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 During the winter months horses tend to con-
gregate near shelters and feeding areas.  This leads 
to a pile up of manure, bedding, and wasted feed.  
This waste can be used to enhance soil quality or it 
can be a source of weeds, disease, parasites, muck 
and water pollutants.  Composting manure, bedding 
and wasted feed will reduce volume and turn it into 
a useable product to enhance other areas.  Covering 
the piles with a tarp will maintain moisture, reduce 
runoff, and control flies during the summer 
months.  Old tires or water-filled milk jugs can be 
used to weight the tarp down .   
 Moisture levels in compost piles should be 
maintained so a handful of compost emits a two to 
four drops of moisture when squeezed.  Water can 
be added if needed by a hose.  Too much water on 
the other hand will promote the growth of odor 
causing bacteria and should be avoided.   

Sufficient aeration is important for good 
compost.  Piles can be aerated by frequent 
turning either by hand or with a tractor.  Ad-
ditionally, pipes with holes in them can be 
placed within the pile to increase air circula-
tion but remember to leave ends exposed. 
 Spread manure on fields when plants can 
use it and when conditions permit access.  
Spread no more than 1/2 inch compost twice 
per year on a field.  It is best to put on com-
post in early spring or late summer.  Do not 
spread on compost during late fall because 
plants are dormant and can not use the nutri-
ents permitting them to runoff into water 
sources. 
 Spreading compost on pastures reduces 
parasite loads, increases forage quality, and 
decreases actual waste.  

Remember a few newsletters 
ago I wrote on Body Condition Scor-
ing.  Well it is useful for many applica-
tions on the place.  Body condition 
scoring is used by buyers of cull beef 
cows to estimate which USDA market 
grade they will fall into and their 
value.  The four classes are breakers, 
boners, leans, and lights.  The four 
classes are divided primarily on fat-
ness.  

The highest conditioned cull 
cows are reported as "Breakers". They 
usually are quite fleshy and generally 
have excellent dressing percentages. 

Body condition score 7 and above are 
required to be "Breakers". 
 The next class is a more mod-
erate conditioned group of cows called 
"Boners" or "Boning Utility". These 
cows usually would fall in the body 
condition score grades of 5 to 7. Many 
well-nourished commercial beef cows 
would be graded "Boners". 
 The last two groups of cows as 
reported by the market news service 
are the "Leans" and "Lights". These 
cows are very thin (Body condition 
scores 1 - 4). They are in general ex-
pected to be lower in dressing percent-
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S c h e d u l e  o f  E v e n t s  

• November 11th– Veteran’s Day UCCE Office Closed  

• November 11th-13th– CCA Conference, Sparks, NV 

• November 14th– Farm Bureau Dinner, Parish Hall, Alturas, CA 

• November 21st– Cattlemen’s Fall Feeder Sale, Alturas, CA 

• November 26th-27th- Happy Thanksgiving, Office Closed 

• December 2nd-4th– Western Alfalfa and Forage Conference, Reno, NV (see insert) 

• December 13th-16th– National Conference on Grazing Lands, Sparks, NV 

• January 20th– McArthur Farm Supply Meeting, McArthur, CA 
• January 21st– McArthur Farm Supply Meeting, Alturas, CA 
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s and the Breakers. "Lights" often bring the lowest 
price per pound because the amount of saleable prod-
uct is small, even though the overhead costs of slaugh-
tering and processing are about the same as larger, 
fleshier cows.  Also thin cows are more susceptible to 
bruising while in transit to market and to the harvest 
plant.  Therefore, more trim loss is likely to occur with 
thin cull cows than with those in better body condi-
tion. 
 Producers that sell cull cows should pay close 
attention to the market news reports about the price 
differentials of the cows in these classes. Cull cows 
that can be fed enough to gain body condition to im-
prove from the Lean class to Boner class can gain 
weight and gain in value per pound at the same time. 
Seldom, if ever, does this situation exist elsewhere in 
the beef business. Therefore during the fall and early 
winter, market your cull cows while still in good 
enough condition to fall in the Boner grade. If cows 
are being culled while very thin, consider short term 
dry lot feeding to take them up in weight and up in 
grade. This usually can be done in about 50 to 70 days 
with excellent feed efficiency. Rarely does it pay to 
feed enough to move the cows to "Breaker" class. 
There is very little, if any, price per pound advantage 
of Breakers over Boners and cows lose feed efficiency 
if fed to that degree of fatness. 

B e e f B i t s -  C u l l  C o w s  C o n t .  

Example of Breaker– BCS 7 

Example of Boner– BCS 5 

Example of Lean– BCS 3 



grower does not start irrigating early enough the follow-
ing spring subsequent yield can be affected.  In our area, 
winter rains in most years are sufficient to refill the soil 
profile. And, irrigation water is typically more plentiful 
in spring than it is in fall.  So as long as a grower 
watches soil moisture levels come early spring, is aware 
of the winter rainfall received and irrigates as needed to 
refill the soil profile in spring, then I feel irrigation after 
the last cutting in the fall is not necessary.  Irrigations 
should be postponed until spring, closer to when the 
crop starts re-growing. 
 
We have conducted numerous trials over the past dec-
ade in both the Intermountain area and other areas of 
California to assess the effect of deficit irrigation of al-
falfa on yield that year and the subsequent year.  Even 
when irrigation water was cut off early in the season, 
yield rebounded the following year to the same level as 
the alfalfa that was fully irrigated for the entire season.  
If water is withdrawn early, even before the last cutting, 
the alfalfa goes into a drought-induced dormancy and it 
recovers and produces normally the next year.  This 
suggests that irrigating after the last cutting is not neces-
sary for full production the following season.  Irrigation 
of alfalfa can often cease by early September. 
 
How late should pasture be irrigated?  The situation 
with pasture is different from alfalfa.  Irrigated pasture 
does not go into the same type of drought induced dor-
mancy as does alfalfa, it has a fibrous root system that is 
less able to access deep soil moisture.  Livestock pro-
ducers desire fall feed from grazed pastures so they can 
delay feeding hay as long as possible.  Therefore, for 
maximum production of fall feed for livestock irrigation 
later into the fall may be desirable for pastures.  How-
ever, given this situation the logical question is how late 
in the fall is irrigation really necessary.  Unfortunately, 
there is no set fixed date when irrigation can cease—it 
depends on the weather in a specific year, the soil type 
and previous irrigation practices.  In most years, irriga-
tion can usually cease by the end of September.  Espe-
cially if previous irrigation practices were adequate there 
should be enough soil residual to sustain the pasture 
through fall.   
 
Yield increases from irrigating very late in 

 Many growers wonder this time of year:  is it 
safe or advisable to stop irrigating my forage crops for 
the season?   The concern is that fall production will 
suffer, or worse, next year’s production or the plant 
stand may be injured due to fall drought.  
 
As you are well aware, crop water needs vary dramati-
cally over the growing season.  Water needs peak in 
mid-summer (the middle of July), but are much less in 
the spring and trail off in the fall.  Therefore, if you use 
the same irrigation frequency or schedule throughout 
the season, you are likely over-irrigating at times of the 
year and under-irrigating at other times of the year.   
 
Fall irrigation needs depend on the type of forage crop.  
Alfalfa and irrigated pasture grasses respond very dif-
ferently to irrigation, or more precisely lack or irriga-
tion, so the question will be addressed separately for 
the two types of forages.    
 
Is it necessary to irrigate after the last cutting of 
alfalfa?  While some intermountain alfalfa growers do 
irrigate after the last cutting, I would say that most do 
not.  It is somewhat a question of economics.  Since 
most alfalfa fields are not grazed after the last cutting, 
it is typically not worth irrigating after the last cutting.  
Even if the aftermath is grazed, the cost of the irriga-
tion water is probably not justified.  Alfalfa responds 
to temperature, photoperiod (day length), and soil 
moisture level.  Even if we have a warm fall and soil 
moisture levels are sufficient for growth, there is mini-
mal fall growth due to short days and low nighttime 
temperatures.  The alfalfa varieties we produce (fall 
dormancy score between 3-5) are strongly influenced 
by day length and alfalfa growth slows dramatically 
even when we have a warm fall and adequate soil 
moisture.  Then growth nearly ceases after we have 
had frosts down to the mid 20’s, which typically occurs 
in early October.  
 
Irrigating after the last cutting has been considered 
beneficial in some areas.  However, those areas are 
typically extremely dry regions where there is insuffi-
cient rainfall over the winter to refill the soil profile to 
the depth of the rooting zone of the crop.  If the 

F a l l  I r r i g a t i o n  o f  
F o r a g e s ? — G e n e r a l l y ,  i t ’ s  

n o t  n e e d e d  

P a g e  3  
V o l u m e  3 ,  I s s u e  6  

Steve Orloff 
Siskiyou County 
Farm Advisor 

Cont. pg 4 



the season are typically not economical. The growth rate for pasture drops way off as fall pro-
gresses and the yield increase from irrigation is minimal.  In a study conducted in Scott Valley a 
few years ago, I found the difference in the aftermath yield for grazing on October 20th was only 
0.08 tons (not a statistically significant difference yield) when irrigation ceased on September 20th 
versus October 5th.   In a similar study there was no difference in an October 7th simulated graz-
ing harvest when irrigation ceased on September 5th versus September 20th.  When you consider 
pumping charges, possible electric company standby charges, and irrigation labor, it unlikely that 
an October irrigation will result in an economical yield increase.  Once the low temperatures fall 
into the mid 20’s (many areas have already experienced 25 degree temperatures or less) grass top 
growth nearly ceases. I have experienced cases where frost injury was mistaken for drought 
stress when there was plenty of moisture in the soil.  Soil moisture sensors are very useful to as-
sess the soil moisture status to determine fall irrigation needs.  But even a soil auger or shovel 
can be used to evaluate the soil moisture content.  Ordinarily, the soil moisture status is suffi-
cient so that irrigating in October is unnecessary.    
 

Although October/November  irrigations are generally not recommended, it is important 
to monitor soil moisture in your pastures and alfalfa fields over the winter to assess the water 
status so that the early growth in the spring is not harmed.  That’s when the crop REALLY 
needs the water.  
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