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Patchy Growth in Sorghum/Sudan—Brown & Scurry Co. Examples—Cause? 
Producer’s concerns lead to June 14th Extension field assessment. 
 

 
Fig. 1.  Highly irregular growth in sorghum/sudan (haygrazer) in Brown Co.  This is the third consecu�ve 
year of the same symptoms on this and other nearby fields.  Rainfall has been good, nitrogen fer�lizer at 
plan�ng was adequate for good growth (Scot Anderson, June 14, 2024). 
 
Assessing and Solving Issues of Irregular Crop Growth 
 
The goal of any grower of crops and forages in Texas is a good, uniform, and vigorous stand.  But 
with the wide variety of soils and the variability in some Texas fields, we may see highly irregular 
growth (Fig. 1, also Fig. 3 below).  There are many possible explana�ons.  But when the pictures, 
descrip�on, and details are inconclusive—something IS wrong, but what?—there is no 



subs�tute for a field visit.  Brown Co. AgriLife Extension agent Scot Anderson and I visited this 
grower’s field in northwest Brown Co. last Friday a�ernoon. 
 
The farmer noted this was the third year of spoty poor growth.  The area about 20 yards 
behind us in Fig 1 was excellent haygrazer growth at five feet tall.  It was drilled on the same day 
and managed the same.  Likewise, the farmer had also grown oats and wheat on the same field 
for hay in the recent past and did not observe this variable growth. 
 
When I first saw the farmer’s pictures prior to the field visit I thought these poor spots looked 
like droughted haygrazer.  It matched what I have seen in the High Plains numerous �mes.  But 
both the farmer and Scot confirmed rainfall had been adequate to above average.  The first 
observa�on of the soil is the rocky pebbles and fragments on the soil surface.  This is indica�ve 
of “caliche” or some sort of calcium carboni�c material indica�ng high soil pH (~7.5 and above).  
This high soil pH could possibly create typical iron deficiency symptoms especially in sorghums 
which are highly suscep�ble to iron deficiency.  (Symptoms would be green veins in the leaf but 
yellow in between.) 
 
There was no current sign of iron deficiency. 
 
The Spade Test 
 
The farmer commented before our field visit the soil in the poor areas was difficult to dig:  
harder, and not easy to get more than 4 to 5 inches.  We wondered about soil compac�on, but 
there had never been any catle on the field, and there was minimal �llage (which under wet 
condi�ons can lead to compac�on). 
 
We repeated the digging.  Indeed the soil in poor spots was dry.  And it was hard below about 
5”.  This was in contrast to nearby soils (though s�ll a few rocky fragments), which were also 
weter in spite of higher moisture use by good growing plants (Fig. 2). 
 
It was quite evident the field in Fig. 1 has high short-distance variability.  Poor soil was patchy 
throughout the field, even sandy in a few cases in another nearby field.  What to do?  Our 
thoughts and sugges�ons included the following: 
 

• The farmer asked if deep chiseling would help.  Our thought was probably not but try 
chiseling a strip through a poor and good area (one round), but not the whole field.  
Mark it well then see if a difference is noted in the next crop. 

• Since the farmer had noted more uniform growth with previous wheat and oats then 
perhaps he should consider shi�ing some of his cropping to winter small grains.  But this 
leaves the field fallow during summer when rainfall is higher. 



 
Fig. 2.  Root and soil from good sorghum/sudan growth (le�) vs. poor growth from Brown Co., Fig. 1.  
These plants were less than 20’ apart.  The soil on the le� had good moisture and possibly finer texture.  
Poor soil on the right was dry and difficult to dig more than 4-5” deep (Scot Anderson, June 14, 2024). 
 

• The farmer had soil test results from 2013 & 2016.  He will soil sample poor spots vs. 
good spots and submit to Texas A&M for analysis.  Previous soil tests confirm high pH 
and high calcium.  Those proper�es will not change much over 8 years.  (The nitrogen 
and phosphorus results would be meaningless this many years later.) 

• Scot Anderson suggested the farmer consider hybrid pearl millet.  I concur.  Millet has a 
more efficient iron uptake mechanism at the root than sorghums.  We suggested the 
farmer purchase a single bag of HPM and make some drill passes through both good and 
poor areas and compare to his adjacent sorghum/sudan in the next growing season. 

• We will await soil sample results, but the soil is likely not “fixable” in this instance.  The 
Fig. 1 field and others nearby are on slopes and near woody areas that likely explain 
some of the short-range soil variability. 

• We will follow up with this farmer over the next two years to see how any of the 
sugges�ons like small grains, hybrid pearl millet, a deep �llage strip, or possible soil 
amendments might improve growth. 

 



Later the Same Day—A Similar Looking Field (Scurry Co.) 
 

 
Fig. 3.  Poor sorghum/sudan growth from Scurry Co. that is iden�cal to Brown Co. observa�ons (Calvin 
Trostle, June 14, 2024). 
 
A field like Fig. 1 can s�ck on one’s mind.  Driving back to Lubbock a few hours later, it was easy 
to no�ce a similar field near Snyder (Fig. 3).  A walk into the field indicated similari�es, but the 
calcium/caliche fragments were less prominent.  Knowing the region this field absolutely did not 
lack for moisture in early 2024.  The “spade test” revealed harder soil in areas of poor growth 
and diminished roo�ng.  I will work with Scurry Co. AgriLife Extension agent Derek Coffman to 
learn the grower’s name and contact him or her to learn about their field and past experience. 
 

**  **  ** 
From TAM—AAMM one year ago:  “What is Haygrazer, or Sorghum/Sudan, Summer Annual 
Forage?“ How does it compare to other summer annual forages? (June 19, 2023). 
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