
h a s 
receded and 
many Oklahomans 
are seeing close-to-average 
or above average rainfall. Most wheat 
fields are lush and green, alfalfa fields 
are ready for their second cutting and 
ponds are nearly full. Cattle are grazing 
on fresh grass as they begin to gain 
weight and thicken for harvest.

A group of  American beef  producers 
has developed a brochure that  
walks you through the stages of  
beef  production. To learn more,  
click here.
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Beef: from pasture to plate
R a i s i n g 
cattle is a way of  life 
in Oklahoma. Across the 
state, more than 5 million cattle 
dot the rolling prairies.

Those 5 million-plus cattle eat 
various meals in order to gain muscle 
and fat for harvesting. Their meals 
usually consist of  grass, hay, grain 
or range cubes, which contain grain  
by-products and roughage. These 
feeds are almost always affected by 
the weather.

In 2006, drought plagued the state 
sucking water out of  barren soil, 
shriveling crops and draining the 
pocketbooks of  farmers and ranchers. 
More than 60 percent of  Oklahoma’s 
hay stock was damaged in 2006.

Winter wheat,  on which many 
producers graze their cattle in winter, 
also was damaged by the drought.

A s 
g r a z i n g 
became scarce, other 
feed prices continued to rise. 
These rising prices caused many 
ranchers to sell cattle. These liquidated 
cattle helped lower cattle and meat 
prices. Not only are cattle markets and 
prices affected during a drought but 
the liquidation of  herds in a drought 
often has impacts on cattle markets 
for months and even years after the 
drought.

This cause-and-effect scenario had 
wide-reaching impacts on crops, 
cattle, farmers, ranchers, consumers 
and towns supported by agriculture.

As if  an imaginary switch was flipped 
between 2006 and 2007, the drought 
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The Agweather Web site features data from the Oklahoma 
Mesonet, a statewide weather network supported by OSU and 
OU.

To help you get started, step-by-step directions are listed below. 
If  you have any questions or need more information, call  
(405) 325-3126 or send e-mail to laura.k.mckay@okstate.edu or 
albert.sutherland@okstate.edu.

Ranch weather

Start at http://agweather.mesonet.org/.  
Be sure to download the WxScope 
Plugin. It’s safe and free, and allows 
you to view all of  the resources that 
Agweather offers.

If  your Internet connection is 
slow, we can send you a free CD 
that will allow you to download 
the WxScope Plugin more quickly.   
Call (405) 325-3126 to request a CD.

Click here for the Windows software.

Click here for the Macintosh software.

From the home page located at  
http://agweather.mesonet.org/, select 
the “Livestock” icon. Then choose 
“Beef  Cattle,” then “Cattle Stress 
Model” and finally choose “Cattle 
Stress Maps.” You can then choose to 
look at current cattle stress conditions 
or forecasted stress conditions.

Oklahoma’s extreme weather can have a 
dramatic impact on livestock. Extreme 
conditions can alter feed intake, reduce 
daily weight gain or increase feed 
requirements. To learn more about 
preventing cattle stress, click here.

Weathering the weather
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Cattle stress

Free download

It’s a fact. Weather drives agriculture. The typical cycles of  
weather and livestock prices have made cattle ranching a 
challenge. By monitoring the weather, cattlemen can know 
what weather is headed their way and can plan actions that 
are necessary to remain profitable.

Oklahoma’s cattle ranchers can utilize several tools on the 
free Agweather site at http://agweather.mesonet.org/.  

By Laura K. McKay
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From the Agweather home page at 
http://agweather.mesonet.org/, pick 
the “Markets” button. Then select 
“Livestock,” then “OSU Livestock 
Marketing” and finally choose “Market 
Info” from the top center part of  the 
site. Then, choose the desired auction.

These pages report the number of  cattle 
sold, their weight and average price.

From the Agweather home at  
http://agweather.mesonet.org/, pick 
the “Weather” button. Then select 
“Forecasts” and then “Extended 
Forecasts.” You can look at 
“Temperature beyond 90 days” or 
“Precipitation beyond 90 days.”

These forecasts are for  about a year into 
the future and can give producers insight 
into how much hay or supplemental 
feed might be needed over the coming 
winter. “A” means above average, “B” 
means below average and “EC” means 
equal chance of  “A” or “B”.

From the Agweather home page 
at http://agweather.mesonet.org/, 
pick the “Weather” button. Then 
select “Monthly and Climate,” then 
“Oklahoma Climate Data,” and 
“Rainfall and Drought Update” Select 
“Warm Growing Season” from the 
middle of  the top horizontal menu bar. 
Scroll down to the bottom of  the page. 
You will see “Rainfall Stats” maps.

These maps can give cattle producers an 
idea of  how rapidly ponds will dry or 
how quickly pastures will die off  due to 
lack of  rainfall.
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Livestock markets

Growing season rain

Ranch weather

Extended forecasts
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Meat quality, which is important for 
flavor and cost, can be impacted by 
what cattle eat.

Most cattle processed in the U.S. are 
fed a grain-based diet for 100-plus 
days prior to harvest.  This diet is very 
important to meat quality. Cattle not 
fed a grain-based diet or those just 
grass fed prior to harvest have very 
different final eating quality when 
compared to those grain fed.  

Cattle fed grain will typically have a 
higher degree of  marbling, whiter 
external fat and a more desirable flavor 
than grass-fed cattle. Grain feeding is 
very important to improvement of  
quality grade. With the tremendous 
economic impacts gained by producing 
USDA Choice carcasses, grain feeding 
is critical to the profitability of  the 
cattle feeding industry.

By feeding cattle grain for an extended 
period of  time (greater than 45 days), 
fat is whiter when compared to grass-
fed cattle.  Fat color is an important 
aspect of  consumer purchase 
decisions because of  consumer appeal 
and acceptability.

Consumers in the US are very 
accustomed to grain-fed beef  and 
most often consider grass-fed beef  to 
have an objectionable flavor and, in 
a sense, “taste like grass.”  However, 
consumers in countries like Australia 
eat grass-fed beef  so they prefer that 
beef  over grain-fed beef.

It is clearly a consumer preference 
by region of  the world whether they 
prefer grain-fed or grass-fed beef.  In 
the U.S., type of  diet is very important 
to finally beef  quality and consumer 
acceptability. 

4

Albert Sutherland
Mesonet Agricultural Coordinator

albert.sutherland@okstate.edu

JD Carlson
Ag and Fire Meteorologist

jdc@okstate.edu

Laura K. McKay
Mesonet Ag Extension Associate 

laura.k.mckay@okstate.edu

Editor

Mesonet Agricultural Program
120 David L. Boren Blvd.
National Weather Center 

Norman, OK 73072-7305
405-325-3126

For more information, contact:

Agweather is a product of  the 
Oklahoma Mesonet.
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Feed and food
By Dr. Gretchen Hilton
OSU Assistant Professor of Meat Science

Agweather
Local. Reliable. Free.
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