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Miranda Verhoef ’s journey to become the first female board 
member at Alberta Milk and an integral part of a group that’s 
received not one but two agricultural communication awards 

began across the ocean. 
Verhoef, described by Alberta Milk as “very hard-working” and 

committed to “helping lead our industry,” immigrated to Canada from 
Holland with her husband, Kees, in July 1999.

 “I was four months pregnant with our first child,” she says. “I worked 
until the day before we left full time as a benefits adjudicator in the city. I 
grew up on a small mixed farm, but I never had an agricultural education 
and hardly milked a cow. I learned an awful lot from my husband and 
I’m still learning every day.” 

 In Holland, Kees farmed with one of his brothers but wanted to have 
his own farm. 

 “Alberta was one of the few possibilities for us,” Verhoef says. “We had 
a cousin dairy farming here and what attracted us was there’s plenty of 
space and friendly people. We could afford it, but we knew we shouldn’t 
waste time since every month, the price of quota and land went up.” 

 They bought a dairy farm northeast of Olds, Alta., with 60 milking 
cows and 160 acres where they grew barley and alfalfa for silage. 

 “The cows were high-producing except in fat,” Verhoef says. “Our 
first month, we scored only 2.98 per cent fat. We started crossbreeding 
with Brown Swiss cows and later with Jerseys, which made a positive 
difference.” 

 They named their farm Happy Cow Dairy because they believe when 
the cows are happy, the farmer is happy.

 In 2002, they bought a 200-cow dairy farm down the road with 
a double eight parallel milking parlour and in 2011, expanded it to a 
double 12. They started building a calf barn a year later. 

 “We had extra room so we started custom-raising heifers in addition 
to raising our own calves to 18 months,” Verhoef says. “Meanwhile, we 
grew in quota, number of cows and children.” 

 Their three children are Simon, 19, Robin, 17, and Nicole, 13. 
Because there weren’t many good custom applicators in their area and to 
make good use of their machinery and employees, in 2008, they started 
spreading liquid manure but stopped in 2015 because it was hard to keep 
up with it all. 

 “The dairy farm is our first priority,” Verhoef says. “In 2018, we built 
a new barn to house 180 milking cows and used the old barn for dry 
cows, close-up and young stock. We also installed a Boomerang sand 
bedding system and a Discovery manure robot.” 

 They now milk 150 cows three times daily with help in the evenings 
from hired students from Olds College. 

 Verhoef had always been interested in the combination of hands-on dairy 
farming and administration, and about 12 years ago, she extended it beyond 
the farm by serving as secretary for the local Holstein Club in 2007. 

 “It was a great learning experience—practicing my English and 
understanding more about governance,” she says. “Later, I became a 
delegate at Alberta Milk and in 2017, a board member. I also joined the 
local East Olds Dairy Farmers Study Club that’s made up of immigrated 
dairy farmers like us, where we organize speakers to present about 
interesting topics around the kitchen table during winter evenings.” 

 About seven years ago, a club member named Arie Van den Broek had the 

idea to hold a public event called Breakfast on the Dairy Farm, and Verhoef was 
enthusiastic. Members of both the study and Holstein clubs made it happen. 

 “We’ve organized this in our area for six years in a row,” Verhoef says. 
“Engagement with consumers is becoming more important every day 
and that’s why I find the events an excellent way to connect industry 
people, farmers and consumers, as well as members of legislative assembly 
and members of Parliament. Not only do they need to know more about 
dairy products, but also animal welfare and very soon also about the 
carbon footprint and other environmental aspects of dairy farms. And 
people don’t understand supply management. We have to educate people 
about many things and keep doing that.” 

Last year, the group received the Award of Distinction for Communication 
from Alberta Farm Animal Care, as well as the Dairy Industry Achievement 
Award from Alberta Milk, for the Breakfast on the Dairy Farm event. 

 Besides helping educate the public and being involved in industry 
associations, Verhoef suggests women in the Canadian dairy industry 
find their place on their farms, depending on their interests and abilities. 

 “Of course, we never have enough time, and at the same time we 
would like to support our ‘better halves’ and family members,” she says, 
“but it can be bookkeeping, recordkeeping, feeding calves or milking the 
cows. It gives you in-depth knowledge about the farm, it is teamwork, 
and this will show in your kids.” 

 Verhoef says it’s very important their children are involved on the farm. 
 “It is a way of life,” she says. “Of course, it is hard work and long 

hours, but our children have always seen what a great way it is to grow 
up and that it’s a life well spent.”

Miranda VERHOEF

Canada’s hard-working
women in agriculture
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OWNER
FARM

BARN

HERD

ACRES

Bonnie, John and Emily den Haan, and Marianne and Mike Edward
Haanview Farms Inc. and Sheldon Creek Dairy Inc.

Six row perimeter feeding barn with two robots 

140 total and 70 milking Holsteins

500 acres

MILKING Lely robotics

AWARDS Lely Way to Dairy Award in 2018
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Q A&

Bonnie DEN HAAN
Q: Can you briefly outline your background 
and how you got into dairy farming?  
A: I used to work for Farm Credit Canada and 
met my husband, John, at a junior farmers’ 
hayride. We bought quota, got married, and 
started milking cows. In our first year, we lost 
our barn to a fire and had to rebuild. We’ve 
since raised four children and have just com-
pleted the accounting and legal portion of our 
succession plan. John and I now sit on boards 
and spend less time on the farm. 
Q: Can you outline some of your accomplish-
ments, or projects you’re particularly proud of?  

OWNER
FARM

BARN

HERD

ACRES

Bernard and Aretha Westenenk   
Benco Holsteins in Chilliwack, British Columbia

Sand-bedded freestall

365 total and 140 milking

Own 100 acres and rent an additional 60

MILKING Two times daily, double 10 herringbone parlour

AWARDS 2018 Holstein Canada Master Breeder

Q: Can you briefly outline your background 
and how you got into dairy farming?  
A: I grew up on a small commercial dairy in Sas-
katchewan, and my parents encouraged me to 
join the local 4-H Club, which was the start of 
my interest in the dairy industry. I completed a 
degree in animal science at the University of Sas-
katchewan and went to work in dairy nutrition, 
then as a manager for CanWest DHI before com-
mitting to working with my husband on our farm 
full time. Additionally, I am a committee member 
for the Western Canadian Classic Junior Dairy 
Show in British Columbia, and sit on the Dairy 

A: I’m proud to see all four of our children still 
involved in the dairy industry. Our dairy pro-
cessing facility, which continues to present new 
dairy products, as well as the high cow comfort 
level in the new barn, are other accomplish-
ments I’m proud of.
Q: Do you find there are many women who 
work in this field?
A: The number of women working in agricul-
ture continues to increase, and they are hold-
ing some very influential positions and moving 
ahead all the time. 
Q: What challenges do you encounter work-
ing in agriculture?
A: I grew up being told, “You should have been 
a boy.” Thankfully, this is a phrase seldom heard 
anymore. When I started my agriculture career 
38 years ago, we had many real and perceived 
barriers we had to overcome. When I joined 
the farm as a full partner, industry people con-
tinually asked me if my husband was home so 
they could ask him how the cows were milking. 
Meanwhile, I would be standing in the milk-
ing barn. Looking back, I can laugh at these 
comments but at the time, it was infuriating, 
intimidating or hilariously comical, depending 
on how the day was going. 
Q: What resources and support are available 
for women in this field?
A: I look at every agricultural association as an 
equally women’s association. We are all in this 

together. Marlene Werry was the assistant agri-
culture representative with the Ontario Min-
istry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs 
in our area and was a wonderful mentor. I’ve 
learned not to take stereotypic comments per-
sonally, and to stay focused on my goals. 
Q: Can you tell us a bit about your personal life? 
A: John and I have four children: Emily, Mari-
anne, Andrew and Scott, who are all involved in 
the dairy industry, as well as seven grandchildren. 
Q: How are you able to juggle your career 
with your personal life?  
A: Our family has always worked as a team 
whether we are doing barn chores or cleaning 
the house. No technology, strategy or finances 
can replace teamwork. My weekends are spent 
with grandchildren, who also help with chores. 
When my husband and I turned 50, we made 
the decision to travel at least once a year. This 
has been a game changer because the people we 
meet and the opportunities we see stimulate us 
to go home with new excitement.
Q: What advice do you have for other women 
looking at a career in agriculture?  
A: These have been and continue to be exciting 
times in agriculture. I lived and farmed through 
the 1980s with high interest rates and low com-
modity prices. It may have made us more aware 
of risk. My advice is to consider risk but do not 
live with fear. The world wants you to succeed, 
so keep ears and eyes open for opportunities.

Aretha WESTENENK

Industry Research and Education Committee for 
B.C. Dairy Association. 
Q: Can you outline some of your accomplish-
ments, or projects you’re particularly proud of?  
A: Dedicating my skills to our farm is something 

I am proud of. Working with your spouse every 
day does not always seem fun or rewarding, but 
Bernie and I have worked hard to be successful 
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ing, but we are fortunate to have great hired help, 
which allows us to get to the extra things, such as 
soccer games and piano lessons for our kids. We 
prioritize our health by making the time to do our 
own activities, such as running, skiing or family 
hikes. Our kids are involved in day-to-day chores 
and take pride in the jobs they are responsible for.
Q: What advice do you have for other women 
looking at a career in agriculture?  
A: I strongly recommend post-secondary educa-
tion because opportunities are endless in agricul-
ture.  Find the field you really enjoy, and surround 
yourself with people who keep you motivated to 
do your best. The day I stop being excited about a 
new calf or a freshly planted field, I will know it is 
time to try something different.
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at this.  We are both good at different things, and 
we respect each other’s opinions when it comes to 
the big decisions. We have evolved as the indus-
try changes, and earning a Holstein Canada Mas-
ter Breeder Shield was a goal we are excited to have 
accomplished.
Q: Do you find there are many women who 
work in this field?
A: In Fraser Valley, there are several women in key 
agricultural roles. Gender doesn’t play a factor in 
the search for those who are willing to work.
Q: What challenges do you encounter working 
in agriculture?
A: It’s been 20 years since I graduated from uni-
versity and I am fortunate to have a network of 
women who built strong careers in a male-domin-

ated workforce. The recurring theme in their suc-
cess is hard work, smart decision-making, and an 
unwavering passion for the work they do.
Q: What resources and support are available for 
women in this field?
A: I am not involved in any structured organiza-
tions involving women in agriculture, but I am for-
tunate to be surrounded by women I admire and 
lean on in our agriculture community. 
Q: Can you tell us a bit about your personal life? 
A: I have been married to Bernie since 2003. 
We have three kids: Markus, 13, Skylar, 11, and 
Anneka, 9. 
Q: How are you able to juggle your career with 
your personal life?  
A: Finding balance is often difficult when farm-

Q: Can you briefly outline your background 
and how you got into dairy farming?  
A: My background in dairy farming goes back 
to when I was a child growing up on a dairy 
farm. I was always active in the day-to-day ac-
tivities around the farm and became a passion-
ate farmer. I graduated from the Nova Scotia 
Agricultural College (now Dalhousie Agricul-
tural Campus) with a diploma in agricultural 
business and returned to work on the farm 
with my family, eventually taking it over from 
my parents. 
Q: Can you outline some of your accomplish-
ments, or projects you’re particularly proud of?  
A: Since returning home, I’ve worked with my 
parents to upgrade our existing barn to im-
prove cow comfort and efficiency. We devoted 
a lot of time into developing a succession plan 
that allowed my husband and I to buy the farm 
and continue moving the operation forward. 
Our most recent project is the construction of 
a new freestall barn for our milking and dry 

cows, as well as a newly-designed special needs 
area in our existing barn. We devoted a lot of 
time and research into designing a facility that 
would provide the best possible comfort for 
our animals and the most labour-efficient and 
worker-friendly barn for us.
Q: Do you find there are many women who 
work in this field?
A: As dairy producers, we work with a number 
of women who are professional advisers to our 
operation. I know a lot of women who play a 
very active role managing and working on 
dairy farms. Women are continuing to be en-
couraged to take over their own family farms.   
Q: What challenges do you encounter work-
ing in agriculture?
A: People are often very supportive of women 
in farming, and we work with a great team of 
suppliers and advisers. One challenge I face is 
raising a young family while running a farm. It 
can be difficult to find enough time to accom-
plish everything, and we’ve had to accept that 
some projects on the farm need to wait until 
there is more time.
Q: What resources and support are available 
for women in this field?
A: We are fortunate in Atlantic Canada to have 
a strong and active women’s network where we 
connect on social media through Facebook. We 
also have an incredible Atlantic Farm Women's 
Conference every 18 months, which allows us 

to network and inspire each other in person. 
Both initiatives were started by highly motiv-
ated women and powerful agriculture advo-
cates whom I greatly admire because of their 
devotion to their own farms and contribution 
to the industry as a whole.
Q: Can you tell us a bit about your personal life? 
A: My husband, Remo, and I are partners in 
operating our farm. Our three boys, Jayden, 6, 
Daan, 4, and Jackson, 20 months, all love the 
farm, and we make every effort to include them 
whenever possible.  
Q: How are you able to juggle your career 
with your personal life?  
A: Dairy farming is a lifestyle for our family. As 
a result, our work-life balance looks different 
compared with many families. Even though 
farming requires more hours of labour, I feel 
lucky I have the opportunity to work with my 
family at something we all truly enjoy. I believe 
it’s important to have a life outside the farm 
as well, though. I enjoy taking our children to 
activities around the community. We are a very 
active family and enjoy anything outdoors.  
Q: What advice do you have for other women 
looking at a career in agriculture? 
A: For women looking at a career in agricul-
ture, I’d recommend they become involved in a 
farm women’s network or association. Person-
ally, I've learned a lot from just talking with 
other women facing similar challenges. 

Heather LUTEN

OWNER
FARM

BARN

HERD

ACRES

Heather and Remo Luten
Fort Lands Farm Ltd.

Freestall

140 total and 60 milking

140

MILKING Three times daily 

AWARDS Dairy Farmers of Nova Scotia’s Five-Year Excellence Award 


