
Drought Relief
Potentially strong El Niño could open the gate to broader herd expansion.

by Gentry Warner

Heading into this summer, 
lingering and emerging 
drought continued forcing 

beef cow liquidation and delaying 
herd expansion across vast swaths of 
the nation’s cow country. The likely El 
Niño this fall and winter could change 
that for some.

“There is a 63% chance of a very 
strong El Niño during November-
January that would rank among 
the largest El Niño events in the 
historical record going back to 
1950 (see ‘A Different El Niño’),” 
according to forecasters with the 
National Weather Service Climate 
Prediction Center. “Even very 
strong El Niño events do not lead 

to the expected impact everywhere, 
but stronger events can more 
significantly tilt the odds in favor of 
expected outcomes.”

El Niño Ahead
El Niño conditions occur when 
ocean temperatures across areas of 
the equatorial Pacific Ocean become 
warmer than normal. Warmer waters 
influence atmospheric circulation 
patterns around the globe, usually 
leading to significant shifts in 
precipitation and temperature across 
the United States.

“Typical El Niño-related impacts 
include wet weather across the 
southern and southeastern United 

States, along with milder and often 
drier weather across the North,” says 
Brad Rippey, USDA meteorologist.

The timing of this year’s El Niño 
could also help boost moisture 
for producers in some of the most 
drought-affected regions. For 
instance, forecasters predict a more 
active North American monsoon 
pattern throughout the Southwest 
during late summer. Increased 
monsoonal moisture could provide 
drought relief across portions of 
Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado 
and Utah.

El Niño conditions also provide 
hope for improving forage conditions 
to cattle producers across Texas, 
Oklahoma, Kansas and other 
Southern Plains states.

Potential herd expansion
Even if drought conditions improve, 
rebuilding the nation’s cow herd 
will not happen overnight. It will 
take time before the drought truly 
dwindles, pastures recover, hay 
inventories replenish and water 
sources stabilize.

Plus, unlike the previous national 
herd expansion that ended in 2019, 
this year began with the smallest 
beef cow herd since 1951 and a 
dearth of replacement heifers to 
begin the rebuilding process.

Producers need confidence that 
improved conditions will last longer 
than a single growing season.

In the Southwest, for instance, 
where long-term drought has 
persisted for decades, improved 
precipitation may help replenish 
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soil moisture and improve grazing 
conditions. However, major 
reservoirs and water storage systems 
remain significantly depleted.

“The Colorado River Basin has 
been drawn down over decades,” 
Rippey notes. “A single wet 
winter won’t completely solve 
that problem.”

While producers across the 
Southern Plains could benefit from 
increased moisture, parts of the 
Northern Plains and the Northwest 
could experience warmer and 
potentially drier conditions than 
normal. Unfortunately, not every 

cattle-producing region will see the 
same advantages.

In addition, strong El Niño 
years can bring severe weather, 
such as flooding and storm-related 
challenges. More rain is generally 
welcomed in drought areas, but too 
much moisture too fast can create its 
own set of management concerns.

For that reason, many producers 
remain cautiously hopeful rather 
than outright optimistic.

“If moisture improves across 
major cow-calf states, we could 
begin seeing the foundation for 
herd rebuilding,” Rippey says. “But 

producers will still evaluate feed 
costs, interest rates and overall 
market conditions before making 
long-term expansion decisions.”

Given historically strong calf and 
feeder cattle prices, fueled by snugger 
supplies and robust consumer beef 
demand, more producers may finally 
have both the economic incentive 
and the environmental conditions 
to expand, if moisture and forage 
conditions improve.  

If moisture improves 
across major cow-calf 
states, we could begin 
seeing the foundation 
for herd rebuilding. 
But producers will still 
evaluate feed costs, 
interest rates and overall 
market conditions 
before making long-term 
expansion decisions.

— Brad Rippey, USDA 
meteorologist

Super El Niño conditions increases the odds of expected El Niño outcomes. 

A Different El Niño 
Meteorologists categorize El Niño 
events based on how warm Pacific 
Ocean temperatures rise. When 
sea-surface temperature anomalies 
exceed 2 degrees Celsius above 
average, the event is designated as 
a Super El Niño. Only four events 
since 1950 received the designation: 
1972-1973, 1982-1983, 1997-1998, and 
2015-2016.

Each Super El Niño produced 
slightly different outcomes, but several 
common themes surfaced:

•	 Storm activity increased across 
much of the southern United 
States. Drought coverage declined 
dramatically. In some cases, major 
flooding occurred as storms 
repeatedly tracked across the 
same regions.

•	 During the 2015-16 Super El Niño, 
drought coverage across the lower 
48 states fell to just 12.4% by 
March 2016.

•	 While no two events are identical, 
strong El Niño episodes tend to tilt 
the odds toward wetter conditions 
in areas that desperately need 
moisture.  

Hereford.org	 August 2026 |   45


