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Dairy farmers of PEI and Nova Scotia knew 
hurricane Fiona was coming. The fact that 
it was downgraded to a post-tropical storm 
hardly made a difference in the wee hours 
of September 24 when winds blew at more 
than 100 kilometers per hour.

Fiona changed coastlines, threw homes into 
the ocean, cut power for days/weeks and 
put a number of farmers out of business 
indefinitely. Three people were killed (one 
in each province of Newfoundland, Nova 
Scotia and PEI), along with an undetermined 
number of animals. Most Maritimers put as 
positive a spin as possible on the situation 
and are grateful things weren’t worse, but 
it is uncertain when things will ever be 
“normal” again.

Jeff Bysterveldt of Winterbay Holsteins 
(Master Breeder herd) was among the most 
severely impacted on PEI. “We knew all week 
it was going to happen; we just didn’t know it 
was going to be that bad,” says Bysterveldt. 
“I’ve never seen anything like this before 
and we deal with hurricanes every couple 
of years. Before then I had never felt unsafe 
inside my own house.”

When he got up at his usual time of 4 a.m., it 
was dark, but he could make out the change 
in the silhouette of his farm buildings. He 
and his wife Amy lost about a quarter of their 
milking herd when the hurricane brought 
down two empty silos on the wood framed 
dairy barn. “Even though it was still dark 
and storming, I could tell we were going to 
need to get the rest of the cows out to get 
milked, fed and watered.”

He kept his look at things minimal with a 
flashlight and didn’t go in the barn, uncertain 
of the structural integrity of a third silo, 
damaged and filled with grass. “We just 
started making phone calls right away to 
some neighbours that we thought would 
have some extra room for some cows,” 
Bysterveldt explains. “We didn’t want to 
go into the barn to make any moves until 
daylight so we could see it was safe to go in.”

As is the case with farmers, good 
neighbours, friends and those in a strong 
community, help came quickly, but even 
that wasn’t simple. Tractors and chainsaws 
were required to get to roads and other 
farms. “A lot of people started showing up 
and helping,” he says. “Trees were covering 
the roads everywhere and power lines were 
down. We had to clear a path from one farm 
to the next.”

When neighbours saw cattle trailers going 
by, they knew something had happened 
and despite the constantly dropped phone 
calls, about 20 people from the community 
came to help. “We didn’t have to go calling, 
asking for help,” Bysterveldt says. “We didn’t 
really want to, because we didn’t know what 
anyone else was going through.”

One of the first calls he made was to the 
vet, who drove through ditches and past 
downed power lines to get to the farm. “He 
helped us all day long. He went above and 
beyond,” he says. “And he had to do the dirty 

work. He had to do the painful stuff dealing 
with the cows under the rubble.”

There wasn’t a single person that wasn’t 
impacted says Jon Raymond Dykstra, who is 
the PEI Branch president of Prince Edward 
Island Holsteins. He primarily raises show 
heifers and milks cows on the weekend 
at another Master Breeder herd, Red Oak 
Farms. “I think it was eight dairy barns that 
were significantly impacted,” he says. “A lot 
of them were tarp barns. Three of them are 
now milking cows without a roof.”

The weather since the storm has been 
surprisingly nice, taking some of the 
pressure off, but as the saying goes: winter 
is coming. “They were just lucky that we 
had a really nice fall,” he adds. Even into 
November many barns (as well as other 
businesses and homes) don’t have a roof. 
The beaches will never be the same, Dykstra 
says. “Tourism is a big thing on PEI,” he says. 
“Our beaches, the sand dunes that were 
there, have been decimated.”

Most people on the island were out of power 
for at least a week. “Some of them were 
closer to two or three [weeks],” he says. 
“And you know what the price of diesel is 
like running a generator that long.”

Another issue that is likely to impact 
everyone in dairy is the corn which was 
ready to be harvested. “People were just 
getting underway,” says Dykstra. “A lot of 
corn got damaged, flattened. Feeds are 
going to be something they’re going to have 
to watch.”

Prior to the storm, Logan Jewell of Jewell 
Dale Farm was milking about 130 cows with 
his family. “We suffered a major loss here. 

We did lose our dairy barn,” he says. “We 
have a tarp barn. It hit the north end of our 
barn which is quite high. The back end of 
the barn collapsed completely. Half the barn 
rafters caved in.”

He still can’t believe they didn’t lose a single 
animal. “Which is really a miracle,” he says. “It 
doesn’t really hit home until something like 
this happens to yourself. It gets quite real. 
We heard about [BC farmers] experiencing 
the flooding.”

His dad called and told him the barn was 
gone and Jewell couldn’t believe it. “I was 

prepared to come here and start euthanizing 
the cows,” he notes. “My brother and father 
were there; it was still dark.”

Luckily, they were able to bring the cows 
around to the front of the barn and milk 
them, before moving them to other farms. 
“A lot of neighbours showed up with trucks 
and trailers,” he says. “The days following, a 
lot of our neighbours stopped in and helped 
us with the clean-up. We are very grateful 
for that. I think everyone kind of banded 
together.”

He knows they will be removing trees 
from the fields for years. And here, like 
everywhere else on PEI and much of Nova 
Scotia, the corn that looked so good, 
switched from harvest to salvage.

“Us Maritimers, we’ll tough it out,” says Jack 
Thomson of West River Holsteins in Nova 
Scotia. “The most devastating losses are 
the uninsurable things.”

While the insurance firms have come out 
and looked at some properties, the sheer 
volume makes it a significant effort. “The 
insurance on some things on the farms is 
suspiciously quiet on what they’re going 
to do or cover,” he says. “They came out 
and took a look at the damage we had and 
I haven’t seen an adjuster yet.”

Instead, he, like many in the region, has 
taken pictures and started the clean-up, 
because they have to. The winter weather 
is on its way.

Prior to the storm, Jewell had been looking 
at a robotic milker. Having to rebuild makes 
this one item hopefully a little easier to 
incorporate. They are also going to go with 
a wood barn rather than a tarp barn. 

Bysterveldt was in Toronto when he spoke 
to BC Holstein News, touring barns to see 
what he’d like to move forward with. “I don’t 
think I’ll ever build tall silos again,” he says.

Hurricane Fiona 
Hammered 

Maritime Farms
Dairy farmers worked together in the 
wake of the post-tropical storm that 

hit Atlantic Canada in late September.
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Winterbay’s milking 
barn was crushed 
by silos brought 
down by the 
hurricane. Some 
cows were lost. 

Fiona’s fury 
completely leveled 
one silo and took 
down another half 
while damaging a 
third.

Jewell Dale Farm’s 
tall tarp barn, home 
to 130 milking cows, 
took a direct hit 
from Fiona.

The nice weather after 
Fiona has helped with 
clean-up, but rebuilding 
is a long-term project, 
and winter has arrived.
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