
FIRES ARE NASTY BUSINESS

The author, from Orefield, Pa., is a veterinarian with a master of 
business administration degree (MBA). He works with farm families 
on management, asset transfer, and communication skills.

JOHN Martin lost his barn and about 20 animals this summer. A 
fire started when he was chopping baled straw for bedding. That 
incident resulted in a trip to the hospital where he was treated for 
smoke inhalation. 

Of the many types of farm dangers, I think fire is perhaps the most 
unpleasant. Damage is often severe, and the odor and charred 
remains usually linger for days or weeks. If animal or human life is 
lost, I imagine that to be a horrible way to die. Make sure that you 
and your employees are diligent regarding fire prevention.

FULL OF COMBUSTIBLES
Besides all of the usual causes of fire, farms have an additional one 
that comes from storing forages with the potential to generate heat. 
Hay that is baled at more than 20 percent moisture can reach very 
high temperatures once in storage. If you must bale moist hay, apply 
propionic acid as a preservative.

Silages can also ignite if oxygen is present. Silage fires usually 
involve poorly packed or very dry material, or structures that allow 
oxygen to penetrate the silage. Of course, dry hay and straw are 
extremely flammable if some source of heat ignites it. The bedding 
fire listed above started when some straw came in contact with the 
muffler on the bedding chopper.
I recall another fire that started in a farm shop with a kerosene 
space heater. A farm employee disconnected the fuel line on a 
gasoline tractor, a small amount spilled to the floor, and the vapors 
immediately ignited. 

Even though a fire extinguisher was on hand, the employee was 
not able to control the blaze. The building and several pieces of 
equipment were lost. This person also had to be hospitalized for 
smoke inhalation.

Have functional fire extinguishers strategically located throughout the 
farm and on all pieces of equipment. Be sure your staff knows the 
location, too. I witnessed a grease fire when someone was cooking, 
and a fire extinguisher was within reach. But it was hidden by some 
other objects, and the cook did not know it was there. Fortunately, I 
did and put out the fire.  

Be sure your staff also knows how to use fire extinguishers. The 
acronym PASS, stands for Pull the pin, Aim low at the base of the fire, 
Squeeze the trigger on the extinguisher, and Sweep the spray back 
and forth at the base of the fire.

FARM-BASED PREVENTION IDEAS
Here are some other ideas to improve safety on your farm:
1. Invite your local fire department to the farm to help you identify 

hazards and provide training.
2. Keep electrical wiring up to code.
3. Avoid having grease and oil buildup on equipment or floors.
4. Do not allow smoking.
5. Correctly store any combustible material.
6. Keep dust and chaff from building up on equipment.
7. Have a plan for getting animals out in case of fire, but do not 

put human lives at risk.
8. Disconnect batteries on equipment that is not used regularly.
9. Do not store nine-volt batteries where they can touch or where 

metal objects can make contact.
10. Fires are only one of the many sources of danger on farms. 

Bunker silos, bulls, slippery surfaces, big equipment, manure 
ponds, and chemicals are additional ones. 

Be a “safety champion” for your employees, your family, and 
yourself. Discuss safety regularly, and demonstrate safe work habits. 
Lead by example. Saving a life or preventing an injury is worth the 
extra effort.
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