UK cattle farmers urged to reassess forage amid driest conditions since 1997
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Cattle farmers in the UK are facing an urgent need to reassess their forage needs amidst an unusually dry spring, a situation that is raising concerns across the agricultural community. While early May brought promising growth rates, the ongoing lack of rainfall threatens to impede this trend, particularly in areas hard-hit by dryness such as Hampshire, Greater Manchester, Lancashire, and Yorkshire. 
Katie Evans, senior knowledge exchange manager at the Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board (AHDB), emphasised the critical nature of this dry spell. She cautioned that the absence of adequate rainfall could significantly hinder grass growth, reduce silage yields, and ultimately affect grazing availability. Evans recommended that farmers take proactive steps by evaluating their summer and winter feed requirements and developing contingency strategies. This could involve reviewing silage stocks and considering measures such as earlier cuts to prioritise feed quality, as well as implementing fast-growing catch crops for summer or autumn grazing. Such strategies are crucial for mitigating the impact of dry conditions and ensuring long-term resilience.
The situation is underscored by alarming national statistics: England and Wales recorded some of the driest conditions since 1997, with rainfall measured at a mere 225mm by mid-May—29% below average and the seventh-driest since 1931. The Environment Agency noted that river flows have been markedly reduced, especially in northern regions where some sites reported the lowest April flows on record. Reservoir levels, although still reasonable at about 84% capacity nationally, are particularly low in the North East and North West, prompting concerns over potential water usage restrictions, such as hosepipe bans, in anticipation of worsening drought conditions.
Richard Lane, a dairy advisor at The Dairy Group, has echoed these concerns, indicating that while silage cutting is underway with potentially good quality, yields are subdued on many farms due to the dry weather. "Grass growth has been steady rather than strong," he noted, reflecting the precarious balance farmers currently face as they maintain milk output through buffer feeding. Lane's observations resonate with the broader agricultural challenges, as water companies, including Yorkshire Water and Severn Trent, prepare for potential shortages. The CEO of Thames Water highlighted that while supply is currently stable, usage restrictions may be inevitable if rain does not materialise soon.
The National Drought Group's recent meetings have highlighted an alarming lack of preparedness in the water management sector, with members noting that there is "no slack" in the system. Farmers have begun to irrigate crops earlier than normal, a practice not typically necessary at this time of year, and reports of failing crops have started to emerge. David Exwood, deputy president of the National Farmers’ Union (NFU), warned of the dire consequences of prolonged dry spells, citing the previous year's severe drought as a stark reminder of the threats to both crop and livestock productivity.
Looking towards the future, climate projections suggest that extreme weather events—including droughts—are likely to exacerbate challenges faced by UK agriculture. The modelling outcomes from the AHDB indicate that productivity will face growing risks linked to these climate issues. Analysts note that farmers should continuously evaluate their operations, considering both historical experiences of flooding and the emerging patterns of heatwaves and drought.
In light of these challenges, innovative approaches are essential for maintaining agricultural resilience against weather fluctuations. Farmers are increasingly adopting strategies such as crop diversification and precision agriculture to mitigate losses. Improved drainage systems and cover cropping are among the techniques being implemented to enhance soil structure and promote better water infiltration during dry spells. Livestock management is also evolving, with practices adapting to keep animals healthy despite changing conditions.
As farmers continue to navigate this precarious landscape, it becomes evident that immediate action is necessary not just for current needs but also for safeguarding future productivity. The call to assess forage requirements is more than a reaction to the present; it is a critical step towards ensuring long-term sustainability in an uncertain climate.
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