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May 2020 

From the County Agent’s 
desk… 
My how things have changed since 

the last newsletter we sent back in 

early March. The world is upside 

down, markets are volatile, and 

uncertainty is around every corner. 

However, life goes on. Agriculture 

goes on.  

At the time of writing this newsletter (late April), our office is still 

closed to the public, and face to face meetings, events, etc. are 

cancelled at least through mid-May. But, we’re still on the job. The 

office phone is currently being forwarded to my personal cell phone. 

Farm visits can still occur with proper social distancing. In fact, if you 

can provide good directions to your field, I can come take a look at 

whatever you need and then follow up with you on the phone. 

Whatever works best for you is what I want to do.  Our office 

secretary and 4-H agent are working from home. I am at the office 

most days to keep things caught up. Soil samples can still be dropped 

off in a drop box by the front door with a completed submission form 

that can be found in the box. Please provide as much information as 

possible.  

All is not doom and gloom, though. Pastures are greened up, and 

spring calves are hitting the ground. Hopefully, by the time the July 

newsletter goes out, life will be back to some semblance of normal.   

In this Issue……… 
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COVID-19 Impacts on Arkansas’ Agricultural and Rural Economies 

Prepared by: Department of Agricultural Economics and Agribusiness Faculty, University of Arkansas System 

Division of Agriculture: John Anderson, Alvaro Durand-Morat, Wayne Miller, Jennie Popp, Daniel Rainey, Ron Rainey, 

Scott Stiles, and Brad Watkins 

This article was adapted from a larger article that was produced in late March, at the onset of the pandemic. The full 

document that describes the effects on other sectors of the agriculture industry can be found on our Baxter County 

Extension webpage or at https://tinyurl.com/ya577soc 

The COVID-19 virus pandemic has led to unprecedented interruptions in economic activity around the world. With 

over 600 cases in Arkansas and over 950,000 worldwide (and growing), actual and potential impacts to Arkansas’ 

agricultural and rural economies are mounting. The $2T Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic Security (CARES) Act 

promises roughly $49B in aid to farmers and ranchers and for programs that support access to healthy and 

affordable food. In addition, an extension of the Small Business Administration (SBA) payroll protection loan 

program could make an additional $349 billion available to the production agriculture sector – though, at this point, 

it is not clear if that extension will be forthcoming. At any rate, the full extent of the pandemic and the ability of this 

aid to mitigate damages, remains unknown. This document presents a first discussion of the impacts (both realized 

and potential) of the COVID-19 pandemic, with particular focus on five areas important to the economic health of 

our agricultural and rural communities.  

Overview  

The designation of agriculture and related processing and retailing businesses as essential recognizes the central 

role that this sector plays in daily meeting society’s most vital needs. It also provides important protection against 

unnecessary disruptions in the service that the sector provides. Still, the potential for significant interruption in the 

activities of the sector cannot be ignored. A brief discussion of issues affecting the agriculture and food sector as a 

whole is thus in order.  

At the outset, it is worth emphasizing that COVID-19 is not a foodborne illness. This outbreak does not imply any 

direct food safety issues for consumers. Thus, disruptions in the sector – should they occur – will not stem from 

issues related to agricultural and food products, per se, but rather from COVID-19-related challenges to supply 

chains.  

The availability of labor represents one potential source of disruption that could affect multiple sectors of the 

agricultural economy. Labor issues may affect both farm-level production (e.g., specialty crops farms, broiler 

operations) but also key downstream supply chain partners such as the transportation industry, processors, and 

retailers. Interruption of processing activities could be particularly disruptive, with effects spreading back upstream 

to commodity producers as well as downstream to final consumers. For example, a disruption in poultry processing 

would directly affect farm operations tied to the plant; it could indirectly affect farm-level prices across the protein 

sector; and it could also impact (at least locally/regionally) the availability of meat in retail outlets.  

At this early stage, some of the broad-based effects of COVID-19 are becoming apparent. For example, the sharp 

economic slowdown has immediately reduced energy prices and interest rates. In the short run, this benefits a 

broad segment of the agricultural economy by reducing production costs. However, it also almost certainly 

presages a broader decline in commodity (and financial) markets as the global economic downturn reduces 

demand across the board. Understanding the implications of this downturn for specific commodity sectors will be 
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key to formulating an effective policy response. The following represents a preliminary attempt to assist in that 

important process.  

A recession resulting from COVID-19 would result in additional adjustments to a functional food supply system. 

Changes in consumer incomes could impact food demand across all product lines. Global changes in demand and 

exchange rates could alter agricultural trade flows. Credit availability could impact participants throughout the 

supply chain, including at the farm level. These and other implications of a recession would bear close monitoring 

and evaluation to ensure timely and effective policy responses. 

The Protein (Beef, Pork and Chicken) Sector  

Live cattle futures have experienced declines and volatility similar to those in the stock market, as disposable 

income and uncertainty have strong linkages to beef demand. Recent panic buying has affected the entire sector; 

wholesale prices for beef and pork have spiked. However, these gains are expected to be short lived. Widespread 

unemployment and general economic uncertainty are expected to cause consumers to reduce future expenditures, 

favoring cheaper protein cuts. A likely result is a drop in total expenditures for all meats and more so for higher end 

beef cuts. Globally, US protein export volumes and value could fall, particularly for pork as it: i) depends more 

heavily on exports compared to other proteins; and ii) hard-hit China is its principal market. Chicken seems best 

positioned given its relatively low domestic price point and its diverse portfolio of export customers. 

The (Beef, Pork and Chicken) Protein Sector  

John Anderson Agricultural Economics & Agribusiness, U of A System Division of Agriculture  

The beef, pork, and chicken sectors have all been affected by the COVID-19 outbreak and the marketdisrupting 

response to it by both consumers and policy makers. It is instructive to work though both short-run and long-run 

implications of the still-unfolding event because supply and, especially, demand responses are likely to change over 

time.  

Immediate COVID-19 Impacts  

Perhaps the two most obvious short-run phenomena stemming from COVID-19 that have impacted the protein 

sector have been the massive sell-off in the stock market (and general financial market unrest) and panic buying of 

all types of meat products by consumers. These phenomena have had opposing impacts on the market.  

The sharp decline in stock market value appeared to spill over directly into commodity futures markets. Live cattle 

futures, especially, seemed to follow the daily swings in broad stock indexes almost in lockstep from mid-February 

through about mid-March. This decline (and volatility) in futures prices kept pressure on the cash market, almost 

certainly accounting for some portion of the decline in cash fed and feeder cattle prices in February and March. 

However, cash prices held up relatively well relative to futures, resulting in extremely strong basis (the difference 

between cash and futures prices) in the cattle sector.  

Panic buying on the part of consumers has affected the entire protein sector. Anecdotal evidence abounds of empty 

meat cases in grocery stores around the country. Panic buying didn’t really get underway until the latter half of 

March. Since then, its effects have shown up in wholesale market data.  

The pork cutout value (a weighted average of wholesale pork prices) increased from just over $67/cwt in early 

March to over $83/cwt during the last week of March (a 25% increase). The boxed beef cutout value rose by a 
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similar percent, reaching its highest price point in nearly 5 years. Cash cattle prices have responded to the dramatic 

jump in wholesale beef prices, with fed cattle prices rebounding as much as $10/cwt in the last week of March. Price 

behavior in the beef sector has been more dramatic than in the pork and chicken sectors, likely due to the fact that 

coordination between the various segments of the beef industry still relies on market prices to a greater extent than 

in the more tightly integrated poultry and pork industries. Chicken price behavior has been less dramatic. Wholesale 

prices on major cuts have recently posted highs for the year; however, to this point, price behavior has been 

consistent with normal seasonality in that market.  

Beef, pork, and poultry production have been growing, year-over-year, since well before the COVID19 outbreak. If 

production remains high even as cattle and hog prices increase (which has been happening in the most recent 

couple of weeks) it will suggest that retailers and processors are actively working to refill the supply chain following 

the wave of COVID-19-related panic buying. It is possible that processors are also attempting to build up inventories 

of product in anticipation of possible future production disruptions. It would make sense for processors to pay a 

premium for livestock now in order to stockpile product against the risk of a later COVID-19 plant shutdown. It is 

unclear how likely this might be; but with major geographic areas being given shelter-in-place orders, it would be 

prudent for processing plant managers to be planning for the worst. 5  

Longer-Term COVID-19 Impacts 

Looking a bit further down the road, the apparent positive market impacts of COVID-19 panic buying are almost 

certain to fade quickly. Panic buying does not represent an increase in product demand. Rather, it represents future 

demand being pulled ahead into the current period. There is no reason to expect that the recent surge in buying 

represents any durable change in longer-term demand in the protein sector. In fact, there are good reasons that 

think that the COVID-19 situation may result in significant demand destruction, particularly for beef and pork.  

The recent spate of panic-buying helps to obscure the fact that restaurant trade has, without question, fallen 

sharply. Many food service outlets are completely closed; others are operating as carryout-only only. US Bureau of 

Labor Statistics data indicate that about 44% of food expenditures are for food consumed away from home. For 

beef, away-from-home consumption likely accounts for a much larger share of higher-valued cuts. Thus, the loss of 

restaurant trade will potentially curtail demand for all meats to some extent but should be expected to have a more 

significant impact on beef demand.  

Effects of COVID-19 on the broader economy are also likely to affect the relative market positions of the three major 

meat species. Widespread unemployment and the general economic uncertainty of the present situation should be 

expected to cause consumers to reduce household expenditures as much as possible. In the wake of the 2008 

financial crisis and through the subsequent recession, consumers significantly reduced household spending on food 

– both at home and away from home. This is a likely outcome from the present crisis, which may, based on very 

preliminary data, have an even larger impact on employment than the 2008 financial crisis. Of course, people will 

not stop eating – they may not even eat any less. They will, however, select food items at a lower price point in order 

to save money. This is a normal response to uncertainty, particularly open-ended uncertainty of the type the market 

now faces. All species are likely to see a drop in total expenditures for their product as consumers shift toward 

lower-valued cuts. Chicken and pork are likely to gain market share from beef over the next several months due to 

their considerably lower average price point.  

Exports also represent an important component of demand for all of the major meats. It is likely that COVID-19 

effects on the global economy could impact export volumes and value. Pork seems particularly vulnerable to export 



 

P
a

g
e

 5
 

disruptions for two reasons. First, a larger share of pork production is exported than for the other major meats. 

Second, China represents a key export market for U.S. pork, accounting for 17% of total pork exports in 2019. China 

has been particularly hard-hit by COVID-19. Economic disruptions there certainly have the potential to reduce 

aggregate meat demand. Again, chicken seems well-positioned in the market: its portfolio of significant export 

customers is more diverse than for the other major species and its relatively lower price point will make it an 

attractive option for potential export customers. 

May Beef & Forage Tips 

Beef Cattle Management 

• Implant feeder cattle that will be retained for at least 45 days (See FSA3019: Growth Implants for Suckling 

and Growing Beef Cattle) 

• Fly populations often increase this time of year. Options for fly control include tags, sprays, and feed 

supplements fortified with insect growth regulators. Pour-on dewormers often help with fly control early. 

The insect growth regulators in feed work best with isolated herds. The economic threshold to treat cattle 

for horn fly is 150 to 200 flies per animal. 

• For spring calving cows monitor body condition. The condition of cows during the breeding season affects 

their reproductive performance in terms of services per conception, calving interval and the percentage of 

open cows. As spring forage arrives, forage quality and quantity improve and so will the cow's body 

condition. Throughout the spring breeding season provide free-choice mineral. 

• Throughout the breeding season monitor the bulls. Make sure the bulls are maintaining their body 

condition, are free of injury (feet and legs, eyes, etc.), or other conditions that would prevent them from 

seeking and breeding cows. 

• Process spring born calves. Practices such as castration, dehorning, vaccination (blackleg, etc.), implanting 

are cost effective. 

Forage Management 

Fertilizing bermudagrass: 

• Fertilize specific pastures when overnight low temperatures are consistently above 60°F for a week. 

• Fertilize after each hay or grazing harvest as needed depending on seasonal production goals. Fertilize 

according to soil test recommendations.  

Begin grazing perennial warm season grasses 

• Start rotationally grazing pastures at green-up.oRotational grazing improves forage utilization over 

continuous grazing. 

• Begin grazing at 6"-8", terminate grazing at 3"-4". 

Establish bermudagrass for forage from sprigs 

• Sprig from now until June 1. 

• Sprig 20 to 40 bushels per acre. 

• Some of the recommended varieties are Midland 99, Ozark, Vaughn's, Greenfield, Hardie and Tifton 44. 
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• Place sprigs less than two inches deep. 

• Do not sprig when the seedbed is dry. 

• Apply pre-emerge herbicide after sprigging. 

• For more information refer to FSA19, “Establishing Bermudagrass” 

Establish bermudagrass for forage from seed 

• Plant between May 1 and June 15. 

• Seeding rates are 4 to 8 pounds of pure live seed per acre. 

• Seed can be drilled or broadcast on a conventional tilled firm seedbed or planted with a no-till drill on 

killed grass sod. 

• Planting depth of 1/4 inch or less is recommended 

• Variety blends provide faster sod cover and higher seeding year yield. 

• At least 1 variety in the blend should be winter hardy. Winter hardy varieties in AR include; Wrangler, 

Cheyenne and KF 194. Avoid blends that contain a “giant” bermudagrass variety. These have nearly zero 

cold tolerance and will winter-kill after the first season. 

• For more information refer to FSA19, “Establishing Bermudagrass” 

Implement a summer annual/perennial weed control program 

• Contact me for assistance with identifying weeds, calibrating sprayers, and herbicide recommendations. 

Brad @ 870-425-2335. 

• For identification and control recommendations, refer to MP522, “Pasture Weed Control”.  

True (Spring) Armyworms in Pastures 

Brad Runsick, Baxter County Extension Agent 

We’re starting to hear of reports of true armyworms in central AR. True armyworms overwinter here. While spring 

(true) armyworms don’t migrate from south to north like fall armyworms do, their spring hatch timing typically does 

follow a warming, south to north pattern in the spring. Spring armyworms typically feed on cool season grasses, 

such as fescue, ryegrass, and orchardgrass, but they’ve been known to affect other species, as well. It’s just a matter 

of the environment getting right for 2020’s batch to emerge. In past years, most problems occur in April, but we 

could be a little delayed this year.  

Then again, we may not have much of a problem at all. You just never know. We didn’t have a harsh winter, but 

severity of winter has little to do with insect populations for insects that are already native and adapted to our 

climate. One thing that we do know is that we can’t afford not to be ready if we were to have a bad year. As many of 

you know, an armyworm problem left unchecked can become a problem very quickly. A large population can cause 

noticeable damage almost overnight.  

It’d be a good idea to scout your pastures and hayfields a couple times per week for the next month or so. Check 

early in the morning or late in the evening when the caterpillars are most active. Now keep in mind, scouting doesn’t 

happen at 15 mph in a pickup. You’ll need to get down and look under that forage growth. We recommend that you 
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randomly check at least 10, 1 square foot areas in the field. If you find more than 3 armyworms per square foot, 

then chemical control is usually needed. Keep a lookout for lots of birds in certain parts of a field. Also, fields being 

affected by armyworm damage will often have a frosted appearance. If you plan to cut the hay, then it may be a 

good idea to cut the hay a little earlier than you expected to and save yourself the spray application. 

If you suspect that you’ve got a problem, there are a handful of insecticides on the market that will control 

armyworms, including Mustang Max, Sevin 80S, Sevin XLR Plus, Warrior or Karate, Intrepid, Tracer 4E, and Entrust. 

Generic lambda-cyhalothrin will likely be your cheapest option at less than $5 per acre. Some have haying and 

grazing restrictions, so be sure and pay attention to the label. Also, some of these are restricted use pesticides and 

will require a license for purchase.  

While our face-to-face visits might be limited during due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I’ll still be glad to come check 

fields to both identify caterpillars and determine if they’re at a threshold that mandates a spray application. 

DuraCor™ Herbicide: New to the Market 

Brad Runsick, Baxter County Extension Agent 

A new herbicide from Corteva (formerly Dow) has been added to the market for forage producers to utilize in 

managing weeds in pastures and hayfields. Perhaps the most important bit of information regarding its use is that it 

is not a restricted use pesticide, and therefore does not require a private applicator license to purchase and apply. It 

is also labeled for fertilizer impregnation, like GrazonNext. 

The active ingredients in DuraCor are aminopyralid and new chemistry, Rinskor (florpyrauxifen-benzyl). 

Aminopyralid is the same one that is present in GrazonNext HL, as well as few others. And like GrazonNext, it 

contains a couple of key restrictions regarding hay and manure management in forages.  

From the DuraCor label (Specimen Label Revised 11-29-19): 

“Restrictions in Hay or Manure Use 

• Do not use aminopyralid-treated or florpyrauxifen-benzyl-treated plant residues, including hay or straw 

from areas treated within the preceding 18 months, in compost, mulch, or mushroom spawn.  

• Do not use manure from animals that have grazed forage or eaten hay harvested from treated areas within 

the previous 3 days, in compost, mulch, or mushroom spawn.  

• Do not spread manure from animals that have grazed or consumed forage or hay from treated areas within 

the previous 3 days on land used for growing broadleaf crops.  

• Manure from animals that have grazed forage or eaten hay harvested from treated areas within the 

previous 3 days may only be used on pasture grasses, grass grown for seed, wheat, and corn.” 

I currently have 6 test plots scattered over Baxter, Fulton, Marion, Stone, Izard, and Sharp Counties testing the 

product on fields with differing population and diversity of weeds. The one in Baxter County is almost primarily on 

red sorrel. The plots include treatment of the following: 
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Treatment # Herbicide/Application Method Rate/Acre Approximate Cost/Acre (herbicide only) 

1 2,4-D foliar 1 qt $3-4    
 

2 GrazonNext on impregnated fertilizer 

(ammonium sulfate) 

1 qt + 200 

lbs. 

$10-12 

   
 

3 Grazon P+D foliar 1 qt $7-8    
 

4 GrazonNext foliar 1 qt $10-12  
     

5 DuraCor foliar 12 oz $9-10  
     

6 DuraCor foliar 16 oz $12-13  
     

7 DuraCor on impregnated fertilizer 

(ammonium sulfate) 

16 oz + 

200 lbs. 

$12-13 

 
  

 
 

8 Control ----- ----- 

 

My initial impressions are that weed control with DuraCor for our common pasture weeds is very similar to that of 

GrazonNext and Grazon P+D. Like the two Grazon formulations, control is broader spectrum than 2,4-D amine 

alone. In short, you’ll kill more weed species. Level of control between the 12 fl. oz. and 16 fl. oz. rates of DuraCor 

appears to be the same for the plots I’ve done. And, like the comparison of GrazonNext foliar and GrazonNext 

impregnated onto fertilizer, the foliar treatments of DuraCor have provided better or equal to control when 

compared to the impregnated fertilizer. In no plots have the impregnated DuraCor been better than the foliar; in 

some cases, the control has been equal to that of the foliar treatments. I’d estimate that the control in the 

impregnated fertilizer DuraCor plots were 80-90% as good as the foliar applications. 

Cost is, of course, still a major consideration. Timely, 2,4-D amine applications are still an excellent and economical 

for most of our early season pasture weed control needs and at a 1/3 of the cost of others. Later applications or 

harder to control species will warrant using another product.  

I’ll have a summary of these trials at the end of the season, so be on the lookout for that. In the meantime, if you 

need assistance on identifying weeds and getting spray recommendations, give me a call. 

Bermuda injury: A cold case? 

By the U of A System Division of Agriculture 

Fast Facts: 

• “Purpling” in bermudagrass likely tied to temperature fluctuations earlier in the season 

• “Blackberry winter” a common event, when spring temps dip down as blackberry briars begin to bloom 

• Phenomenon a good reminder of farming fundamentals 



 

P
a

g
e

 9
 

Arkansas pasture managers, cattle producers and other growers may be noticing their bermudagrass turning 

purple — and are trying to root out the cause, John Jennings, extension forage specialist for the University of 

Arkansas System Division of Agriculture, said. 

“The evidence indicates that many cases involve well-managed hay fields,” Jennings said. “Many of these fields were 

treated for winter weeds and fertilized to support early bermudagrass growth.” 

In many cases, he said, no obvious insect problems have been reported. Soil fertility is variable among cases, so 

from there, the evidence goes cold.  

“Let’s examine the physiology of the victim — the bermudagrass itself,” Jennings said.  

Bermudagrass is a warm-season grass, which grows best at temperatures above 85 degrees. Green leaf tips always 

show up in March, especially when there is no burden of winter weeds to block sunlight.  

Sluggish start 

But it takes a series of consecutive warm nights above 60 degrees to get the internal machinery of the grass working 

efficiently, Jennings said.  

“Early on, the bermudagrass will start to grow on warm days, then gets shut down when temperatures drop back,” 

he said. “Night temps in the 40s shut down growth for several days. It’s a bit like trying to start a cold engine - it hits, 

sputters, hits, then finally starts sluggishly.” 

Jennings pointed out that a possible clue: In late March and into early April, temperatures rose above 80 degrees. 

The rising temperatures likely prompted many producers to fertilize fields to push the bermudagrass out of 

dormancy for early growth.  

Temperatures then took a dive for several days, and warmed back up just before Easter, Jennings said.  

“It was as if spring had finally sprung, and then ‘blackberry winter’ hit right about Easter,” he said, with temperatures 

dropping and frost occurring in northern areas of the state. 

“Blackberry winter is an old-timer saying referring to the often-annual event, when spring temperatures suddenly 

drop just about the time the blackberry briars start blooming,” Jennings said. “The tender growth of the 

bermudagrass, fueled by sunlight and fertilizer, suddenly sputtered and stalled.” 

“Purpling” is often due to accumulation of anthocyanin pigments due to stress, he said. It is frequently associated 

with cold-weather-induced phosphorus deficiency. Plants normally grow out of it when warmer weather arrives.  

Jennings said the phenomenon brings several farming fundamentals to light: 

1. Controlling winter weeds is a good practice to allow more sunlight to reach the grass and to warm the 

soil.  

2. Temperatures frequently turn cold sometime during late March and early April, which can stress the 

plants being pushed out of dormancy early.  

3. Don’t apply nitrogen fertilizer too early in spring to warm-season grasses — wait for a week of night 

temperatures of 60 degrees. 
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Brad Runsick 

Baxter County Extension Agent 

870-425-2335 

 

“Like” us on Facebook at Baxter County Coop Extension Service - Agriculture 

https://www.facebook.com/BaxterCountyAg/

