
Warm-season perennial grasses are the basis of pasture systems and

livestock production in Texas. The most prominent warm-season species

are bermudagrass (seeded and hybrid) and bahiagrass. Neither of these

species is native to the state of Texas but they are well adapted to Central

and East Texas. Unfortunately, they can be greatly impacted by cold

winter temperatures. Central and East Texas have seen record

temperatures along with snow and ice in mid-February. Many may be

concerned about whether or not their warm-season forages have

survived these weather conditions. Bermudagrass and bahiagrass grow

best when soil temperatures are above 70º F. These temperatures usually

occur when the daytime air temperature reaches approximately 80º F.

Night temperatures are usually a good indicator of soil surface

temperatures. Warm-season grasses will not produce roots (rhizomes

and stolons) unless the soil temperature exceeds 55º F for several weeks. 
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A s  d a y  l e n g t h  b e c o m e s  s h o r t e r  a n d  t e m p e r a t u r e  d r o p
b e l o w  5 0 º  F ,  b e r m u d a g r a s s  a n d  b a h i a g r a s s  c e a s e  s h o o t
g r o w t h ,  l o s e  c h l o r o p h y l l ,  a n d  b e g i n  n u t r i e n t  t r a n s l o c a t i o n
( c a r b o h y d r a t e s ,  n i t r o g e n ,  p o t a s s i u m ,  a n d  p h o s p h o r u s )  f o r
s t o r a g e  i n  t h e  b e l o w - g r o u n d  t i s s u e  ( r h i z o m e s ) .  W i t h o u t
p r o p e r  p l a n t  n u t r i t i o n ,  e v e n  t h e  m o s t  w i n t e r  h a r d y  v a r i e t y
c a n  s u c c u m b  t o  w i n t e r  k i l l  o r  i n j u r y .  I n j u r e d  p l a n t s  a r e
s l o w  t o  r e c o v e r  i n  t h e  s p r i n g  a n d  a f t e r  e v e r y  g r a z i n g  c y c l e
o r  c u t  o f  h a y .  

A s  a  w a r m - s e a s o n  g r a s s ,  b e r m u d a g r a s s  c a n  b e  s e n s i t i v e  t o
w i n t e r  d a m a g e  i n  s p i t e  o f  d r a m a t i c  g e n e t i c  i m p r o v e m e n t  t o
c o l d  t o l e r a n c e .  W i n t e r  k i l l  c a n  b e  c a u s e d  b y  a  c o m b i n a t i o n
o f  f a c t o r s .  W i n t e r  k i l l  i s  d e p e n d e n t  o n  m o i s t u r e ,  l o w
t e m p e r a t u r e ,  a n d  t h e  d u r a t i o n  o f  l o w  t e m p e r a t u r e s .  L o w
t e m p e r a t u r e s  c a n  b e  d a m a g i n g  w h e n  i t  o c c u r s  l a t e  i n  t h e
w i n t e r  o r  e a r l y  s p r i n g  a n d  l a s t  u p  t o  a  w e e k  t o  t e n  d a y s .  

T h e  m o s t  s u s c e p t i b l e  s i t e s  f o r  w i n t e r  k i l l  i n c l u d e  o n e s  t h a t
a r e :  n o r t h - f a c i n g  s l o p e s ;  h e a v i l y  s h a d e d ;  p o o r l y  d r a i n e d ;
p o o r l y  a d a p t e d  c u l t i v a r s ;  h e a v i l y  t r a f f i c k e d  d u r i n g  w i n t e r ;
s u b s t a n t i a l  s o i l  c o m p a c t e d ,  w e r e  n e w l y  s p r i g g e d  o r  s e e d e d
l a s t  s u m m e r ;  a n d  s o i l s  w i t h  d e f i c i e n t  l e v e l s  o f  p h o s p h o r u s
a n d  p o t a s s i u m .  

To reduce the r isk  of  winter  k i l l  i t  i s  cr i t ical  to  fol low best  management  pract ices  dur ing
the act ive  growing season.  Those pract ices  would include maintaining appropriate  soi l
fert i l i ty  especial ly  potassium levels  for  bermudagrass.  Potassium is  essent ial  in  plants
to  combat  diseases,  a id  in  water  use,  and for  winter  hardiness.  Def ic iencies  of
potassium can cause both y ie ld  losses  and stand losses.  Bermudagrass  is  especial ly
sensit ive  to  potassium def ic iencies.  

Maintaining some substant ial  bermudagrass  stubble  height  (>4”)  going into  winter  can
be benef ic ia l  for  the  future  growing season.  Higher  stubble  height  means a  more
substant ial  root  structure  to  capture  deeper  soi l  moisture  and nutr ients .  Maintaining a
higher  stubble  height  general ly  results  in  increased loading of  rhizomes reserves  and
increases  canopy insulat ion of  crowns during the winter .  

I t  is  important  to  note  that  winter  k i l l  in  warm-season perennial  grasses  is  h ighly
var iable  and di f f icult  to  est imate because i t  could  be af fected by  genet ics ,  temperature
extremes,  geographical  locat ion,  soi l  drainage,  nutr ient  management  factors ,  and an
endless  combinat ion of  the  factors  that  interact  with  each other  to  cause a  highly
var iable  impacted phenomenon.  

Cont. Impact of Subfreezing Temps



Unfortunately ,  we won’t  know the true impact  of  this  weather  unt i l  bermudagrass
greens  up in  the  spr ing.  For  now,  we can plan ahead for  improving our  forage
management  for  this  coming warm season.  Using best  management  pract ices  that
encourage healthy  stands,  better  nutr ient  ut i l izat ion along with  grazing management
and hay product ion pract ices  that  extend the longevity  of  the  stand is  the  producer’s
best  l ine  of  defense.

What  to  look for  and when to  assess  winter  damage? Whi le  bermudagrass  is  st i l l
dormant,  roots  and rhizomes can be careful ly  dug up to  determine i f  they  are  healthy
or  necrot ic .  Necrot ic  t issue wi l l  look dark  and rotted whi le  healthy  roots  and rhizomes
wil l  look white  or  tan and succulent .  I f  they  are  healthy  then continue to  wait  unt i l
green-up and act ive  growth before  applying any nitrogen fert i l izer .  Bermudagrass  and
bahiagrass  wi l l  break dormancy after  our  last  f rost  which can occur  in  mid-March.
Green up wi l l  usual ly  take place f rom late  March to  mid-Apri l  depending on locat ion.  I f
roots  and rhizomes are  necrot ic ,  wait  unt i l  late-Apri l  to  mid-May before  making a  major
re-plant ing decis ion.  I f  you decide to  re-plant ,  select  forage species  and var iet ies  that
are  adapted to  your  locat ion as  wel l  as  f i t  your  product ion system goals .  See
Publ icat ions  for  forage species  and var iety  information.  Bahiagrass  is  a  prol i f ic  seed
producer  so  even i f  you have lost  a  port ion of  your  stand i t  wi l l  f i l l  back in  as  seeds
germinate  throughout  the  summer.  Remember,  bermudagrass  is  res i l ient  and has  high
tolerance of  cold  and drought  i f  managed appropriately .

Cont. Impact of Sub Freezing Temps
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USDA Offers  Disaster  Assistance for
Producers  Facing Inclement Weather

By Ci j i  Taylor ,  Publ ic  Af fa irs  Special ist

Most  of  the  nat ion is  facing unusual ly  cold  weather,  as  a  winter  storm moved coast-
to-coast  over  the  weekend.  Winter  storms create  s igni f icant  chal lenges  and often
result  in  a  catastrophic  loss  for  agr icultural  producers,  especial ly  for  those rais ing
l ivestock,  row crops,  and vulnerable  crops  l ike  c i trus.

Despite  every  attempt  to  mit igate  r isk,  your  operat ion may suffer  losses.  USDA offers
several  programs to  help  with  recovery.

R i s k  M a n a g e m e n t

For  producers  who have r isk  protect ion through Federal  Crop Insurance or  the
Noninsured Crop Disaster  Ass istance Program (NAP),  we want  to  remind you to  report
crop damage to  your  crop insurance agent  or  the  local  Farm Service  Agency (FSA)
off ice.

I f  you have crop insurance,  contact  your  agency within  72  hours  of  d iscover ing the
damage,  and be sure  to  fol low up in  writ ing  within  15  days.  I f  you have NAP coverage,
f i le  a  Notice  of  Loss  (a lso  cal led Form CCC-576)  within  15  days  of  loss  becoming
apparent,  except  for  hand-harvested crops,  which should be reported within  72
hours.



D i s a s t e r  A s s i s t a n c e

USDA also  of fers  disaster  ass istance
programs,  which is  especi al ly
important  to  l ivestock,  f ruit  and
vegetable,  specialty ,  and perennial
crop producers  who have fewer  r isk
management  opt ions.

First ,  the  L ivestock Indemnity
Program (LIP)  and Emergency
Assistance for  L ivestock,  Honeybee
and Farm-raised Fish  Program (ELAP)
reimburses  producers  f or  a  port ion
of  the  value of  l ivestock,  poultry ,  and 

o t h e r  a n i m als  t h a t  d i e d  a s  a  r es ul t  of  a  qual i fy ing natural  d isas te r  e v ent–  l ike  these
w i n t e r  s t o r m s  –  o r  f o r  lo s s  o f  g r a z i ng acres,  feed,  and forage.

N e x t ,  t h e  T r e e  A s s i s t a n c e  P r o gram (TAP)  prov ides  c ost-sh are  ass istance to
r e h a b i l i t a te  a n d  r e p l a n t  t r e e s ,  v i nes,  or  shrubs'  loss  ex per ience d  by  o rchards  and
n u r s e r i e s .  T h i s  c o m p l e m e n t s  N AP or  crop insuranc e cov erage,  wh ich cove r s  the  cro p
b u t  n o t  t h e  p l a n t s  o r  t r e e s  i n  a l l  c ases.

F o r  L I P  an d  E LA P ,  y o u  w i l l  n e ed  to  f i le  a  Notice  of  Loss  for  l i v es to ck  and gr azing or
f e e d  lo s s e s  w i th in  3 0  d a y s  a n d  h o n eyb ee losses  within  15  days.  F or  T AP,  you  wi l l  nee d
t o  f i le  a  p r o g r am  a p p l i c a t i o n  w i th i n  90  days.

In  Texas,  producers  are  f inding creat ive  ways  to  get  water  to  catt le ,
including melt ing  ice  with  f i re .  Photo by  Dee Ann Litt lef ie ld,  NRCS.



Purchase records

Product ion records

Vaccinat ion records

Bank or  other  loan documents

Third-party  cert i f icat i on

Other  Programs

D o c u m e n t a t i o n
I t ’s  cr i t ical  to  keep accurate  records  to  document  al l  losses  fol lowing this  devastat ing
cold weather  event.  L i vestock producers  are  advised to  document  beginning l ivestock
numbers  by  taking the t i me and date-stamped video or  pictures  pr ior  to  after  the  loss.

Other  common documentat ion opt ions  include:

The Emergency Conservat i on Program and Emergency Forest  Restorat ion Program can
assist  landowners  and forest  stewards  with  f inancial  and technical  ass istance to  restore
damaged farmland or  f orests .

Addit ional ly ,  FSA of fers  a  var iety  of  loans  avai lable  including emergency loans  that  are
tr iggered by  disaster  decl arat ions  and operat ing loans  that  can ass ist  producers  with
credit  needs.  You can use  these loans  to  replace essent ial  property,  purchase inputs  l ike
l ivestock,  equipment,  f eed and seed,  or  ref inance farm-related debts,  and other  needs.

Meanwhile ,  USDA’s  Natural  Resources  Conservat ion Service  (NRCS)  provides
f inancial  resources  t hrough i ts  Environmental  Qual i ty  Incentives  Program to  help  with
immediate  needs and l ong-term support  to  help  recover  f rom natural  d isasters  and
conserve water  resources.  Ass i stance may also  be avai lable  for  emergency animal
mortal i ty  disposal  f rom natural  d isasters  and other  causes.

A d d i t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s
Addit ional  detai ls  –  i ncl udi ng payment  calculat ions  –  can be found on our  NAP,  ELAP,  L IP,
and TAP fact  sheets .  On farmers.gov,  the  Disaster  Ass istance Discovery  Tool ,  Disaster-at-
a-Glance fact  sheet ,  and F arm Loan Discovery  Tool  can help  you determine program or
loan opt ions.

Whi le  we never  want  to  have to  implement  disaster  programs,  we are  here  to  help.  To f i le
a  Notice  of  Loss  or  to  ask  quest i ons  about  avai lable  programs,  contact  your  local  USDA
Service  Center .  A l l  USDA Servi ce  Centers  are  open for  business,  including those that
restr ict  in-person v is i ts  or  require  appointments  because of  the  pandemic.


