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RESPONDING TO CLIMATE VARIABILITY, WHEELER CENTER



MONTANA’S CLIMATE EXTREMES

• Winter of 1886/87.

• Massive winter losses to range 
cattle.

• Led to formally organized range 
grazing systems, stockpiling winter 
forage and increased sheep 
production (wethers).

• 1934 peaked at 4.28 million in MT.



2017/18 CHALLENGES FRONT RANGE

• Forecast was for wetter and colder than 
normal, but not historic.

• Record 92 inches (40.44 avg) of snow in 
Choteau during the winter of 2017/18.

• Heavy calf and lamb mortality with 
difficulty receiving assistance through 
Federal LIP program.

• Long winter and wet spring meant many 
prevent plant acres and delayed planting.



SUGGESTED NEW NOMENCLATURE FOR 
COLDER AND WETTER THAN NORMAL WINTER

Farmer-Plant winter 
wheat, you’re never 
getting back in the 

field.

Rancher-Seriously, 
buy every bale of 

straw you can find.



2018/19 CHALLENGES FRONT RANGE 

• Again, cold and snowy late winter 
and long spring.

• Late January forecast said drier and 
warmer F, M, A.

• Heavy loss in cattle due to lack of 
warning. Many sheep operations had 
moved to a later lambing.

• Feb mean high 9.7

• Feb mean low -10.7



HISTORIC SEPTEMBER 
2019 SNOWSTORM

• Delayed planting from 
late spring and wet, late 
summer created issues 
with grain harvest and 
second cut hay. 

• Historic show storm 
caught ranchers with 
too little time and not 
enough trucks to bring 
cattle home from 
summer pasture.



INTERNATIONAL EVENTS IMPACTING LOCAL 
PRICES ON SHEEP AND WOOL

• Steady or increasing demand for lamb and wool products in the US.

• Steady domestic decline in supply of both.

• Short-term drought and long-term shift in type of sheep in Australia, long-term shift to 
dairy and horticulture in New Zealand,  African Swine Fever in Asia creating demand for 
alternative animal protein:
• Historic prices for wool in the US.

• Prices for lambs and goats have reached a new sustainable price plateau.

• Now importing over 50% of our domestically consumed lamb and largest goat meat importer 
in the world.



AUSTRALIA, NEW ZEALAND 
AND US SHEEP NUMBERS
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AUSTRALIAN DROUGHT



SHIFTS DRIVING WOOL PRICES



HOW TO COPE

• Facilities and equipment investment.

• Shifting production calendar can lead to a different set of 
problems.

• Need to reduce labor.

• No import tariffs or quotas on lamb imports, so work with 
trade associations on fair trade.

• Adopt technology that increases efficiency per unit production 
and focus less on size and gross production.

• Stay tuned to supply, imports and currency conversion rates 
when marketing.



CURRENT AND FUTURE RESEARCH

• Focus on how to integrate new 
technology into proven production 
practices across climate conditions 
that help producers reduce labor, 
increase profitability and efficiency.

• Data driven livestock production.

• Electronic or biometric ear tags
• Production data management

• Health monitoring

• Disease tracking

• Auto drafting

• Drones
• Monitoring

• Gathering

• Predator mitigation


