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Exposure to climatic hazards in farming systems  
for suckler cattle and sheep 
 

Suckler cattle and sheep farming systems are based on forage production where grass holds a prominent place. But 

meadows are one of the crops most sensitive to weather conditions. However, thanks to on-farm weather risk management by 

means of fodder stock, adjustments of pasture end-use, occasional animal supplementation and animal buffering, suckler farming 

systems resist climatic hazards well when losses in grass harvested by LU remain lower than 20%.  

 

Suckler cattle and sheep systems are based on forage production where grass – grazed or as hay – holds a prominent 
place. But meadows are one of the crops most sensitive to weather conditions. The question of extending crop climate insurance to 
grasslands now arises. It is therefore necessary to know the sensitivity of farms to climate risk. 

Through 3460 farm-years of observations from the national database of Réseaux d’Elevage, this study showed that most 
production adjustments are mobilised by farmers proportionally to weather hazard intensity, in both positive and negative hazards: 
adjustment of area harvested / grazed, changes in feed inventories, purchase and sale of fodder (the latter twice mobilised for 
negative occurrences). Others are significantly mobilised only when the grass loss becomes severe: increases in straw purchases 
and consumption of concentrate feed. The systems operate these adjustment means differently depending on their situation 
(diversification, forage system, localisation, animals produced, etc.). For situations of loss greater than 30% of grass harvested by 
LU, a quarter of this deficit can be offset by reserve fodder stocks (which can be restored the following year), and one third by buying 
in forage and straw. The remainder is offset by other adjustments: cow weight loss, use of concentrate feed, etc. These adjustments 
help to preserve herd performances. Hence for a loss of 30% of grass harvested, the product declines by an average of 18 € / LU, 
the herd production costs increase by € 31 and margin drops by € 57. Indemnifications from the national calamities funds reduce the 
margin decline up to 31 € / LU. The impact of hazards is asymmetric: for losses below 20%, there is no significant economic impact. 
On-farm insurance appears important, but private insurance could be helpful for extremely unfavorable weather hazards.  
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