 
the farm tractor that is serviced regularly and 
kept in the best operating condition is the 
most economical to use. In order to maintain 
the tractor in this condition, Mr. Ulich 
recommends a daily check of the air cleaner, 
carburetor, and hose and fuel line con
nections.

The engineer points out that the cost of 
fuel accounts for about 40 percent of the 
operating expense of a farm tractor. There
fore, if the fuel bill can be reduced 10 per
cent or more, the cost of producing a crop 
will be lowered.

The Agricultural News Letter is prepared in
the Research Department under the direction
of J. Z. Rowe, Agricultural Economist.
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