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Is the grass dead or dormant?

Article edited for the local audience after original publication in Farm and Dairy on Nov. 7,
2024.

Prolonged drought in much of the state has led to many conversations about how bad the
observed condition of pasture actually is and if it will bounce back when precipitation comes.

Back in July and August, I answered questions with the response of “Right now, the grass is
dormant. It is saving resources to rebound when moisture comes.” Now in October and
November, I am less confident that the brown and crusty grass we see is dormant. Some of it is
dead and some of it is dormant. Only time will tell.

The sad truth is that condition is exceptionally bad. Comparing average rainfall for Caldwell, OH
to what has been received thus far in 2024, we are running at a 17-inch deficient from normal
precipitation. We are also averaging 5-10 degrees Fahrenheit warmer than normal for this time of
year. Weather forecasts predict that we may get some decent rainfall in the coming week, but a
nice 1-2 inch rain is still far from the total needed for drought recovery.

So, how does this information translate into pasture condition?

The most prevalent types of pasture plants that we use in Ohio are cool-season forages. It is
normal for these cool-season forages to enter a dormancy period to survive through the warmest
and driest part of summer to come out productive in the fall. When D3 drought status hit much of
the state this year, it aligned with the typical timing of summer slump. While the conditions were
more extreme than typical, the grasses were dormant.

The trouble we see now is the result of the scattered little redeeming showers of moisture we
received sporadically from July through October. Enough to dampen the soil surface, but not
enough to replenish ground water reserves.

This fall we have had brief periods of green-up and growth that made us deceivingly hopeful that
drought relief was coming. What I fear occurred was that those dormant forages broke their
dormancy, drew from the root reserves for growth, now those reserves are gone, and the pasture
is brown and crusty once more. This pattern may continue until we enter real winter. If there are
no more reserves left in the root zone to draw from in the spring, those plants will be dead. At
this point in the year, we should assume the worst and hope for the best in regard to pasture
condition in the coming year.

My advice is you should assume you will need to reseed at least part of your pasture next spring.
It is too late in the season and the conditions have not been compatible for seeding perennial
forages this fall. If you can get a soil probe into the ground, soil sampling now is a good idea.



You can determine a plan for 2025 fertilization, determine types of forages that will thrive in the
conditions you have, and determine which parts of your pasture may be best suited as sacrifice
lots for feeding animals through the winter.

This winter is the perfect time to shop for improved forage varieties to acquire and seed in the
spring. If you are receiving drought relief assistance dollars, it would be wise to set aside some
of those dollars for seed and fertilizer to spend this spring. A no-till drill with a fertilizer box
may become your best friend come seeding time. Think ahead about renting or buying seeding
equipment well in advance so that you are ready when the conditions are right.

My hope is that this winter we will have slow and steady delivery of precipitation that recharges
our groundwater and soil profile to support spring growth and spring seeding. While the weather
outlook may not coincide with this hope, remember that outlooks and predictions are just that-
outlooks and predictions. Stay hopeful for change. Stay positive for relief. Keep planning for
challenges. Keep recording the impact drought inflicts on your farm. You have what it takes to
outlast the drought. We at OSU Extension are here to help you through it.

Upcoming Events & Drought Relief News

November's Farm Talk Breakfast will deliver the Generation Rx for Adults program. This
program focuses on safeguarding prescription medications for people and animals. Join us on
Friday, November 14, 2024 from 8:30-10:00 AM with free breakfast at the OSU Extension
Operations Building (16714 Wolf Run Rd. Caldwell) Free to attend, but RSVPs requested by
November 12. Call 740-732-5681 or email gelley.2@osu.edu to RSVP.

Sheep and goat producers are invited to attend a seminar on winter feeding programs for small
ruminants from 6-8 p.m. on Wednesday, November 20 at the Eastern Agricultural Research
Station (16870 Bond Ridge Road Caldwell, OH). Come hear research-based management advice
from OSU's State Small Ruminant Extension Specialist- Dr. Brady Campbell. Local Extension
personnel will also offer advice on local resources and potential solutions for navigating the
winter ahead amidst drought. A light meal will be provided for all registered attendees.
Registration for the event is required by November 18th. Call 740-305-3173 or email
gelley.2@osu.edu to register today!

The Noble County Master Gardener Volunteers will host their annual Holiday Wreath Workshop
from 2:00-4:00 p.m. on Sunday, November 24, 2024 at the OSU Extension Operations Building
(16714 Wolf Run Rd. Caldwell). This workshop will include hands-on instruction and the
compete offering of materials to create a fresh evergreen holiday wreath. Light refreshments will
be provided. Registration is $25 per participant. RSVPs are required and accepted until the max
capacity of 40 participants is reached. LIMITED SPACE REMAINS. Call 740-732-5681 or
email gelley.2@osu.edu to RSVP.

Producers who wish to learn more about drought relief assistance can get the most up to date
information from the Farm Service Agency online at https://www.farmers.gov/protection-
recovery/disaster-tool. You can also reach out the Guernsey-Noble FSA Office. The staff of
OSU Extension are here and willing to help assist producers however we can to develop ways to
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cope with the impacts of drought. Reach out to us at 740-732-5681 or gelley.2(@osu.edu or visit
our drought response website at: https://kx.osu.edu/page/early-drought-response.

In the wake of week after week without rain, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has
declared 22 counties as natural disasters for drought conditions. The natural disaster designation
allows the USDA’s Farm Service Agency (FSA) to extend much-needed emergency credit to
farm operators through a maximum $500,000 FSA emergency loan. Emergency loans can be
used to meet various recovery needs including the replacement of essential items such as:
equipment or livestock, reorganization of a farming operation, or to refinance certain debts.
ability. For production losses, a 30% reduction in a primary crop in a designated or contiguous
county is required. Losses to quality, such as receiving a reduced price for flood damaged crops,
may be eligible for assistance. For additional information on this emergency loan opportunity,
please contact OMEGA’s Director of Infrastructure and Community Development, Erin Wright,
at ewright@omegadistrict.org or (330) 243-0133.
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