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Drought created a situation of low pasture, forage and grain yield.  In some cases, partial or 
complete herd dispersals are occurring in the Great Plains states to cope with this situation.  
Fortunately, due to low beef prices, beef cow inventory was beginning to decrease prior to the 
drought.  This will ease some of the pressure on feed and forage supply.   
 
During previous droughts, producers and their consulting veterinarians or nutritionists, looked 
for alternative feedstuffs to supplement or make up the shortage in feeds harvested on their 
operations.  This time, other inputs, including those derived from petroleum, are in short supply 
and extremely expensive.  Considerations for conserving fuel while satisfying nutrient needs of 
crops and livestock are new to farming and ranching operators.   
 
Feeds (or mixed diets) that require extensive preparation time (loading, grinding, mixing, and 
delivering) will create additional feeding costs not generally considered in least cost ration 
formulation.  Diesel price at $4.50/gallon and fuel use of 4 gallons/hour determine hourly cost of 
using a tractor to prepare and deliver feed at $18/hour.  For an operation spending one hour to 
feed a group of 50 cattle under these conditions, the daily fuel cost alone would be $0.36/cow.  
Grouping cows or growing cattle in larger groups to maximize feed delivery over groups to feed 
is an additional consideration under current economic conditions. 
 
Price drivers for alternative feeds are the cost of energy or protein from traditional energy (corn 
grain) or protein (soybean meal) sources.  In areas of high feed demand, (Northeast Nebraska 
and Northwest Iowa), alternative feed prices closely track these two commodities.  In other 
words, generally, there are no bargains in distillers grains and solubles, corn gluten feed, 
soyhulls, small grains, or grain screenings.  If the reader finds one, they must proceed with 
caution: either quality (mold, excessive moisture content, toxins or anti-quality factors may be 
present) or quantity (insufficient supply) may be a feature of the bargain.  One may expect 
bargains where feed demand is less, but the cautionary statement above should always be 
considered. 
 
A high-moisture feed with high energy and moderate protein such as wet distillers grains with 
solubles tracks at a lower price relative to corn grain because of the high moisture content.  Dry 
distillers grains with solubles, on the other hand, may be purchased at the price one pays for 
corn grain because the energy concentration of these feeds does not differ much.   
 
When pressed to make a fast determination on the price acceptability of a given alternative 
feed, the relationship between the opportunity price of a feed (the price one can afford for that 
feed based on a reference feed) can be approximated using a factor that is derived from the 
relationship of moisture and nutrient content and the price of corn.  This factor represents 
multiples of corn grain priced as $/bu and yields the opportunity price of an alternative feed in 
$/ton.  For dry feeds with energy content similar to corn, the value of this factor is 35.  In other 
words, dried distillers grains may be purchased at 35 times the price of corn grain in $/bu or 
$245/ton when corn grain is $7/bu.  A high-moisture feed such as wet distillers grains with 
solubles would require a lower factor (15) yielding an opportunity price of $105/ton.  Modified 
wet distillers grains with solubles is priced using a factor of 20 ($140/ton).  The final 
consideration, particularly with high-moisture feeds, is losses prior to feeding.  Losses increase 
effective price of the feed proportionately to the size of loss. 


