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“We thought we were on top of things when 
it comes to preventing a fire. Everything 
was always maintained, and we kept 
our old barn in top condition,” says Tim 
Hofstra, who along with his wife Deb, and 
daughter and son-in-law, Heidi and Arjan 
de Lange, operate Detimdale Holsteins at 
Millet, AB. In 2018, they had inspected and 
upgraded their old barn’s electrical system 
to ensure it was up to code. They had five 
fire extinguishers located in key spots. 
Their barn, built in 1973 with an addition 
added in 1998, had 82 comfort stalls plus 
box stalls, a robotic feeder and automatic 
take-offs for milking. “It was as modern 
as you could make a tie-stall barn,” says 
Tim. Despite their best efforts however, 
fire destroyed the Detimdale dairy barn 
on September 29, 2020.

Unlike the vast majority of barn fires 
which result from electrical problems, 
the Detimdale fire started from a spark 
in the farm’s straw chopping machine. 
“It was 4 o’clock in the afternoon,” recalls 
Tim. “Arjan had just chopped two big round 
bales of spring barley straw. We have been 
chopping straw into this bin at the north 
end of the barn for 22 years and probably 
chopped 5000 bales over the years. A 
rock must have been in the straw bale. 
We have had rocks in the straw before, but 
on this day, it must have been the perfect 
storm of conditions – bone dry humidity, 
bone dry straw, a 50 km wind blowing, 
and maybe a different kind of rock that 
sparked more than others and started 
smouldering.” Because the family was 
combining, Arjan returned to the fields 
right after chopping the straw and didn’t 
notice anything amiss when he left. Tim 
continues, “Our son Matt, who is a hoof 
trimmer and also a trained fire fighter, was 
at the farm that day trimming feet in our 
corral. He saw the smoke and ran for the 
barn. He got four cows and two calves out, 
closed all the doors and shut off the power. 
The fire was an inferno immediately. All of 
our other cows were outside at the time, 
and we didn’t lose any animals in the fire. 
Had it been an hour later, they probably 
all would have perished.”

As a grateful Deb and Tim say, “It is 
amazing how your community comes 
together when you need them. There 
were trailers lined up to move our cows 
before we even knew where they were 
going. Food was being delivered for all 
who were there to help.”

The Hofstras and de Langes found a 
temporary barn to milk their cows in, 

while they rebuilt. On January 17, 2022, 
the Detimdale cows returned home to a 
new 138-bed, free-stall barn with a large 
bedding pack and two robots for milking. 
“We did a ‘greenfield,’ building the barn in 
a totally different spot on the farm and 
building everything brand new,” explains 
Tim.

What did this Alberta family learn from 
their fire? “Lesson number one,” replies 
Deb, “we built our commodity shed for 
straw 60-70 feet away from our new barn.”

“This is something we would have done 
before,” admits Tim, “but didn’t have 
the room to do. While we didn’t build a 
concrete barn, we did go with concrete 
walls four feet up from the ground all 
the way around so there is less burning 
material.”

The Hofstras and de Langes also installed 
a “Maximus Control” system on the barn’s 
electrical panel that monitors the entire 
electrical network from lighting, fans, 
curtains, and sensors for the manure 
pump, milk pump, and milk cooling 
system. “It monitors everything and gives 
you a heads up on your phone as soon as 
something isn’t right,” explains Tim. “This 
new technology has only been around for a 
couple years, but we thought it important 
to put in, as electrical fires are always your 
biggest worry.”

Another lesson they learned… “Insurance 
is not your friend when you have a fire,” 
says Tim sadly. “When you are doing a 
multi-million-dollar claim, insurance 
companies are going to do everything 
they can to avoid paying you any more 
than they have to, and that is unfortunate.” 
As Deb emphasizes, “You really need to 
go through your insurance policy with a 
fine-tooth comb,” particularly coverage 
regarding loss of income. “There were 
things we were insured for that we could 
never get paid for, and things we weren’t 
insured for that we should have been.” 
Tim advises, “Make sure your insurance 
agent is fully qualified to write up a dairy 
farm. There were things in our policy that 
probably went by the wayside that a good 
agent well versed in dairy farms would 
have adjusted and changed.”

While the Hofstras and de Langes have 
now turned the page to a new chapter 
following their fire, Tim Hofstra urges, 
“You should always be cognizant of fires 
on your farm and do the best you can to 
avoid a fire.”
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A scene from Detimdale Holsteins, Millet, AB, before their barn fire. Their 
original tie-stall barn was built in 1973, with an addition added in 1998, and 
“was a modern as you could make a tie-stall barn,” says Tim Hofstra. 

A spark from the straw chopping machine at Detimdale Holsteins 
destroyed the farm’s dairy barn on September 29, 2020. Fortunately, 
no animals were lost in the blaze.

One of the 
preventative steps 
the Hofstras and 
de Langes took 
following their fire 
was to install a 
“Maximus Control” 
system on their new 
barn’s electrical 
panel which 
monitors the entire 
electrical network 
and alerts them if 
something isn’t right.


