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As I am writing this article, a tropical storm Bonnie is poised to make land fall in south Florida and I am praying that its remnants loop up to the mid-Atlantic region, bringing us some much needed, widespread rainfall.  After a wet start to the year we have dried out and burnt up in Southside Virginia.  We had the sixth driest June ever recorded at our research station and the hottest!  We had 19 days over 90 F and two over 100 F.  Reaching 100 F in June is very rare.  The end result is significantly reduced late spring and summer forage production.  This has left many producers grasping at straws when it comes to feeding their cows this winter.        

Stockpiling tall fescue is one the cheapest and best ways to provide winter grazing for livestock in the mid-Atlantic region.  In good years, tall fescue pastures top-dressed with 60 to 80 lb nitrogen/A in mid August can produce 1-2 ton/A hay equivalent.  The question in drought years is does this recommendation work for dried up, overgrazed pastures.  No pasture will respond to nitrogen until it rains.  In addition, pastures that have been overgrazed have the least potential for fall growth.  Applications of nitrogen for stockpiling should target pastures that have not been overgrazed or overgrazed the least. 

The next question is when and how much nitrogen to apply.  Ideally nitrogen for stockpiling should be applied in mid August at a rate of 60 to 80 lb/A.  In a drought year there are several approaches to stockpiling.  The first is to apply nitrogen in mid August at normal rates and then pray for rain.  The second is to delay applications until rain looks like a sure thing.  This option requires more planning since nitrogen needs to be applied prior to the impending rain.  As the application date becomes later decrease the amount of nitrogen since the grass will have less time to grow before frost and cool temperatures set in.  Research at the Southern Piedmont AREC has shown that a third option may exist.  This option applies one-half of the nitrogen in August and one-half after it rains.  If it doesn’t rain then you don’t make the second application.  

Research at the Southern Piedmont AREC has shown that not all nitrogen sources are created equal when it comes to stockpiling.  Three years of data found that the most effective nitrogen sources for stockpiling in late summer were ammonium nitrate and ammonium sulfate.  Using urea or urea ammonium nitrate (30% solution) resulted in significantly lower yields.  Organic nitrogen sources such as broiler can be used for stockpiling, but tends to yield lower because not all of the nitrogen is immediately available at application.    

	In drought years, winterfeed is often tight, so maximizing the utilization of stockpiled grass is essential.  Strip grazing stockpiled fescue can increase grazing days by 30 to 40%.  Allocate only enough pasture for 2-3 days of grazing.  This is easily accomplished by using a forward temporary electric fence.  No back fence is required since plants are dormant.  During wet periods feed hay in a sacrifice area to avoid wasting stockpiled grass and damaging pasture sod.

	Stockpiling in drought years is a leap of faith.  There is no guarantee that is going to rain, but if you are a betting man (or woman), the odds are pretty good that you will get some winter grazing in most years.  A little rain and timely fertilization can produce a tremendous amount of winter grazing in a short period of time.  Sometimes you just have to take that leap of faith! 
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