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CHAPTER 1

The Need to Plan for the Deceased

Cemeteries are one of the oldest and most sacred human uses of land.
As sites of community memory, burial grounds are important parts of
the public realm. Like most land uses, cemeteries are subject to local
land-use regulations. In many places, they also must adhere to state
regulations. Yet burial grounds also possess social and cultural mean
ings that set them apart from almost every other land use.
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Cemeteries are essentially permanent land uses, protected by their spiri
tual status as final resting places for the deceased. They contain a visible
record of a community's history; they symbolize the emotions associated
with belief in the afterlife; and they help anchor individuals and families
to places of significance. The permanence and cultural importance of cem
eteries influences how the public perceives these uses and how governing
bodies address the many issues surrounding interment.
In most instances, existing cemeteries are viewed as community assets
to be maintained and protected from encroachment by incompatible uses
and perhaps even celebrated for their historical importance or their value
as open space. This is particularly true in the case of historic cemeteries
that are celebrated for their beauty and cultural significance, such as Mount
Auburn outside Boston or Forest Lawn in Glendale, California. Both are
active burial grounds and also have historical importance for their com
munities. But when cemeteries expand their footprints—usually to meet
growing demand for interment space—they can quickly turn from com
munity assets into community nuisances.
Though they are considered community assets, American burial grounds
are not always publicly owned entities. While in some cases cemetery
properties are owned and managed by municipal corporations, in most
parts of the United States they are private properties held by private
corporations (Habenstein and Lamers 1963; Sloane 1991). Some of these
corporations are religious entities—churches, synagogues, mosques—while
others are benevolent societies or nonprofit charitable organizations.
A significant number of cemeteries, though, are owned by private, forprofit companies.
Contemporary burial practices produce a number of potentially negative
environmental externalities, few of which have been examined in depth.
The extent to which the chemicals and materials used as part of the embalm
ment process endanger groundwater supplies, contribute to soil erosion,
or disrupt animal habitats is potentially significant enough to warrant cau
tion. Further, while established cemeteries can support significant biotic
diversity, unlike other uses such as golf courses, they are not necessarily
managed in ways that are beneficial to the plants and animals that share
the space (Barrett and Barrett 2001; Wheeler and Nauright 2006). Many
cemeteries use large quantities of chemicals, petroleum-based fuels, and
municipal water to maintain a bucolic, lawn-park appearance.
Cremation, while seemingly less environmentally damaging than em
balmed burial, is also not without problematic side effects. Though the
material remains from cremation (cremains) present little obvious danger,
the air pollution associated with combustion and the fuel required for the
process may produce substantial community risk (Hylander and Goodsite
2006; Santarsiero, Cutilli, Cappiello, and Minelli 2000). Even ostensibly
environmentally friendly practices like unembalmed burial have the po
tential to introduce unexpected negative environmental effects. Without
research to understand the extent of the problems associated with all
forms of final disposition, much remains unknown. Yet despite the lack
of reliable information, community planners must balance the emotional
significance of cemeteries against the potential harms resulting from hu
man disposition practices.
Although death and burial would seem to be important issues for plan
ners, the discipline has been conspicuously quiet on the issue, especially
as of late (American Society of Planning Officials 1950; Capels and Senville
2006; Francaviglia 1971; Pattison 1955; Rugg 2006; Whyte 1968). As Wilbur
Zelinsky noted (1994, 30), the few existing studies of cemetery geography

have usually been limbed to considerations of burial conditions ta^speaftc
localities or at best subnational regions, of which Pattison s 195f study
of Chicago cemeteries stands as perhaps the best example. More recent
examples are scarce (Harvey 2006). In spite of the recognized importance
of death and burial, the planning issues associated with cemeteries remain
remarkably understudied.
.
As sites of cultural expression, however, the historical dimensions ot
death and burial have been well studied, particularly in Western Europe
and the United States (Aries 1981; Bloch and Parry 1982; Curl 1999; Jackson
and Vergara 1996; Prothero 2001; Rugg 2000; Laderman 1999; Sanders 2008;
Sloane 1991). Burial practices since the early 19th century have been especially
thoroughly studied, though mostly for their social and cultural value and
rarely for their implications for land use and community. A few researchers
have examined the economics of burial decisions (Harrington and Krynski
2002), and recently cemeteries and burial practices have begun to receive
attention from environmental scientists seeking to understand their impacts
(Dent, Forbes, and Stuart 2003; Sachs 2010).
Since the late 1960s, other methods of final disposition, primarily crema
tion, have become increasingly common and in some places have begun to
displace burial as the most common form of interment (Prothero 2001; Rugg
2000). Advances in life expectancy and survival among the baby boomer
generation have been used to project significant growth in the populations
of the old (over 65 years of age) and the very old (over 80 years of age).
Their growing numbers have led planners to attempt to reshape communi
ties so that they provide suitable space for the elderly. Many community
plans now identify ways to increase walkability, make open space more
active, and improve the prospects for aging in place. While plans to make
communities more elder-friendly have proliferated, the increase in the total
population of old and very old individuals points to substantial growth in
the annual number of deaths over the next 30 years, a prospect often left
out of community plans (Frey 2007).
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Figure 1.1. The Fostoria
mausoleum in Fostoria, Ohio

This increase in numbers will likely increase demand for physical cem
etery space. In places where land is at a premium, a step as simple as the
expansion or modification of an existing cemetery can become fraught with
conflict. Plans will be necessary to determine where new burial facilities
should be located, how they will be designed, and how existing cemeteries
can be managed as community resources in perpetuity (Harrington and
Krynski 2002). The growing number of deaths within a context of new en
vironmental regulations designed to protect fragile ecosystems may make
it more difficult for communities to accommodate human remains. This
will be compounded by space limitations if boomers expect to be interred
in the metropolitan places where most lived out their lives.
The resources needed to handle these deaths are likely to be significant.
Given the limited land resources available,
declining public funds, and environmental
regulations, these issues will likely become
an even more significant problem in the
future. Moreover, the ethnic, religious,
and lifestyle diversity of the baby boomers
seems likely to induce demand for a range
of after-death treatments beyond embalmed
burial and basic cremation. These may have
additional impacts on land use and regula
tion. In many communities, planners will
be on the front lines in negotiations over
how increasingly diverse demands for fi
nal disposition can be managed so that the
impacts on future land use and resources
might be minimized.
There are a number of terms used
throughout the report to refer to the various
facilities used to house the dead. The term
"final disposition" refers to the final resting
place of bodies (embalmed or unembalmed)
and cremains (the remains after cremation). Final disposition of bodies has
historically taken place in cemeteries, which are typically parcels of land
dedicated to the purpose of disposition, though they can take a variety
of forms. Mausoleums are structures specially designed to hold interred
bodies, and are usually included as parts of cemeteries (Figure 1.1). Final
disposition for cremains has long occurred in a wide variety of places,
few of which could be characterized as proper cemeteries. In some places,
cremains are commonly placed in a columbarium, a structure specifically
designed for housing cremains. While many of these structures are part of
cemeteries, stand-alone columbaria are not uncommon. "Burial grounds"
refers broadly to the range of locations for the final disposition of bodies
and cremains.
This report examines the wide range of challenges that final disposi
tion presents to planners and the communities in which they work. In the
following chapter, we begin by very briefly outlining the history of burial
and cremation in the United States. We then present an overview of recent
after-death practices, how those practices have changed, and how those
changes are likely to shape future planning decisions. We examine both
current conditions and how the rapidly expanding ranks of the elderly
will likely influence after-death practices for decades to come. Chapter
3 presents a detailed look at the range of land-use regulations that shape

decisions about disposition. We review examples from communities
across the country and describe the different strategies they have taken
in regulating burial grounds within their boundaries. We also highlight
innovative practices that can provide guidance to community planners
facing the task of creating plans for burial facilities. Chapter 4 explores a
number of emerging alternatives to traditional burial and cremation. As
concern about the environmental side effects of embalmed burial becomes
more widespread, individuals have begun to seek less-damaging forms
of final disposition. We examine a number of these alternative methods,
many of which go beyond basic cremation and attempt not only to con
serve land but to actively improve the environment. We conclude with a
set of case studies of existing burial grounds in Needham, Massachusetts;
Brooklyn, New York; London; and Hong Kong, explaining how they and
their communities have addressed some of the challenges of burial in the
21st century.
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The Death Care Industry

Burial grounds are among the oldest marks humans have left on
the earth. At the beginning of The City in History, Lewis Mumford
reminds us that "soon after one picks up man's trail in the earliest
campfire or chipped stone tool one finds evidence of interests and
anxieties that have no animal counterpart; in particular, a ceremoni
ous concern for the dead, manifested in their deliberate burial" (1961,
b-7). In North America, burial grounds represent some of the most
visible remains of the civilizations that occupied the continent before
European contact. The earliest European migrants to arrive in North
America established cemeteries as one of the main elements of their
communities. Many of these burial grounds still exist and serve as
important sites of memory and community history (Sloane 1991).
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In 1913, a third major change in the design and management of
American cemeteries arrived when Hubert Eaton took control of Forest
Lawn Memorial Park in Glendale, California. Over the next 50 years,
drawing both from Stauch's example at Spring Grove and from his
own ideas about the visual disruptions that stone monuments create,
Eaton transformed Forest Lawn into a cemetery comprising open
spaces completely free of monument-style grave markers, creating
the country's first modern memorial park (Figure 2.3). Forest Lawn
quickly grew into one of the most profitable cemeteries in the country,
a result of the efficiency of maintenance that came with the absence of
monuments and a highly commercialized grave-selling operation, one
in which high-pressure sales tactics helped commodify the process of
final disposition for the middle class (McNamara 2002; Sloane 1991).
Cemetery proprietors around the country learned from the innova
tions developed at Spring Grove and Forest Lawn, particularly the
importance of generating markets for their products and satisfying
the demands of the rapidly growing suburban middle class for burial
spaces that matched their worldly aspirations (McNamara 2002;
Rugg 2006; Sloane 1991; Yalom and Yalom 2008). During the first

Figure 2.1. Mount Auburn cemetery,
circa 1914
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.
Stereograph Cards Collection. Underwood & Underwood.
publishers, LC-DIG-stereo-ls01856

Figure 2.2. Spring Grove Cemetery,
Cincinnati, 1858
Library of Congress. Pnnts and Photographs Division

Before the early 1800s, American cemeteries tended to be small and
informal. They were usually managed by churches or particular families,
though townships, counties, and cities did maintain "potters' fields"—
places designated for burial of the indigent at public expense (Sloane
1991). As the country's economy expanded in the early 19th century, cities
absorbed an increasing share of the population and urban populations suf
fered increasing mortality rates, creating a growing need for space in which
to dispose of human remains. In response, a
series of design and management innovations
transformed American burial grounds.
The earliest of these new cemeteries was
Mount Auburn, founded in 1831 on the out
skirts of Boston (Figure 2.1). Designed by
Henry Dearborn, Jacob Bigelow,and Alexander
Wadsworth, Mount Auburn was not only a
beautiful landscape but also a refuge, a quasipublic green space accessible to urban residents
(Linden-Ward 1989). Distinctly different from
the typical urban cemeteries of the day, Mount
Auburn's landscape was characterized by its
open green space, hilly topography, and lush
vegetation. Images of Mount Auburn were
widely published, and the formal, picturesque
design of the cemetery helped spark a boom
in the development of similar cemeteries on
the fringes of cities across the country (Sloane
1991). Mount Auburn's design ultimately proved to be a major influence on
the development of urban parks and suburbs as well (Bender 1974; Jackson
and Vergara 1996; Schuyler 1986; Sloane 1991).
In the mid-1850s, Adolph Strauch, the superintendent of Spring Grove
Cemetery in Cincinnati, introduced the second major innovation in the
design of American cemeteries by restricting the placement of traditional
monument-style gravestones to create an open, unobstructed view of the
rolling landscape (Figure 2.2). Strauch's move led to a landscape lawn that
also made maintenance much easier and cheaper (Sloane 1991).

half of the 20th century, for-profit cemetery owners learned to thrive
on self-promotion while being careful to maintain restrictions on the
ways cemeteries looked. By combining religion, business acumen,
and elaborate decoration, they found ways to be financially success
ful in an industry that had long operated on narrow profit margins
(Llewellyn 1998; Walter 2005).
By the middle of the 20th century, burial in the United States
had become a specialized part of a multibillion-dollar death-care
industry, employing modern marketing to attract buyers, adopting
new technology to streamline operations, developing economies of
scale, and forming industry trade groups to promote the interests of
cemetery owners in the political arena (Bowman 1959; Mitford 1963;
Sanders 2008; Sloane 1991; Walter 2005; Waugh 1948). With the rapid
expansion of suburbia in the postwar period, memorial park-style
cemeteries appeared along the fringes of every metropolitan area.
Most were small, privately owned, and designed to appeal to the
growing ranks of middle-class suburban home owners by offering
affordable individual plots and guaranteed perpetual care.
Briefly popular in the United States in the mid-19th century, mau
soleums—the above-ground structures designed to hold multiple
interred bodies—began to be added to existing cemeteries in large

Figure 2.3. Forest Lawn Memorial Park,
Glendale, California, 2002

B-majun

<

10

Chapter 2. The Death Care Industry

Planning for the Deceased

some type of ritual or ceremony (National Funeral Directors Association
2007). Of that majority, a large percentage are embalmed, casketed, and
interred in a concrete vault buried in the ground. A smaller but still signifi
cant percentage of burials come to final rest in mausoleums. A small but
growing percentage of Americans choose unembalmed burial, sometimes
referred to as green burial (Figure 2.5). While still in its infancy, the movement appears to be gaining in popularity because it promises to reduce
the environmental impact of burial (Friend 2005; Warpole 2003). Chapter
4 discusses green burial in more detail.
By far the most common alternative to embalmed interment, however, is
cremation. Although an ancient and widespread practice, cremation remained
controversial in the United States for many years because it conflicted with
prevailing Christian beliefs that the body remained sacred even after death.
It emerged as an alternative to burial only in the mid-19th century, and then
only for a very small subset of the population (Davies 1996; Prothero 2001;
Sloane 1991; Walter 2005). As recently as the 1950s, just 4 percent of Americans
chose cremation over burial (American Society of Planning Officials 1950).
Encouraged by increasing acceptance among the general population,
cremation began to gain popularity in the 1960s. This trend has continued,

Figure 2.4. Forest Lawn Memorial
Park mausoleum, Glendale
California, 2012
t
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numbers in the 1950s (Figure 2.4). They offer a simpler, cheaper, and more
compact footprint for embalmed burial than dug graves. Because the mausoleum structures can be designed to blend into both traditional monument
ancj Qpen memorial-park cemeteries, they have proven to be easy additions
to almost any existing cemetery (Sloane 1991). In places where cremation
remains unpopular for religious or cultural reasons, mausoleums have
provided much-needed high-density burial space. They have been used
to create extra capacity in existing cemeteries and to reduce the amount of
land needed for new cemeteries (Keister 1997). For example, Green-Wood
Cemetery in Brooklyn, one of the nation's oldest and most scenic burial
grounds, faced dwindling space in the late 20th century. A recently completed
mausoleum and columbarium (an above-ground structure designed to hold
multiple cinerary urns) added nearly 5,200 burial spaces and 8,000 niches
for cremated remains, potentially extending the cemetery's life for another
quarter century (Dunlap 2002).
In the 1970s, larger cemetery-holding companies emerged and in the
span of barely three decades amassed ownership of significant numbers of
burial grounds. As a small handful of corporations grew to own hundreds
of cemeteries, mausoleums, and columbaria, the economics of the disposi
tion business changed significantly. While private nonprofit burial grounds,
such as those owned by religious organizations, still exist, they no longer
represent the most common form of ownership. Rather, the majority of
privately held burial grounds are commodity properties, bought, held, and
sold for their investment value. By the late 20th century, final disposition
had become corporate.
CURRENT NATIONAL TRENDS
With approximately 2.5 million Americans dying every year (Kung, Hoyert,
Xu, and Murphy 2008) and the demographic bubble of baby boomers mov
ing into higher-mortality age cohorts over the next three decades, the nation
will be forced to confront a significantly greater need for space in which to
inter its dead (Frey 2007).
The majority of Americans still choose to be buried. In 2007, 70 percent
of deaths in the United States used caskets and were accompanied by

Figure 2.5. A green burial
site, Eloise Woods Community
Natural Burial Ground, Texas
Urrv D Moore / Creative Commons 3.0

with cremation accounting for final disposition of 15 percent of deaths by
1990,25 percent by 2000, and 40 percent in 2011. Rates are projected to rise
as high as 51 percent by 2025 (Cremation Association of North America
2005; National Funeral Directors Association 2005; Sack 2011; Sanders
2008). The 2009 recession may have given those numbers an added boost,
as cremation has come to be seen as an economical alternative to burial
(Chapman 2010).
Of course, cremation also leaves remains which must have some ultimate
disposition. Of those choosing cremation, 24 percent planned to place their
cremains in a cemetery, with the balance expected to request that their
cremains be scattered or remain permanently in the possession of family
members (Cremation Association of North America 2005). A very small
percentage of individuals choose other alternatives, which are described
further in Chapter 4.
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Variations in Trends

Interment practices vary by region and state. Embalmed burial, either in the
ground or in mausoleums, remains the most popular practice in most parts
of the United States. Green, or unembalmed, burial remains uncommon
enough that any meaningful geographic variability is difficult to gauge.
Rates of cremation however, vary widely, likely in relation to the social and
cultural acceptability of this practice within different communities.
Table 2.1 provides a recent look at the numbers of cremations and cremation
rates in all 50 states. Cremation rates tend to be the highest in western states
and the lowest in the South. For example, Nevada, the state with the highest
incidence of cremation, has a rate of more than 70 percent, while in Mississippi,
the state with the lowest rate, cremation is the preferred method of final in
terment for just 12 percent of the population. In almost all states, however,
cremation rates have increased—in Vermont's case dramatically—since 2005.
Race, ethnicity, religion, and geography all influence cremation rates. In
Texas, for example, the percentage of deaths that ended with cremation rose

from 7 percent in 1989 to more than 20 percent in 2003. In this state, cremation
rates for Asian Americans varied depending on national origin. During this
period, South Asians had the highest rate of cremation—55 percent—while
other Asian ethnic groups on average choose cremation 3a percent of the
time. For whites, the cremation rate was much lower at 16 percent. Latinos
and African Americans were even less inclined to choose cremation; only 7
percent and 4 percent, respectively, did so (Texas Department of State Health
Services 2012).
This disinclination for cremation may be changing. A national survey
commissioned by the International Funeral and Cemetery Association in
2005 suggested that at least 40 percent of whites and Latinos would choose
cremation for themselves or family members. But while cremation has become
an increasingly popular option among white Protestants, especially since
the early 1970s, this has not necessarily been the case for African Amencans,
whose preference for cremation over burial tends to be much lower than other
racial groups. By some measures, only about 20 percent opt for cremation in

Change in

Change in

State

Number of
Deaths, 2009

Number of

Cremation

Cremations,
2009

Rate,
2009 (%)

Cremation
Rate From
2005 (%)

State

Number of

Number of
Cremations,

Deaths, 2009

2009

Cremation

Cremation

Rate,
2009 (%)

Rate from
2005 (%)

8,739

5,664

64.8

+ 5.6

15,075

5,302

35.2

+ 8.8

19,868

14,504

73.0

+ 7.9

10,157

6,049

59.6

+ 7.6

68,902

23,355

33.9

+ 6.3

15,197

8,062

53.1

+ 7.1

145,447

48,423

33.3

+ 8.9

77,883

26,124

33.5

+ 10.9

6,443

1,716

26.6

+ 5.6

-0.6

109,898

36,809

33.5

+ 6.7

56.8

+ 6.0

34,689

9,922

28.6

+ 8.4

18,527

27.5

+ 6.8

31,623

21,447

67.8

+ 4.0

9,948

6,863

69.0

+ 3.7

123,924

42,936

34.7

+ 7.4

Idaho

10,937

5,796

53.0

+ 5.4

9,607

3,417

35.6

+ 5.9

Illinois

100,431

33,206

33.1

+ 7.8

39,669

11,271

28.4

+ 9.1

Indiana

56,088

13,692

24.4

+ 4.4

7,140

1,851

25.9

+ 4.7

Iowa

27,450

7,986

29.1

+ 7.7

58,067

13,270

22.9

+ 12.4

Kansas

23,997

8,194

34.2

+ 8.0

165,412

49,696

30.0

+ 7.8

Kentucky

40,905

7,131

17.4

+ 5.0

14,611

4,053

27.7

+ 5.7

Louisiana

40,450

7,777

19.2

+ 4.4

4,985

2,969

59.6

+ 21.0

Maine

12,480

7,862

63.0

+ 9.6

57,980

18,268

31.5

+ 5.7

Maryland

43,648

14,465

33.1

+ 5.4

48,344

33,658

69.6

+ 5.9

Massachusetts

51,912

18,868

36.4

+ 6.7

West Virginia

21,025

4,581

21.8

+ 1.2

Michigan

85,263

38,876

45.6

+ 8.5

Wisconsin

45,598

19,636

43.1

+ 8.9

Minnesota

37,852

17,775

47.0

+ 8.7

Mississippi

28,081

3,522

12.5

+ 2.9

Missouri

56,148

17,192

30.6

+ 7.4

46,833

7,249

15.5

+ 6.1

3,571

2,129

59.6

+ 2.9

Arizona

46,429

29,275

63.1

+ 4.4

Arkansas

28,426

7,246

25.5

+ 5.8

California

231,764

107,769

46.4

-4.5

Colorado

31,591

19,589

62.0

+ 6.2

Connecticut

28,143

12,029

42.7

+ 7.8

Delaware

7,498

2,928

39.1

+ 7.0

District of
Columbia

6,005

2,135

35.6

Florida

171,321

97,245

Georgia

67,402

Hawaii

Alabama
Alaska

Virginia

Table 2.1. Cremation numbers and rates of U.S. states, 2009
Sourer. The Cremations! of North America 2011 (Vol. 47, No. 4:6-21)

Chapter 2. The Death Care Industry
14

Planning for the Deceased

lieu of burial, though recent anecdotal evidence suggests that the recession
has made cremation more attractive to African Americans (Sack 2011; Wirthlin
Worldwide 2005). In contrast, Asian Americans have long chosen cremation
at a much higher rate than whites, though as noted above this rate appears to
vary by national origin (Prothero 2001,204; Texas State Department of Health
Services 2012). Latinos fall somewhere in between. Recent interment practices
among Latinos suggest that many individuals remain partial to burial, but
this group appears neither as adverse to cremation as African Americans, nor
as embracing of the practice as Asians. As the country's population becomes
more diverse along ethnic and religious lines, the popularity of various beliefs
about appropriate after-death practices is expected to change.
Cremation rates also vary significantly between urban and rural areas.
Broadly, states that are highly urbanized tend to have higher cremation rates,
while states that are less urbanized tend to have lower rates. Again, the states
with the highest and lowest national rates of cremation—Nevada, a state in
which 91 percent of the population lives in urban areas, and Mississippi,
where only 48 percent lives in urban areas—are prime examples. Similarly, on
a finer geographic scale, counties with the lowest rates of cremation tend to
be the smallest and most rural. In Texas, the counties with the highest rates of
cremation tended to be within the state's major urban areas and included the
core counties in the metropolitan Dallas, Houston, San Antonio, and Austin
regions. (See Table 2.2.) Of the 254 counties in Texas, 19 had no cremations in
2009, while cremation rates in 94 counties were below 10 percent. The coun
ties with the lowest rates of cremation were the smallest and least urbanized,
and they tended to be clustered in the central and western parts of the state
(Texas Department of State Health Services 2012).

Cremation

Table 2.2. Texas counties with
highest cremation rates, 2003
Sourer Texas tX-parlm.-nl of Suit- Health Services 2010

County

-

Deaths

Burials

Cremations

Rate (%)

Kerr

622

—336

—
^
271

Irion

15

9

6

40.0

169

96

66

39.1

Travis

4,085

2,497

1,308

32.0

Comal

699

444

222

31.8

Denton

1,951

1,105

618

31-7

Kendall

264

173

83

31.4

2,096

1,168

648

30.9

Montgomery 2,260

1,366

687

30.4

Bandera

Collin

~~~~

43.6

Regional differences in after-death practices are influenced by religious
affiliation. While reliable data connecting the religious beliefs of the recently
deceased to their interment preferences do not exist, there is enough anecdotal
evidence to make a few basic generalizations. Among the major religions in
the United States, liberal Protestants tend to express the greatest acceptance
of cremation. Catholics tend to be less accepting, though after the Vatican
relaxed its 80-year ban on cremation in 1963, rates among American Catholics
increased markedly (Archdiocese of Milwaukee 2004). Judaism still officially
forbids cremation, though evidence does suggest that the number of Jews
choosing to be cremated is on the rise (Nathan-Kazis 2012). For Muslims,
unembalmed burial is an important component of religious obligation. Islam
specifies a set of steps for burial, forbids cremation and embalming, and

discourages the use of a casket (Esposito 2011,128-29). Most South Asians
in the U.S. are Hindus, for whom the preferred method of final disposition
is cremation (Alagiakrishnan and Chopra 2001).
Like religious affiliation, ethnic identity has had a strong influence on
after-death practices as well as the design of American burial grounds since at
least the mid-19th century. Burial practices and cemetery
designs among different ethnic groups vary widely, from
the ornate density of Jewish cemeteries in the Northeast
to the clusters of cedar trees of austere Czech cemeter
ies in the Great Plains to the simple concrete crosses
of Mexican cemeteries in the Southwest (Barber 1993;
Halporn 1993; Kiest 1993). The variety of patterns found
in historic burial grounds also extends to the present.
Modern burial grounds range from highly decorative
family mausoleums to small granite monuments flush
to the ground to no permanent markers at all.
STATE AND FEDERAL OVERSIGHT

What is done with human remains in the United States
has long been governed by religion, culture, and wealth.
In addition, different levels of government have come
to impose guidelines on the physical dimensions of
burial grounds, the safe interment of cremains, and the
location of cemeteries and crematoriums. And while
the days of haphazard church graveyards and potters'
fields are past, the rules and regulations governing burial
remain fragmented among cities, states, and the federal
government.
Local governments tend to relv on a basic and gen
eral approach, simply describing the zoning categories in which cemeteries
can be built and specifying minimum lot sizes and setbacks. Determining
the location of cemeteries is an exclusively local function. Most often burial
grounds are included in zoning ordinances as by-right or conditional uses in
specified districts. Occasionally they are governed by separate ordinances.
Most significantly for planners, the regulation of cemetery development and
burial practices that most directly affects land use remains at the local level.
These regulations are discussed at length in Chapter 3.
Most states have laws concerning the operation of cemeteries, though they
display wide variability in the focus and breadth of their regulations. While
some states take a comprehensive approach and others regulate only the
essentials, they are most frequently concerned with the long-term financial
stability of cemetery corporations and the qualifications of cemetery and
crematory operators. Depending on the state, cemetery statutes may regulate
the kinds of corollary services cemetery owners can provide, the structure
of endowment care trusts to ensure long-term financial solvency, and the
size, depth, and materials of graves and urns (Harrington and Krynski 2002;
Iowa Cemetery Act 2009; Llewellyn 1998; Sloane 1991).
Most states have a board of funeral services that oversees funeral homes,
cemeteries, and crematoriums. Some states also have separate boards to
oversee public cemeteries. The scope of powers these boards possess var
ies from state to state, but in most cases state laws grant a small range of
powers to these regulatory authorities, including the authority to adopt
or enforce minimum burial standards, including the size of graves, depth
of burial, and dimensions of underground concrete vaults; collect data on
financial expenditures related to endowment care; and oversee the licensing
of cemetery operators.

Aerial view of a Connecticut
cemetery
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Federal oversight of cemeteries, crematoriums, and mausoleums remains
largely hands-off. Aside from ownership of veterans' cemeteries, it was not
until the late 20th century that federal legislation addressing the funeral
industry was adopted. In 1984, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) intro
duced the Funeral Trade Rule, which governs the way funeral and funeralrelated services are priced. Designed to protect consumers from fraudulent
behavior by funeral industry representatives and cemetery agents, the rule
requires "funeral directors to give [consumers] itemized prices... and also
requires funeral directors to give [consumers] other information about their
goods and services" to allow price comparisons (FTC 2000). The rule also
prohibits funeral service providers from misrepresenting legal requirements
for cremation or interment and from requiring the purchase of one service
as a precondition for receiving another service. The intent of the rule is to
empower consumers who may face these expenditures in moments of crisis.
The FTC made minor revisions to the rule in 1994, and it remains focused
on disclosure of funeral services and pricing.

Figure 2.6. Arlington National
Cemetery, aerial view
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division
collection, 1980-2006, photograph by Carol M.
Highsmith

CEMETERY OWNERSHIP AND LOCATION
Though individual spaces created by after-death rituals vary widely, burial
grounds can be sorted into typologies based on age, location, and ownership
(Jackson and Vergara 1996; Rugg 2000; Sloane 1991; Walter 2005). If there is such
a thing as a typical American cemetery in the early 21st century, it is of modest
size and owned by a religious society or a private for-profit corporation. The
most common exceptions are federal military cemeteries and publicly owned
historic cemeteries, many of which are closed to new interments.
Public cemeteries still dominate in a few states, but most have a prepon
derance of private cemeteries, a broad category that includes the religiously
and ethnically affiliated. Historically, cemetery ownership in the United States
has been a mixed bag, with churches, local gov
ernments, private corporations (both for-profit
and nonprofit), and the federal government all
responsible for building and maintaining cem
eteries. Over the 20th century, though, private
ownership became more common while the
number of publicly owned cemeteries declined,
in many places quite significantly (Pattison 1955).
Zelinsky (1994) estimated the number of
known, named cemeteries in the United States at
more than 100,000, though they were unevenly
distributed, ranging from 31 in Hawaii to more
than 12,000 in Tennessee. Named cemeteries
vary considerably in size. The largest federal
cemetery is Arlington National Cemetery in
northern Virginia, which covers more than 600
acres and contains 300,000 graves (Figure 2.6).
The largest private cemeteries include Spring
Grove in Cincinnati (730 acres), Rose Hills in
Whittier, California (1,500 acres), Green-Wood
in Brooklyn, New York (478 acres and 560,000
graves), and Forest Lawn in Glendale, California (300 acres and more than
250,000 graves). Smaller private and municipal cemeteries covering 5 to
100 acres are far more common. Other abandoned, unnamed, or forgot
ten cemeteries sometimes come to light when they turn up in the path of
new development (Copeland 2000). It is reasonable to assume that these
are primarily small family graveyards, potters' fields, and church yards
(Paumgarten 2009).

Almost all federally owned cemeteries are related to the military. Histo c
federal cemeteries, of which the greatest numbers are associated with the
Civil War, are usually no longer active and instead serve as public monu
ments or parks. Most are operated by the National Park Service. Some,
like the Vicksburg National Cemetery in Mississippi (part of the larger
Vicksburg National Military Park), are themselves major tourist attractions
(Figure 2.7). Modern military cemeteries, of which there are 131 manage y
the Department of Veterans
Affairs (VA), are usually
open only to individuals
who served active duty or
their dependents. Active fed
eral military cemeteries are
scattered around the coun
try, and with the number
of aging veterans from the
Korean and Vietnam wars
who are expected to choose
interment within a federal
cemetery, the VA has planned
a handful of new cemeteries
to be built on the outskirts
of major metropolitan areas
(U.S. Department of Veterans
Affairs 2009).
Like their federal coun
terparts, the majority of
state-owned cemeteries are
military-related burial grounds, and most states maintain at least one active cemetery for residents who are veterans of the Armed Forces, National
Guard, or Reserves and their dependent family members. Many states
also own cemeteries associated with state-supported schools and colleges,
hospitals, prisons, and asylums. These burial grounds tend to be small,
scattered, not intensively used, and open only to residents or employees of
those institutions.
By far, though, the most typical form of public ownership is municipal.
In the U.S., city, county, or township ownership of burial grounds is quite
common, especially in the Midwest and Great Plains regions. This includes
historic 18th- and 19th-century cemeteries no longer in use, as well as mod
ern cemeteries that are the final resting places of most community residents.
Community cemeteries are supported by taxes collected by local govern
ments and proceeds from the sale of plots.
Since the early 19th century, cemeteries have tended to be located either
adjacent to religious institutions or toward the outskirts of towns. This is
where they are still found in many small towns. In larger cities, though,
cemeteries that were at the edge of town at the time they were laid out have
often been surrounded by newer development, and burial in small urban
churchyards became impractical long ago. As American cities have grown
outward and urbanized cores have expanded, older cemeteries, especially
those dating to the 19th century, have come to be much closer to the middle
of town, in some cases occupying land in the densest parts of cities. Not sur
prisingly, these cemeteries tend to be the most historically significant, quite
often the most valued, and in many cases the most in demand. Yet hemmed
in by urban development, they also face the most challenging prospects for
physical expansion. Perhaps the best examples of large, active cemeteries
close to the urban core include Mount Auburn in Cambridge, Laurel Hill

Figure 2.7. Vicksburg National
Cemetery, Mississippi
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At present, cemeteries and crematoriums are still often under the same
ownership, and a large number of crematoriums are located within cemeter
ies. Funeral home owners, too, have increasingly invested in crematoriums.
A few for-profit facilities remain independently owned and operated, while
some large public hospitals operate crematoriums for the indigent, and
a dwindling number of cremation societies still provide services to their
members. While cremation in the late 19th century was seen as a way to
reduce potential environmental hazards associated with burial, by the late
20th century the most important perceived benefits of cremation had become
economy and efficiency, preservation of land and natural resources, and t e

Crematory, Green-Wood
Cemetery, Brooklyn, New York,
1955
Lfcrary of Congma. Print* «nd Photograph*Division.
Cottscho-Schlcisner Collection

minimization of human impact (Prothero 2001).

FUNERAL HOME OWNERSHIP AND LOCATION

in Philadelphia, and Green-Wood in Brooklyn. A discussion of the issues
surrounding Green-Wood, and how the managers have attempted to extend
the cemetery's active life, is included in Chapter 5.

CREMATORIUM OWNERSHIP AND LOCATION
Latney's Funeral Home, established
in 1938, near intersection
of Randolph Street NW,
Washington, D.C.
Library ol Congress, Prints & Photographs Division.
George F. Landegger Collection of District of Columbia
Photographs in Carol M. Highsmilh's America

In the 19th century, cremation was often handled by nonprofit cremation
societies. By the turn of the 20th century, however, for-profit cremation busi
nesses had replaced many of these organizations, a trend that continued over
the next hundred years. As cremation became increasingly common in the
middle of the 20th century, cemetery owners began to invest in crematories,
and by the 1960s they owned a significant majority of these facilities.

Though of only peripheral interest to most planners, funeral homes are
important parts of the death-care industry. Almost all funeral homes in the
United States are (and always have been) privately owned and operated for
profit, though a very small percentage are owned by religious organizations
and benevolent societies.
Even more than cemeteries, funeral homes have long maintained strong
ethnic and religious affiliations. Many of these date from the 19th century,
reflecting both Jim Crow racial segregation in the South and the lingering
influence of European immigration in the Northeast and Midwest on the
cultural practices associated with sending off the dead. Ownership of a
funeral home and burial ground by the same individual or corporation
appears to be increasingly common. Often centrally located in commercial
districts, funeral homes act as anchor institutions in many communities,
and funeral directors can play important roles in helping individuals and
families determine final interment decisions.

CONCLUSION
The history of final interment in the United States reveals a wide range of
practices that have been constrained by relatively few regulations. Though
states have established oversight of basic burial practices, and the federal
government regulates the selling of funeral services, the bulk of the laws that
deal with interment operate at the local level. County, city, and township
governments are the gatekeepers of land use and zoning, and as such retain
the public power that most directly influences the location of burial facili
ties. Yet local governments vary widely in how they use zoning to regulate
cemeteries. Though burial grounds are often considered conditional uses,
approved or rejected based on perceived compatibility with the surround
ing area, some jurisdictions strictly limit the location of cemeteries while
others permit them almost everywhere (Mandelker 1997). The next chapter
examines some of the ways in which local governments address the landuse issues burial presents.

CHAPTER 3

Planning and Regulating Cemeteries

How should planners plan for and regulate places of burial? The
process of planning and regulating burial grounds starts with treat
ing them like any other land use and disregarding for the moment
the social and cultural sanctities that are often attached to them. As
with many planning processes, planning for cemeteries should begin
with an inventory of existing facilities, followed by the development
of ideals, goals, and objectives for these facilities; identification
of possible plans of action; crafting of implementation strategies,
including regulations; and adoption and enaction of these plans.
Planners should also monitor and assess progress on and achieve
ment of the plan's objectives and action items.
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o additional features
° condition of the premises (well-maintained, poorly maintained,soil
disturbed, disturbed markers, vandalized, overgrown, graves, es
readily identifiable or not readily identifiable, other conditions)
• photographs
• maps and plans
. land area, including metes and bounds description if available
• land title information
• capacity remaining; opportunities for physical expansion
° horizontally by acquisition
o vertically (deeper, stacked burials; structures above ground)
o intensification (more cremation, fewer casket burials, addition or
expansion of mausoleums or columbaria)
There are, however, several considerations that can make compil
ing a cemetery inventory more challenging than developing other
kinds of resource inventories.
Cemeteries as land use—Woodbine
and Green Mountain cemeteries near
Ranier, Oregon
Werewombat / Creative Commons 3.0

INVENTORYING CAPACITY

Planning for cemeteries starts with an inventory of all the cemeteries in
the community (e.g., Arizona State Historic Preservation Office n.d.).
There are, in general, six cemetery types: (1) religious cemeteries associ
ated with churches; (2) public cemeteries owned by the government and
open to the public; (3) private cemeteries owned by organizations, the
military, or families; (4) ethnic cemeteries owned and operated to sup
port specific religions (these can also fit in the other categories as well);
(5) mass graves, often for victims of a disaster; and (6) commercial forprofit, nondenominational cemeteries. Most communities contain more
than one type.
The initial inventory, augmented by trend information which will
aid in forecasting future land-use needs, should include the following
information:
• name
• ownership of the cemetery (for-profit, nonprofit, corporate organization,
tribal, religious affiliation)
• contact information of the owner, record keeper, burial authority
• age of the facility and a history of burials from the starting date, includ
ing the number of burials per year
• location, either for a single burial site or of the corners of a parcel with
multiple burials, including street address, latitude and longitude, Geo
graphic Information System (GPS) and Universal Transverse Mercator
(UTM) data
• tax parcel number
• tax-exempt status
• description of the facility including
0

number of graves (actual or approximate)

° description of grave markers (stone, wood, handmade, obelisk,
military, concrete, zinc/white bronze, mausoleums, statuary, other)

Getting Data

.

Local planners might start compiling their inventories with Internet
searches, but that should be just a first step, particularly if there is
reason to believe that there are informal or "lost" cemeteries within
a municipality. More intensive strategies for finding lost cemeteries
include reviewing death records to determine if places of burial are
identified; contacting local, county, and state historical societies; and
reaching out to local religious institutions.
Equally important in developing an inventory is canvassing the
community directly for information. Elderly residents can provide
valuable information about old burial grounds, especially the longforgotten small family plots that dot the countryside. Prominent
postings on local government websites asking for information leading
to the identification of places of burial may be helpful in bringing in
leads on sites that are otherwise unrecorded. Planners might consider
setting up a dedicated website or blog for exchanging burial ground
information. Sometimes even local high schools and colleges can help
by developing course assignments for history and geography classes in
which students research the local history of burials. This is real detec
tive work, and for planners tocomplete a comprehensive inventory ot
burial sites it is important to establish networks of people who might
be able to provide information. Planners must learn to explore their
communities to find abandoned or long-forgotten burial grounds.
Using GIS to Survey and Manage Cemeteries

One of the most significant problems in inventorying burial sites is
the lack of good recordkeeping. It is important that planners learn to
properly archive cemetery information using Geographic Information
Systems (GIS). Not only will this information be useful in planning for
future cemeteries, but it can permanently record the location of other
wise unmarked gravesites. As noted later in Chapter 4, the trend toward
green burials with unmarked gravesites suggests certain challenges m
finding gravesitesin the future. Accurate GIS information makes finding
gravesites possible, even where there are no obvious markers.

Chapter 3. Planning and Regulating Cemeteries
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Commercial software to create a cemetery information system is avail
able. These programs usually include several databases for sales, location
of burial sites, interments, space availability, and mapping, but the cost
can be prohibitive for many small communities (NewCom Technologies
2008). This is why a "do-it-yourself" program in Dodge County, Minnesota,
is of particular interest. A retired information technology manager there
has developed a process using community volunteers to convert paper
records into a digital database that can then be used in a GIS environment
(Figure 3.1).

Figure 3.7. Using GIS to
inventory and locate gravesites
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Over the years, countless family burial plots across the country have sim
ply been forgotten, only to be suddenly rediscovered. Stumbling over lost
burial sites is nothing new. An article in the (Brattleboro) Vermont Phoenix on
May 27,1887, entitled "An Unexpected Find," tells the story of construction
workers who, after excavating for a foundation, came across the skeleta
remains of three individuals (Brattleboro History n.d.). On an even broader
scale, an entire church site in England was itself lost and rediscovered only
recently underneath a parking lot. This story made global headlines as the
remains of England's King Richard III were found under the asphalt, buried
beneath the church (Pappas 2012; BBC 2013).
Marginalized Populations
Poor people, members of racial and ethnic minorities, and other marginalize
groups have been more likely to have their burial places desecrated or gra\ es
simply lost. Numerous African American gravesites have been lost or forgot
ten, often a result of malfeasance by callous public officials, land developers,
or negligent caretakers (Black Hope Cemetery 2011; Minority News 2012).
In New York City, a colonial-era burial ground for African Americans
became the site of a Metropolitan Transit Authority (MTA) bus depot (RestoMontero 2010). The quarter-acre site was part of the original Elmendorf
Reformed Church and serves as an important historical connection to the
slaves who built the church at a time when Manhattan was largely undevel
oped. The Harlem African Burial Ground Task Force was formed to restore
and memorialize the burial ground (Harlem African Burial Ground n.d).
As a result of the advocacy of the task force and others, the MTA agreed to
search for remains in the burial ground before going forward with plans to
rebuild the depot in 2015 (Resto-Montero 2011).

•

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT
IN INVENTORYING LOST AND
FORGOTTEN BURIAL SITES

One cemetery in danger of being forgot
ten was the small burial ground on the
Woodlands site in New Westminster,
British Columbia (de Courcy 2011a). For
a little over a century, the 64-acre site had
held a psychiatric hospital, first devel
oped in 1876 as a lunatic asylum. In 1897
it became The Provincial Hospital for the
Insane, and in 1950 it was repurposed as
the Woodlands School for the mentally
handicapped until it was closed in 1996
(de Courcy 2011b). Thereafter, the site
was redeveloped for private residential
use with upscale condominiums and
townhouses.
The asylum had a 2.2-acre cemetery,
which opened in 1920 in a secluded area
of the site. As at many similar facilities for
the mentally handicapped in the 19th and
early 20th centuries, some residents had
been abused and mistreated; the cemetery
is their final resting place. It closed as a
burial site in 1958. More than 3,000 grave
markers of institutionalized persons who
died there were removed in 1977.

Forgotten gravesites near
Taughannock Falls, New York
Lisa Foster

The Dodge County process begins with the creation of electronic ver
sions of the paper maps, plans, and other records for the cemeteries. Older
cemeteries usually have some addressing scheme, such as block-row-plot,
that is added during this first stage. Exact burial locations are then verified
by walking the cemetery, recording information from gravestone markers,
and placing temporary marker flags along lot boundaries. That informa
tion is entered on a spreadsheet and checked against the paper records.
The database information is merged with the burial-space attribute table
in the GIS so that it then can be printed using the free TatukGIS viewer
(Deschene 2011).
Lost and Forgotten Places of Burial
The most difficult problem for local
planners in developing an accurate
burial inventory is finding forgotten
burial grounds, which are sometimes
not even known to those who live on
the land where remains are interred. To
say that there is a significant problem
of lost places of burial is to understate
the impact of recent revelations of lost
bodies and desecrated grave sites.
Americans have a long history of bury
ing their dead on their own properties,
and, over time in a highly mobile society,
these gravesites have been neglected,
forgotten, and sometimes damaged—
accidently or intentionally.

In 2003, a local artist, Michael de

REDISCOVERING THE CEMETERIES OF MARGINALIZED POPULATIONS

Courcy, began a project chronicling the
history of the cemetery at Woodlands.

The National Endowment for the Humanities, the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities,
the Carter G. Woodson Institute for African-American and African Studiesat the University
of Virginia, and Sweet Briar College have teamed up on a project to identify and preserve
African-American cemeteries in Albemarle and Amherst counties in Virginia (Rainville

As an artist, my interest in the former
cemetery has been driven by what I per
ceived as a great injustice served upon
those who were buried there as their last
vestiges of notoriety, the grave markers

2011). One hundred and fifty years ago the populations of these counties were about 50

were unceremoniously removed and

percent African American, but because of outmigration that number has dwindled to just

disposed of. This exhibition/archive ...

10 to 15 percent. This outmigration has resulted in the loss of much family history and
heritage. The project endeavors to reconstruct that cultural history.
Gathering and preserving the data begins with documenting burial sites, family
cemeteries, and church graveyards through a broad public-outreach strategy soliciting

has given me the opportunity firstly to
examine, interpret and record the former
cemetery's complex history and then,
through remapping and global position
ing technology, return the cemetery at

information from many individuals. Data includes the location of the cemeteries, the

Woodlands to its original function, (de

number of burials, who is buried there, and any information about the individuals and

Courcy 2011a)

their extended families. A project website (www2.vcdh.virginia.edu/cem/index.shtml)
with many readily accessible links provides downloadable PDF forms for documenting
this information.
One feature of the project is connecting people with a wide variety of preservation
resources. The website provides information on African American cemeteries, including
their classifications, landscape features, gravestone variability, epitaphs and inscrip
tions, mortuary practices, and other resources. As is the case with many similar projects
supporting cemetery preservation, the website offers an extensive section on locating
cemeteries. Of particular note is information on self-guided walking tours. In addition, a
person-search function enables searches by name, by the decade in which the individual
died, and within any of 40 named cemeteries.

De Courcy has assembled a vast ar
chive of information on his website and
has left the door open for people to post
additional comments. He has identified by
name the residents buried there and digi
tized the location of the now-unmarked
graves. In 2006, the cemetery was rededicated as a memorial garden,

Chapter 3. Planning and Regulating Cemeteries
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The federal government has adopted legislation to provide enhanced
legal protection for Native American graves and burial grounds. The Native
American Graves and Repatriation Act of 1990 was enacted "to address the
rights of lineal descendants, Indian tribes, and Native Hawaiian organiza
tions to Native American cultural items, including human remains, funerary
objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural patrimony" (National Park
Service 1990). Under the law, the Secretary of the Interior publishes notices to
museums, creates and maintains databases, makes grants to assist museums
and native groups, and levies civil penalties against museums for violations
of the act. Other duties required by the law include the provision of technical
assistance and staff support to the review committee, an annual report to
Congress, and the promulgation of implementing regulations.
Analogous state burial laws fill in where the Native American Graves
Protection and Repatriation Act leaves off. An indispensable resource for
researching state-level laws is the State Burial Laws Project at American
University Washington College of Law (www.wcl.american.edu/burial/),
which compiles state laws and tracks changes to them. The State Burial
Laws Project is a student-run endeavor with direct links to the majority of
the states seeking "to assist the public by providing a centralized source for
researching various state laws dealing with burials" (American University
2012). The chief objective of the project is to direct website visitors to sum
maries of relevant state legislation.
The students involved in the project compile information addressing a wide
variety of issues ranging from how states have dealt with Native American
remains and cultural burial objects to the state laws protecting burial grounds
and imposing criminal sanctions for hate crimes. The State Burial Laws Project
operates in partnership with Westlaw, an online legal research service, to
maintain currency in the information provided. Those using the website may
search for specific information by state or they may explore the data provided
to determine how many states address a specific issue.
VISIONING AND GOAL SETTING
Planners describe the articulation of ideals, goals, and objectives as "visioning." This process starts with the global and subjective and moves to the
narrow and objective. Ideals are aspirational: they are rarely fully achievable
and not readily measurable. An ideal when planning for the dead might be
"to provide for sustainable, orderly, respectful, and culturally appropriate
final arrangements for the dead."

Goals begin to circumscribe the vision. A goal in planning for the
dead might be "to provide sufficient burial sites to meet the needs
of the current and projected population of our town through 2050
and to reserve sufficient additional land area to meet burial needs
through 2100."
.
Finally, plans need to be grounded in measurable objectives. Wit
regard to local government planning for burials, goals in a smaller
community might include the following:

•

DAVIS, CALIFORNIA, CEMETERY
DISTRICT MASTER PLAN

The Davis Cemetery District in Davis, California,
adopted a master plan for the Davis Cemetery
District in 2005, which the trustees describe as a
visioning plan.
In the introduction to the plan, Valente Dolcini,
chair of the Davis Cemetery District Board of

• to provide burial plots for casketed remains and cremated remains
each year through 2050 in accordance with a designated schedule
• to amend current zoning regulations to provide that new cemeteries
and existing cemeteries with additional interments provide ad
equate evidence of sufficient, secured capital reserves to guarantee
the perpetual maintenance of the facilities
• to identify and acquire a specified amount of additional land within
the municipal boundaries or in areas to be annexed to meet the
needs of the community from 2050 through 2100
The results of the visioning process may end up as a stand-alone
master plan for burial grounds or as a section of a community s
comprehensive plan. In larger communities, where land-use con
straints and population demographics indicate burial issues will
likely become significant in the future, a stand-alone plan offers
the most complete statement of goals and objectives. It provides
space for greater depth of analysis of existing conditions and pa
rameters and provides a forum for a diverse community to come
together to strategize how goals will be accomplished. In smaller
communities, where constraints on space are typically less intense
and demographic issues less complicated, it might be more ap
propriate to include burial goals as a separate chapter of the local
comprehensive plan. Putting burial into its own chapter avoids
confusing the issue with regular land-use or infrastructure needs
and allows the preferences of the population to be integrated into
the community's overall strategy for managing its future. In either
case, whether the final product is a separate burial plan or a section
of a comprehensive plan, the process of visioning, goal setting, and
identifying objectives remains the same.
CATEGORIZING USE: STANDARDS, POLICIES, AND INCENTIVES
Ideally, municipalities should address cemeteries and other places of
burial in their comprehensive plans. However, comprehensive plans
that have explicit ideals, goals, and objectives for cemeteries and buri
als are hard to find. When cemeteries are addressed within a compre
hensive plan, they are often conjoined with or subsumed within other,
more traditional land-use elements, such as open space. As such, it
may be most practical and intuitive to for planners to characterize
cemeteries and places of burial as special land uses that are part of
the generic category of "open space"—but they must recognize that
cemeteries, like every other element of the open-space system, have
specific attributes that will affect their use. Planners should identify
what functionalities the community expects of cemeteries and other
places of burial and explore whether these sites should be preserved
as locations for solemn memorials only, or whether they can provide
other uses, including passive green space (Figure 3.2, page 28).

Trustees, notes, "The Trustees envisioned a longrange plan that would include various projects
such as gates, road extensions, significant tree
plantings, a columbarium, and a gathering shelter
as well as a program to acquire and/or commission
works of art. In addition, the Trustees expressed a
desire toconnect the cemetery with the community
of Davis, develop a deeper horticultural interest,
and highlight the historical aspects of the com
munity. The goal is a gradual transformation of
the cemetery as a natural habitat and center of local
history, celebrating the diverse cultural heritage of
the people of Davis" (Indigo / Hammond & Plavle
Architects 2005, "From the Board of Trustees").
Jonathan Hammond, the architect hired to
create the plan, notes in his introduction, "Central
to our design concept has been the importance
of creating a flexible landscape that encourages
individuals and their loved ones to express their
memories and spiritual aspirations. This expres
sion gives meaning to the space, increasing the
richness and resonance of the grounds as a whole.
A landscape matrix that weaves native California
oak woodlands with softening turf-grass, flower
ing plants, and wetlands, pays homage to our
natural environment as well as the diverse cultural
origins of our community. Architectural elements
such as the proposed columbarium and gathering
shelter will increase the functionality and capacity
of the cemetery while enhancing its timeless beauty
and healing qualities."
Hammond's introduction continues by explain
ing, "Part and parcel to enhancing these healing
qualities has been the formulation of a design that
balances human comfort with ecological sustainability. Acting as thoroughfares for walking and
repose, serpentine ribbons of turf interlock with
peninsulas of unirrigated, unmown native plant
ings. This means that approximately 70% of the
'new' cemetery doubles as wildlife refuge. In ad
dition to climate-appropriate landscaping will be
increased options for sustainable interment. Not
only will the proposed columbarium increase the
capacity of the cemetery, but the option of 'green
burial' will be available for plot holders who wish
to be buried without vaults, caskets, or embalm
ing chemicals" (Indigo / Hammond & Playle
Architects 2005, "From the Architect").
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The Town of Searsmont, Maine, 39 square miles in size and home to about
1,200 people, is incorporating express policies and strategies for cemeter
ies into its comprehensive plan. The September 2012 draft proposes this
historic preservation strategy: "Continue to map cemeteries and maintain
them," which it reports as "on-going" and under the responsibility of the
Cemetery Committee. It also includes the following three strategies within
its Public Facilities Plan:
• PF-10. Continue to inventory markers and update maps of each cemetery [to be
completed in 2015 by the Cemetery Committee]
• PF-11. Develop a capital plan for marker repair [completed in 2013 by the Cem
etery Committee]
• PF-12. Regularly review and update the Cemetery Operations Manual [an on-going
process by the Cemetery Committee] (Searsmont 2012)

In considering cemeteries in their own municipalities, planners might
create a table or matrix with types of open space as rows (public park,
baseball fields, wetland preserve, etc.) and the contributing attributes as
columns (active recreation, hiking, picnicking, etc.). They can then use this
tool to help determine where cemeteries and other places of burial have the
greatest potential to contribute to existing open space plans and to overall
connectivity.
Figure 3.2. The cemetery as
public green space Green-Wood
Cemetery, Brooklyn
David Berkovvitz / Creative Commons 2.0

The allocation of land uses is a zero-sum game. Cemeteries are just like
any other land use in that they require space. Yet some people believe that
cemeteries are not acceptable locations for uses associated with generic open
,
.
. , ,
. , ,
..
space; moreover, cemeteries can be seen as undesirable neighbors, making
other areas and uses undesirable by association. That belief seemed to come
into play in changes suggested for the comprehensive plan of the Town of
Southwest Ranches, Florida, following a zoning amendment to allow cem
eteries in one of the town's agricultural districts.
The town council adopted an ordinance amending the text of the unified
land development code to allow cemetery uses within certain lands zoned
Agricultural Estate District. The comprehensive plan permitted cemeteries
as an open space use in almost all districts within the town, and the rationale
for the zoning amendment was that "[t]he Comprehensive Plan authorizes
cemetery use within the Agricultural land use plan category as an open
space use" (Southwest Ranches 2011). In response, the Comprehensive Plan
Advisory Board (CPAB) reviewed the list of permitted recreation and open
space uses in the comprehensive plan and recommended that cemeteries be
limited to land designated Agricultural on the future land-use map—and
allowed on at most only five percent of those lands—as it felt that cemeteries
were a "community facilities" use not in keeping with the intent of recreation
and open space in the town (Southwest Ranches 2012). In contrast, New York
City classifies cemeteries as "open space and recreation," and the Department
of City Planning reports that "more than one-quarter of the city's lot area is
occupied by public parks, playgrounds and nature preserves, cemeteries,
amusement areas, beaches, stadiums and golf courses" (New York City
Department of City Planning 2012).
Manchester, New Hampshire, integrates cemetery planning with its
parks and recreation planning through an omnibus Parks, Recreation &
Cemeteries Commission. The planning and implementation process is set
out in the city's parks and recreation master plan update (Manchester 2006).
The plan is careful to define existing cemeteries as part of the overall system
and includes proposals such as connecting cemeteries with parks and other
open spaces. It may prove most effective to treat all types of open space,
including cemeteries and other special sites such as closed and reclaimed
landfills, on equal terms with public parks.

ZONING AND LAND USE
Local governments must be prepared to orchestrate a variety of regulatory,
taxation, and investment strategies, and to manage the incentives and dis
incentives that result, to enable the expansion of existing cemeteries or the
creation of new cemeteries in conjunction with changes to the long-range
comprehensive plan. Implementation of the plan typically relies on zoning
as the principal tool for controlling land use.

Fox Cemetery, Grant County,
Oregon
Gary Hatvonon. Oregon Slate Archive*

Zoning and other types of public regulation are not the only ways land
uses are controlled, however. First and foremost comes the market. If land
prices are such that cemeteries are not economically feasible, developers
will not be interested in such projects unless the market is manipulated by
outside forces.Second, planners must consider private land-use restrictions
which may negate permissive zoning. Private covenants may limit or pro
hibit cemeteries; for example, one private West Virginia community limits
cemeteries to sites of five acres or more on sites accessed by collector or
arterial streets (Glade Springs Village 2001). Third, the tax structures at the
federal, state, and local levels all affect the economics of cemetery develop
ment and operations. Most private cemeteries are owned by nonprofits and
do not pay real property taxes, though they may pay taxes on the services
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they provide. For-profit cemetery operators may be induced to undertake
development and expansion plans when provided with tax abatements or
other real-property preferential tax concessions. Fourth, as with any land
use, public investment, including investment in infrastructure, can dramati
cally affect cemeteries. If a local government wants to stimulate the creation,
development, and expansion of cemeteries, it could provide road and utility
infrastructure to a site, purchase and sell a site at a discount, assemble land by
eminent domain, or purchase land and become the developer and operator.
One potential land-use approach for planning for future burial grounds
involves temporal zoning. In communities experiencing population growth
and perhaps expanding their physical areas through annexation, forecasted
needs for burial space may reveal a need for additional land area (Coutts,
Basmajian, and Chapin 2011). In such instances, the reserved space for future
burials might be dedicated to other uses in the interim before the area is needed
for expansion. If the comprehensive plan and implementing regulations, for
example, were to require densification and infilling of existing cemeteries
before expansion could occur in the reserve areas, those reserve areas could be
put to use for active recreation and outdoor entertainment without conflicting
with the need to protect the land for future use as burial grounds.
In such a temporal zoning scenario, a community plan might identify a
private nonprofit cemetery, such as one run by a religious organization, for
expansion into presently undeveloped areas. The municipality could acquire
from the religiousorganization a long-term lease or easement on the expansion
area to construct and operate athletic fields during the period when it will
not be needed. In this way, a community can protect the long-term expansion
needs of new or existing cemeteries while realizing value from land that might
otherwise lie fallow. A real-life example of this situation is in Portland, Maine,
where the expansion area for Evergreen Cemetery is in temporary use as a
community garden and fruit-tree orchard. Similarly, Abney Park Cemetery
in the London Borough of Hackney originated as a park before becoming a
cemetery.
Even uses that might seem permanent may be possible under temporal
zoning in cemetery expansion areas. Consider drive-in theaters or even bigbox retail stores, which seem to have useful lives of 20 years or so and are
often more cheaply demolished than repurposed (Berke 2012; Leavenworth
2012). Many buildings could be designed and built for relatively short life
spans and then razed when the cemetery needs the land. But careful long-term
planning is required for such a temporal scheme to work. An expansion area
might be permitted for commercial development with restrictions built into
the conveyancing terms and zoning approval to require the removal of physi
cal improvements when the expansion area is required for the cemetery use.
Temporary use of cemetery expansion areas for a predetermined number
of years could also generate funds to bolster capital reserves for the sus
tainable maintenance of the cemeteries. Gate of Heaven Cemetery in East
Hanover, New Jersey, is such a case. The cemetery entered into a deal with
Borrego Solar where 1,008 solar panels were installed in a currently unde
veloped section of the cemetery grounds at no cost to the cemetery to offset
its electricity use. Borrego Solar will recover its investment by charging the
cemetery a few cents more than the cost per kilowatt hour to produce theelec
tricity, and the energy costs will still be substantially less than what it would
otherwise cost the cemetery to purchase power from the electric company.
Much of this electricity, equal to that consumed by about 50 homes, is used
to heat and cool the cemetery's mausoleum. Once the project is completed,
an estimated 57 percent of the mausoleum's electricity will come from the
solar array, enough to save the cemetery's owners hundreds of thousands
of dollars over the coming decade (Goldberg 2012).

One of the significant benefits of this solar proj
ect is that it did not require any public subsidy; the
entire project was financed privately. However,
there is a role for government to play in finding in
terim uses for lands reserved for future cemetery
expansion, in developing additional revenue for
support of public cemeteries, and in promoting
green energy. A federal and state government
project, funded at a cost of $170,000, involved the
installation of a 30 kilowatt-hour solar array at the
Southern Arizona Veterans Memorial Cemetery
operated by the Arizona Department of Veterans'
Services. The installation is saving the cemetery
$1,400 to $1,500 per month in electricity costs
(Hess 2012).
Even when the land best suited for a future
cemetery expansion has already been developed,
opportunities may still exist to negotiate a plan
that allows a future change in use. For example,
the municipality can approach a property owner
for a voluntary sale of a parcel, or wait and buy
the property when it comes on the open market.
Negotiating and acquiring a "right of first refusal"
can ensure that the property does not get sold to
another private owner before the municipality has
an opportunity for purchase. Forexample, suppose
that a community has a good cemetery in an ideal
location, but build-out appears likely in another
decade or two and the site offers little opportunity
for intensification. Abutting the cemetery is a 10lot subdivision of single-family homes built in the
1960s that appears to be the best place for a future
expansion because of its location and land compo
sition. One possible solution might be for the cem
etery owner to negotiate the voluntary purchase
of those homes with the right of the homeowners
to remain in them for a predetermined number of
years until the land is needed for the cemetery. If
there were holdouts, this could be an appropriate
situation in which to consider the use of the emi
nent domain power.

31

A CEMETERY ZONING WISH LIST

From the International Cemetery, Cremation and Funeral Association s
model guidelines for zoning and related construction standards for cem
eteries (ICCFA1998b):

BACKGROUND
Zoning ordinances are developed and enforced under the local jurisdiction
of cities, counties, towns, and villages. As a result, zoning requirements
for cemetery usage can vary significantly from one local jurisdiction to
another and courts will generally enforce such regulations unless they
are clearly unreasonable, arbitrary, or capricious.
A number of zoning ordinances do not consider the diverse func
tions of cemetery acreage for mausoleum, crematory, flower shop, retail
monument company, columbarium, mortuary, or chapel facilities. As a
result, land dedicated and zoned for cemetery uses should be granted
permits for clearly related functions such as the inurnment of cremated
remains or the entombment of casketed human remains in a mausoleum
crypt. Some zoning ordinances consider mausoleum usage separate and
distinct from cemetery usage, requiring a special use permit or approval
as a nonconforming use in order to proceed with construction. In addition,
many jurisdictions have not enacted building standards for cemeteryrelated structures or inappropriately extend to mausoleums construction
standards developed for other types of buildings.

PRINCIPLES
1. Zoning ordinances regulating cemetery development should be geared,
as a matter of policy, to maximize the efficient use of acreage for the
interment of human remains

and related

services. Cemetery construc

tion approval should not be unreasonably withheld where the local
population demographics indicate the need for a cemetery or where
the resulting construction will stimulate competition among existing
cemeteries in the area and provide purchasers with a wider variety of
options for making their plans for final disposition.
2. Cemetery zoning ordinances should permit all typesof cemetery-related
land usages. Also, public occupancy standards, such as parking, fire
sprinklers, and rest room facilities, should not apply to structures, such
as a mausoleum or a columbarium.
3. Mausoleum and columbarium construction should be encouraged in
order to maximize the use of interment acreage. Zoning ordinances

Typical Provisions in Zoning and

should unambiguously state that mausoleum and columbarium usage is

Land Use Regulations

consistent with cemetery usage. Zoning ordinances should not require

Most local governments rely on a basic approach
to burial ground regulations. Cemeteries are in
cluded in the zoning ordinance, usually listed as
permissable uses in certain zoning districts, and
like any other use they are subject to minimum
lot sizes and setbacks. Some zoning regulations
start with a definitive statement of purpose, often
in a section called "Title, Authority, Purpose."
Cemetery regulations are occasionally included
here as well.
A few communities have special stand-alone
ordinances governing burial grounds. Presque

special use or nonconforming use permits for mausoleum construc
tion and other cemetery-related structures on acreage dedicated for
cemetery operation.
4. Construction standards should be consistent with the purpose and
uses of the particular structure. For example, mausoleum construc
tion standards should include appropriate drainage and venting
requirements for mausoleum crypts. Adapting construction standards
developed for other types of structures should be avoided because
such standards tend to address issues irrelevant to mausoleum con
struction and ignore issues of special concern to the cemetery authority
and its purchasers.
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Isle Township, Maine, for example, has a zoning ordinance but addresses
cemeteries in a separate regulatory document. It offers this statement of
purpose for the separate ordinance: "to protect the public health, safety,
and general welfare by establishing regulations relating to the operation,
control and management of cemeteries owned by the Township" (Presque
Isle n.d.). The ordinance addresses the reservation of cemetery plots by
current township property owners, grave-opening fees, design standards
for markers and memorials, interment regulations, and standards for main
tenance and perpetual care.
The key to effective and defensible regulation is often found in the
definitions of terms. Burial grounds should be carefully defined so that a
range of disposition practices appropriate to the community can be legally
included. This means that some communities may define burial grounds to
include multiple types of disposition, while others would choose to be more
restrictive. While there is no one perfect definition, there are many good
examples. The wide range of possible definitions includes the following:
Cemetery: Land used or intended to be used for the burial of one or more dead
human bodies or cremated remains thereof, including columbariums,crematories,
mausoleums and mortuaries when operated in conjunction with and within the
boundary of such cemetery. (San Diego County 2013, Sec. 1110)
Cemetery: A place used to inter the remains of human dead. A cemetery may include a

Figure 3.3. Methodist church and
cemetery, loom, West Virginia
Justin A- Wilcox / Creative Commons 3.0

County, Georgia, for instance, explicitly permits cemeteries as accessory
uses to churches and other places of worship:
Uses and/or structures incidental to a church shall be limited to: a private school,
parsonage, gymnasium, pool, playground, tot lot, outdoor athletic facility, child
care facility, adult day care facility, administration, human cemetery (provided that
all requirements for a Cemetery herein are met)... provided all buildings and use
areas meet the minimum setback and buffer requirements. (Sec. 7-l.B.13.e)

Cemeteries can also be regulated according to community needs. Such
regulation often allows burial grounds to be located in just about any zon
ing category, provided the public benefit outweighs the potential impact of
the use. One example of this form of regulation is found in the San Diego
County zoning ordinance (emphasis added):
MAJOR IMPACT SERVICES AND UTILITIES
The Major Impact Services and Utilities use type refers to public or private ser
vices and utilities which have substantial impact. Such uses may be conditionally
permitted in any zone when the public interest supersedes the usual limitations
placed on land use and transcends the usual restraints of zoning for reasons of
necessary location and community wide interest. Typical places or uses are schools,
sanitary landfills, public and privateairports, public park/playground/recreational
areas (other than public passive park/recreational areas), hospitals, psychiatric facili

burial park for earth interments, a mausoleum for vault or crypt interments, a colum

ties, cemeteries, nursing homes, detention and correction institutions, trade schools

barium for cinerary interments, or a combination of such. A cemetery may include a

(with outdoor training facilities) or security, law enforcement, military, paramilitary

funeral home, or facilities for cremation, or both if such home or facility are located

type training facilities, or field medical training uses. (Sec. 1350)

and operated completely within the boundaries of the cemetery and accessory to the
cemetery. (Murfreesboro 2013, Sec. 2)

A community might also
broaden its definitions to include
additional aspects of final disposi
tion, as in this use-oriented defini
tion from Kalamazoo, Michigan:
Funeral and Interment Service: Provi
sion of services involving the care,
preparation or disposition of the
dead. The following are funeral and
interment services use types:.
a) Cemeteries and Mausoleums: A
parcel of land designated to be used
for the burial of human remains
or stroage of cremated remains of
the dead, including] columbaria,
crematories, mausoleums and mor
tuaries, if operated in connection
with, and within the boundaries of
such cemetery.
b) Cremating: Crematory sendees involving the purification and reduction of the
bodies by fire. Typical uses include crematories and crematoriums.
c) Funeral Home: Undertaking services such as preparing the dead for burial and
arranging and managing funerals. Typical uses include funeral homes and mor
tuaries. (2011, Sec. 12.3)

The categorization of this use often influences how communities treat
cemeteries both procedurally and substantively, including the extent to
which they apply discretionary decision-making. In some places, cemeter
ies are allowed as accessory uses to religious facilities such as churches,
synagogues, or mosques (Figure 3.3). The zoning ordinance in Fayette

Some communities use cemeteries to sidestep obstacles to adding perma
nent open space and to expand natural infrastructure without land acquisi
tion. The City of Baltimore's zoning ordinance allows existing public and
private cemeteries of any design to be added to a floating special zoning
district intended to "permanently preserv[e] open space as an important
public asset" (Sec. 3A-101). The City does not require special permits or extra
steps beyond standard nonconforming use applications, and thus it encour
ages cemetery owners to make their properties part of the public sphere, a
cemetery land-use best practice (ICCFA 1998b).
Cemeteries might also serve as community gathering places. In
Hollywood, California, the nonprofit group Cinespia sponsors screenings of
mostly mid-century American films amid the lush grounds of the Hollywood
Forever Cemetery (Cathcart 2008; Duertson 2002). Newer, lower-density
cemeteries could accommodate intensive recreational activities—such as
bicycling, which usually requires significant space—but this is less likely in
older, denser cemeteries. For example, Grand Rapids, Michigan, prohibits
bicycles but allows lower-impact recreational activities like walking or run
ning in the city's cemeteries (Grand Rapids 2003).
In most places, however, cemeteries and burial facilities are treated in the
municipal zoning ordinance like any other use, though cities, counties, towns,
and villages do vary in the kinds of zoning categories in which they permit
cemeteries. Burial grounds are perhaps most often treated asconditional uses,
allowable in a wide variety of zoning categories and approved or rejected
by governing councils on a case-by-case basis. In these cases, municipali
ties explicitly designate cemeteries as conditional or special exception uses
requiring site-specific discretionary review, and they may adopt specific
conditions for approval. These designations are usually based on perceived
compatibility with the surrounding area (Mandelker 1997).
Some jurisdictions strictly limit the locations of cemeteries to rural, agri
cultural, or residential districts, whileothers permit them almost everywhere.
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B. All other cemeteries. Cemeteries may be permitted, by special permit, in all
residential districts, subject to the following conditions:
(1) Setback. No interment shall take place within 150 feet of any street or 100

Rural cemetery surrounded by

feet from any other property line.

agricultural fields, Champaign

(2) Landscape buffer. Such buffer strip shall be suitably landscaped and planted,

County, Ohio

as determined by the Zoning Board of Appeals. (Sec. 196-69)

Nyttend

The City of Waverly, Iowa, allows cemeteries as conditional uses only
in agricultural zones, which are otherwise reserved for activities related o
agricultural production and extremely low-density residential development.
All cemeteries must be at least 10 acres (Waverly 2012). Naperville, Illinois,
an affluent Chicago suburb, permits cemeteries in three iow-dens^onmg
districts as long as they are two acres or larger (Naperville 2012). Bt lex ue
Washington, an edge-city suburb of Seattle, permits cemeteries in .1 of its
27 zoning districts. The only part of the city where burial grounds are abso
lutely prohibited is downtown, which has its own special set of developmen
codes (Bellevue 2012). Baltimore falls somewhere in the middle; the zoning
code's table of uses lists cemeteries as conditionally permitted uses in most
residential^ zoned districts but not in office, commercial, or industrial areas
Regardless of zoning, cemeteries are almost always required to meet mini
mum lot size requirements, which can vary from as little as two acres to ten
acres or more, as well as setback requirements, which can range from 10 feet
to 200 feet. The zoning code of Fayette County, Georgia, providesan example:
Conditional Uses Allowed.
Cemetery. (Human or Pet) (Allowed in A-R and C-H Zoning Districts) (a Human
Cemetery is also allowed in conjunction with a Church or other Place of Worship (see
Article VII.)
a. Human Cemetery
i.

The facility shall comply with all requirements of the State of Georgia.

ii. Minimum lot area shall be 10 acres.
iii. A crematorium or mausoleum shall be allowed only in conjunction with a
cemetery.
iv. A crematorium shall be set back 300 feet from all property lines.
v. Grave sites shall meet the setbacks and buffers applicable to the underlying
zoning district.

(Baltimore 2012).
.
Some communities subject cemeteries to additional standards in order to
address environmental, aesthetic, and infrastructure access and expansion
concerns. These regulations go beyond the typical basic requirements o
minimum lot size and setbacks. Landscaping and screening standards, such
as those adopted by Glendale, California, for its special-purpose Cemetery
Zone district, provide an example of the various ways that communities
may regulate cemetery aesthetics:
Landscaping and Screening in the CEM Zone. In the CEM zone, cemeteries shall be
fenced or enclosed with walls or other appropriate fences a minimum of five and
one-half (5 1/2) feet in height. When the property line of a cemetery is adjacent to
residential^ zoned property, it shall be of masonry or masonry facing. Cemetery
boundaries not adjacent to a residential^ zoned property may be fenced with ap
propriate landscaping and shrubbery to provide a sight-obscuring boundary-. The
principal entryways to cemeteries shall beclearly defined by architecturally treated
entry gates and gate structures. Any space between a public street and a solid wall
or fence shall be landscaped and permanently maintained. Such area shall not be
used for interment. (Sec. 30.15.040.D)

Figure 3.4. Stones River National

vi. Landscape areas shall be required and planted in accordance with the Devel
opment Regulations (see County Code.)
vii. Graves for pets shall meet b. Pet Cemetery, ii., iii., and iv. below. (Sec. 7-1.B.10)

The Town of East Fishkill, New York, similarly permits cemeteries as
special-permit uses in residential zoning districts, provided minimum design
standards are met.
The Zoning Board of Appeals may grant a special permit to establish cemeteries,
provided that the Board finds that the application meets all the general conditions
of Article IX and further meets all the applicable conditions set forth in this section.
A. Church cemeteries.
(1) Internal columbariums. Columbariums shall be allowed within or as an
integral part of a church building or accessory church building or structure
without a permit.

In the southern states, many communities possess Civil War battle
sites which often also have historic burial grounds, many of which may
be relatively little known but yet
deserving of protection from en
croachment by modern develop
ment. Murfreesboro, Tennessee,
identified a special need to protect
its Civil War-era Stones River
National Battlefield and Cemetery
(Figure 3.4). The city added a
Battlefield Protection District to
its zoning code, and prefaces its
regulations as follows:

(2) Church cemeteries of less than four acres and columbariums other than those

(A) Intent and purpose. The intent

described in Subsection A(1)shall be set back from streets and adjacent property

and purpose of the BPD, Battlefield

lines at least 50 feet.Such setback areasshall be suitably landscaped and planted.

Protection District, is to protect and

(3) Church cemeteries more than four acres. These cemeteries shall be subject
to the same requirements as those set forth in Subsection B herein.

preserve the ambient setting of the
Stones River National Battlefield

Cemetery, Murfreesboro, Tennessee
(111 Josperxn

35

Chapter 3. Planning and Regulating Cemeteries
36

Planning for the Deceased

and Cemetery; promote a sensitivity of development towards the Stones River
National Battlefield and Cemetery; create an aesthetic atmosphere in proximity to
and along the streets and highways leading to the Stones River National Battlefield
and Cemetery; strengthen the economy; protect community resources; protect and
enhance the City's attractions to tourists and visitors and the support and stimulus
to business and industry thereby provided; and promote education and patriotic
heritage of the present and future citizens of the community. (Sec. 23, Art. II)

Religious Land Use Regulation

The Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act (RLUIPA) of 2000
can complicate land-use issues related to cemeteries owned or managed by
religious organizations. The general rule as set forth in the statute is:
No government shall impose or implement a land use regulation in a manner that
imposes a substantial burden on the religious exercise of a person, including a reli
gious assembly or institution, unless the government demonstrates that imposition
of the burden on that person, assembly, or institution—
(A) is in furtherance of a compelling governmental interest; and
(B) is the least restrictive means of furthering that compelling governmental inter
est. (Sec. 2.a.l)

Religious cemeteries may bt
subject to RLUIPA
ThruTheseLincs / Creative Commons 2.1

In addition, the statute also requires that government treat religious uses
on terms equal to other nonreligious uses and that the government not
discriminate on the basis of religion.
While the statute seems straightforward enough, several of the provi
sions essential to its implementation and application are undefined and
have been the subject of extensive litigation. There are approximately 1,000
reported RLUIPA court decisions, most of them land-use related. There are
also many more unreported claims that are settled short of trial or resolved
without a lawsuit being filed.
A long-running battle of some import when it comes to RLUIPA, eminent
domain, and cemeteries is the case of St. John's United Church of Christ v. City
of Chicago (502 F.3d 616). The City of Chicago wanted to expand O'Hare
International Airport and in doing so acquire through its power of eminent
domain 433 acres of land including St. Johannes Cemetery and Rest Haven
Cemetery, a move that would require the relocation of graves. The church

brought claims under the free exercise clause, the due process clause, the
equal protection clause, the Religious Freedom Restoration Act, and RLUIPA.
Rest Haven was subsequently removed from the expansion plans and the
case went ahead with St. Johannes Cemetery alone.
St. John's claimed that "a major tenet of its religious beliefs is that the
remains of those buried at theSt. Johannes Cemetery must not be disturbed
until Jesus Christ raises these remains on the day of the Resurrection." The
church asserted that the city's taking of property by eminent domain was a
"sacrilege to [its] religious faith." The U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh
Circuit accepted the church's argument. However, the court found that the
plan to expand O'Hare was facially neutral and that there was no "subtle or
masked hostility to religion." Furthermore, the court devoted three full pages
of its decision to discussing why there was a compelling need to expand
the airport in the direction that would include the St. Johannes Cemetery,
dismissing as impractical and unworkable some proposals, such as deck
ing over the cemetery with a runway, that were put forward by the City of
Chicago (U.S. Court of Appeals, 7th Circuit 2006). The most important part
of the decision, beyond the religious element in cemetery preservation, is the
appeals court's holding that taking land by eminent domain is not a "land use
regulation" within the meaning of RLUIPA. In short, using eminent domain
to take religious property is not subject to redress under RLUIPA, unless
the taking is inextricably linked to some land-use regulation (Cottonwood
Christian Ctr. v. Cypress Redevelopment Agency, 218 F.Supp. 2d 1203,122).
In summary, legal challenges to planning and regulating burial places and
related activities can be based on federal and state constitutional and statutory
law. Often the question will be whether the activity is sufficiently connected
with the tenets of the religion to be within the protection of the applicable
law and, if so protected, whether the burden is substantial, the activity has
been treated on less than equal terms, or the religious proponents have been
discriminated against. Governments may sometimes defend their decisions
by claiming that there is a compelling governmental interest and that they
have used the narrowest means possible to carry out the public good. There
are numerous questions of law and difficult issues of fact in these cases.
Although not many land-use law cases have thus far risen out of religious
activities for final arrangements, there is room for expansion of protections,
especially at the state level, and opportunities for religious institutions to
leverage their positions by bringing actions, particularly under the federal
and state statutes. To some extent, the rules for zoning challenges have
changed with these statutes because it is possible in some cases for successful
religious plaintiffs to recover money damages, and in many instances they
will also be able to recover their attorney's fees.
Nonconforming Cemeteries

Cemeteries that predate zoning regulations may occasionally be declared
nonconforming uses and required to submit to new regulation. Unlike other
nonconforming uses, elimination of the nonconforming cemetery through
amortization—the orderly elimination of the nonconforming use, usually
over several years—is untenable because it may require disinterment of
remains. However unlikely eliminating a nonconforming cemetery might
be, in some cases it may be prudent for communities to declare such older
cemeteries to be nonconforming. Such a step would open the door for be
ginning the process of bringing those facilities into compliance through the
addition of elements such as additional parking, vegetative screening, and
privacy fences.
On the other hand, a local government may want to protect old burial
grounds by granting them relief from certain requirements of the zoning
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ordinance. Below are two illustrations of that approach, the first from Fayette
County, Georgia, and the second from Howard County, Maryland:
Creation of a Legal Nonconforming Lot for a Legal Nonconforming Cemetery or
Burial Ground. The creation of a lot intended for the sole purpose of containing a
legal nonconforming cemetery or burial ground is allowed. Said lot is not required
to meet the applicable minimum lot size, lot width, or road frontage requirements.
The boundary of the lot shall be set back a minimum of five (5) feet from the

v.

The owner/operator shall maintain and post a copy of the Cemetery Rules
and Regulations and a current burial plot diagram at all times.

vi.

A pet cemetery shall be maintained in perpetuity via deed restrictions.

vii. Grave sites shall meet the setbacks and buffers applicable to the underlying
zoning district.
viii. Landscape areasshall be required and planted in accordance with the Develop
ment Regulations (see County Code.) (Sec. 7-1.10.b)

location of any grave. A legal nonconforming cemetery or burial ground shall be
indicated on a preliminary plat, final plat, minor subdivision plat, and/or site plan,
as applicable. A minimum 20 foot public access to a legal nonconforming cemetery
or burial ground shall be maintained either through fee simple ownership or an
easement. (Sec. 7.2.A-22)
Development or Subdivision in a Cemetery
Accommodation: When a property owner proposes to develop a property, through
submission of a subdivision sketch plan, preliminary equivalent sketch plan, or
a site development plan, on which is located a cemetery which is shown on the
inventory map, the property owner shall:
(1) Accommodate the cemetery with the development, by placing the cemetery in
a nonbuildable lot with a cemetery designation, by dedicating the cemetery to a
homeowner's association or a preservation, conservation or religious organiza
tion, by providing that the cemetery be used as a cemetery in perpetuity, and
by providing public access to the cemetery. Any land placed in a non-buildable
cemetery lot designation pursuant to this section may be counted towards open
space requirements. Alternatively, a property owner may leave the deed to the
cemetery in the private ownership and care of a family. (Sec. 16.1304(a))

Howard County's ordinance also requires that a developer who discovers
evidence of a burial ground in the course of grading or construction work
must immediately cease all work in the area, inform public officials, and,
if the area is determined by the planning and zoning department to be a
cemetery, comply with the above accommodation requirements.

Pet Cemeteries

Figure 3.5. Historic pet cemetery
in Hyde Park, London

Pet cemeteries are increasingly
in demand in the United States,
and they have long histories, both
here and abroad (Figures 3.5 and
3.6). Smaller and occuring with
far less frequency, pet cemeteries
do not face the same kind of en
vironmental or health concerns as
human cemeteries. Embalming,
coffins, and inground vaults
are not required, though they
may be used. Typically, zoning
ordinances are the only laws
governing pet cemeteries. Here is
an example of a discretionary land-use approval provision for pet cemeteries
from Fayette County's zoning ordinance:
Pet Cemetery

CEMETERY SOLVENCY
One of the major challenges facing both new and existing cemeteries is financial
in nature. Is the cemetery as a business entity properly organized, managed,
operated, and financed such that it can operate in perpetuity?
Issues related to federal, state, and local business regulation and financial
planning for cemeteries are beyond the reach of this report. However, the
industry itself is as concerned as government in making sure that cemeter
ies do not fail. The Government and Affairs Task Force of the International
Cemetery, Cremation and Funeral Association (ICCFA) has recognized
that "a new cemetery creates a permanent addition to the community, and
as such "each cemetery must literally be prepared to service what it sells
forever" (1998a). Toward this end, ICCFA has issued the following list of
guidelines to its members:
1. The person intending to conduct business as a cemetery authority and establish
a new cemetery should make application to the regulatory authority that has ju
risdiction over cemeteries. The application process should include the following:
a. Legal documents pertaining to the property and creation of the legal entity to
conduct the business of a cemetery;
b. Proof of deposits showing that the initial requirements for capitalization and the
endowment care trust fund have been satisfied; and
c. Documentation to demonstrate the ability to establish a new cemetery, financial

i.

Minimum lot area shall be five (5) acres.

stability, and prior business experience.

ii.

The remains of only one (1) pet shall be buried in a single grave site and shall
not be stacked one (1) above another.

iii-

The remains shall be a minimum of three (3) feet below the grade.

iv.

Cemetery plots shall be of sufficient size to provide for a minimum one (1)
foot undisturbed area between graves.

2. The site selected for the cemetery should be free and clear of financial encum
brances, conform with local zoning ordinances, and be formally dedicated for
cemetery purposes. Interments should be restricted exclusively to human remains.
A legal description of the property, including a map or plat of the site, subdivided
into gardens or sections, should be filed with the appropriate entity.

Figure 3.6. A modern pet cemetery
in Ypsilanti, Michigan
Dwight Burden*' / Crwtive Commons 3 0
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3. Prior to commencing sales, the cemetery authority should be required to develop
an area suitable for interment of human remains. Thecemetery authority also should
have made improvements to the property, that include an on-site office to conduct
business and a road permitting access to the office and to all property for which
the immediate sale of interment spaces is proposed.
4. A cemetery authority engaging in the sale of predeveloped interment spaces
should have specified time periods from the date of the first sale for commencing
and completing construction.
5. The initial amount contributed to the endowment care trust fund may be offset
by withholding subsequent deposits from the sale of interment spaces until the
initial deposit amount is recovered.
6. Permission to establish a new cemetery could be withheld by the regulatory
authority if any director, officer, or manager affiliated with the cemetery authority
has been convicted previously of fraudulent activities.
7. When the requisite documentation is provided to the regulatory authority, the
regulatory authority should not unreasonably withhold permission for the estab
lishment of a new cemetery.
8. The permission granted for establishing a new cemetery shall expire if basic
operation of the cemetery does not begin within a specified time period.
9. Permission to establish a cemetery should not be transferable or assignable. A
cemetery authority may only develop or operate the new cemetery at the location
which isauthorized under the application to the regulatory authority. (ICCFA1998a)

This guide is only a start. At the very least, when considering a new
private cemetery, local officials should ask to see a definitive business plan,
a defensible operating budget, and evidence of adequate capital reserves
for the perpetual operation of the facility. Industry guidelines are weak in
this area. Unlike a homeowners association, which may assess its members
for unexpected costs, a cemetery's "patrons" make one-time payments
covering the acquisition of the space and service charges for opening the
grave and closing it up or placing the remains in a mausoleum. There is
no chance to go back to the deceased for supplemental payment if there
is a construction defect in the mausoleum foundation, the construction
performance bond is not sufficient to correct the problem, and the contrac
tor is bankrupt.
The burial business is highly competitive, and the price points for burial
space and services are probably much lower than they should be for sustai
nable economic operation. The incentive for cemetery owners and operators
is to extract what they can from the current cash flow rather than provide
for future generations. The government bears the burden of making sure
that a facility is adequately capitalized, properly operated, and has sufficient
reserves available for sustaining operations after the facility reaches capacity
and revenue declines.
An illustration of the type of analysis that must be done before creating
or expanding a cemetery is provided by a report prepared for the Board of
Overseers for the Linden Grove Cemetery in Covington, Kentucky (Linden
Grove Cemetery 2008). The 22-acre historic cemetery already held 22,000
burials, and the board needed to determine whether it was physically and
economically practical to develop additional burial areas and continue to
operate the facility as an active cemetery. The analysis included site planning
and a market study.

The consultants rejected a mausoleum as a possible option because "it
would change the site dramatically and would require a significant capital
investment," but considered several other alternatives: additional in-ground
casket burials, lawn crypts of single or double depths, an "urn garden for
in-ground burial of cremated remains, and a garden-style columbarium with
niches for the permanent placement of cremains. The consultants concluded
that the cemetery could accommodate 3,000 casket burial spaces, 1,000 urn
garden lots, and 1,000 garden niches and generate revenues of $4 million
from the sale of the spaces, a portion of which would go to a perpetual
maintenance fund (Linden Grove Cemetery 2008).

CONCLUSION
As distinctive as cemeteries and their associated uses may be, relative to
the usual residential, retail, office, institutional and industrial uses, they
remain fundamentally just another land use. As such, in managing these
uses planners and local officials need to start by affirmatively planning for
them: inventorying current facilities, forecasting future needs, allocating
in a plan sufficient land area in appropriate locations, and regulating the
establishment and expansion of these uses.
Careful consideration must be given to standards and criteria in
regulating cemeteries and associated uses. There are few model examples,
and local needs and norms are likely to vary greatly, so considerable effort
may be necessary to develop effective regulations. This subject matter is
one that many people are uncomfortable discussing, and local officials will
need to provide some assertive leadership in opening and sustaining the

Old cemetery, Midway, Georgia
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dialogue necessary to meet the current and future burial needs of their
communities.
Cemeteries are inextricably linked with religious beliefs and as such im
plicate federal and state constitutional statutory protections. It is prudent
to seek the advice of legal counsel in drafting, adopting, implementing, and
applying local regulations.
One of the most intractable issues for cemeteries today, likely to worsen
over time unless cemetery developers, cemetery operators, and local gov
ernments work together, is their economic sustainability. Many, maybe
most, cemeteries, especially the older, smaller operations, have inadequate
capital reserves for perpetual maintenance. Local regulations should require
business plan reviews for any new cemeteries or cemetery expansions, and
the planning process should include the review of existing cemeteries to
determine ways in which they can be economically strengthened to avoid
their neglect or prevent the need for governmental intervention, support,
or takeover.

CHAPTER 4

Alternative Methods to Reduce
the Deathprint of the Deceased

As described in Chapter 2, interment in a casket and cremation are
by far the most common means of sending off the dead in the United
States. This last act on earth can be both resource-intensive and a
source of unnecessary environmental pollution.
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The materials required for burial in a casket placed in a burial vault
are cumulatively staggering. In the United States, these types of funerals
annually consume 30 million board-feet of wood, 104,000 tons of steel, 1.6
million tons of concrete, over 800,000 gallons of embalming fluid, and 2,700
tons of copper and bronze (Glendale Memorial Nature Preserve 2010; Sehee
2007; Valigra 2005). These resources that are buried in the ground every year
translate into:
• Enough wood to frame over 2,300 single-family homes;
• Sufficient steel to erect almost 15 Eiffel Towers;
• Nearly four times as much concrete as was used to construct the Pentagon,
the world's largest office building by floor area; and
The cemetery as green space—
Mount Auburn, Cambridge,
Massachusetts
Daderot / Creative Commons 3.0

• A volume of embalming fluid that would overflow an Olympic-sized
swimming pool, a disaster by any account if the equivalent 20,000 barrels
of hazardous substance were poured into the earth every year.
In addition to consuming mate
rials for vaults and caskets, burials
also consume those parcels of land
set aside for cemeteries. While the
amount of land devoted to inter
ment varies from community to
community, wise use of that land
remains a valid concern, regardless
of context.
Cremation has a smaller foot
print than interment in terms of
the land area and resources it
consumes, but there are legitimate
concerns over the airborne pollu
tion emitted from the incineration
process. Studies have shown that
a typical cremation emits highly
toxic dioxins (California EPA ARB
2010); hydrochloric acid, which
contributes to acid rain (European
Environment Agency 2008); sulfur
dioxide, which is linked with a
number of adverse respiratory
health effects (U.S. EPA 2011); and
the greenhouse gas carbon diox
ide. There has also been concern
over the incineration of tooth fillings, which can release mercury into the
environment (Environmental Protection Authority of South Australia n.d.).
As American society evolves in the coming decades, standard burial
practices are likely to change. Additional methods for interment have re
cently emerged. Some are genuinely new, resulting from technologies that
were unavailable to previous generations. Others rely on new applications
of ancient techniques filtered through a modern, scientific understanding
of the relationship between humans and their environment. Whatever their
origins, these alternatives to embalmed and casketed burial represent pos
sible solutions to the planning problems traditional burials create.

ADDRESSING CEMETERY LAND CONSUMPTION THROUGH DENSITY
A recently proposed methodology for projecting local land-use needs dem
onstrated that single caskets buried in standard cemetery plots can consume

considerable acreage, depending on the size of the local population and
preferences for final interment (Coutts, Basmajian, and Chapin 2011). A crude
calculation of the number of plots per acre can be made using an average
plot size of 4 by 12 feet. Accounting neither for the space between plots nor
the area devoted to roads, trees, and other landscape design features, an acre
of cemetery land can accommodate a total of 907 plots (43,560 square feet
in 1 acre divided by 48 square feet per plot). Plot size varies slightly from
cemetery to cemetery with few municipalities mandating size minimums,
but an industry rule of thumb is that a traditional cemetery can contain
between 800 and 1,200 gravesites per acre, or an average of 1,000 plots per
acre (Capels and Senville 2006).
The commitment of land to the deceased is difficult to reverse and can
be particularly costly in urban environments, where open space is at a
premium. Increasing density by reducing plot dimensions is a potential
solution, but current trends in Americans' expanding waistlines are making
this option increasingly unlikely. In the later part of the 20th century, the
average weight of American men and women increased by 24 pounds, and
the proportion of obese adults (and children) has also been on a dramatic
rise (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2004, 2012). Woodlawn
Cemetery in the Bronx, New York, recently increased its standard plot size
width by a foot to accommodate the wider vaults and caskets required for
larger bodies (St. John 2003). Solutions to reducing acreage are more likely
to come in the form of increasing density by going deeper and higher rather
than closer together.

Going Up
In places where space for cemetery expansion or new cemetery construc
tion is limited, mausoleums can act as alternatives or additions to existing
cemeteries (Mangaliman 1997). The mausoleum is an ancient concept that
originated with the Egyptian king Mausolus (377-353 BC) who was entombed
in a towering above-ground structure. Once built and devoted to memori
alizing the magnanimity of a deceased individual or family, multicrypt or
community mausoleums might now be part of the solution for increasing
cemetery densities. Individual and family mausoleums are still available to
those who can afford them, but increasingly common are larger community
complexes that can contain as many as 30,000 crypts. These structures can
dramatically increase density and expand the capacity of an existing cemetery
that might otherwise face build out (Figure 4.1).
On a per-plot basis, a mausoleum "burial" costs roughly the same as
a traditional in-ground burial with a gravesite headstone (Davies 1996).

Figure 4.1. Creating vertical
casket density, St. Louis Cemetery
No. 1, Neiv Orleans
cliff1066 / Creative Common* 10
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Figure 4.2 (left). Creating vertical cremain
density indoors, Mountain View Cemetery,
Oakland, California
'lapin / Creative Commons 2.0

Figure 4.3 (below). Creating vertical
cremain density outdoors
fragc23 / CreativeCommons 2.0

are a number of ways to accommodate this, many of which have precedent.
A lawn crypt can be envisioned as an underground mausoleum where
caskets are stacked in concrete crypts with similar dimensions to aboveground crypts (Figure 4.4). In-ground columbaria, based on the same design
principle, are also available.
There are, however, even less resource-intensive methods of increasing
density underground. Grave sharing, accomplished via a "lift and deepen
or "lift and lower" procedure, involves unearthing the casket, deepening
the grave, and then reinterring the casketed remains in the same grave at
the greater depth. This creates space for multiple corpses to be buried on
top of one another with only a few feet of earth in between. This practice is
becoming increasingly common in Australia, where cemeteries ha\ e begun
to establish 50-year license agreements after which human remains are lifted
and reinterred (Sterba 2006). Germany does much the same. In contrast, lo
cal governments in London and other cities in the United Kingdom, though
faced with the reality of exhausted burial space (see the London case study
in Chapter 5), have encountered resistance to the idea of loved ones spend

Figure 4.4. Lawn crypt
Musgrove Mortuaries and Cemeteries

Moreover, it provides a similar experience to that of burial, at least in terms
of the treatment of the body. The mausoleum acts as a visible memorial, but
one with a dramatically reduced physical footprint.
A typical mausoleum crypt is 32 inches wide, 26 inches high, and 90 inches
deep, or 43 cubic feet in size. For columbaria, the minimum niche size to ac
commodate most urn designs in a double-inurnment formation is 12 inches
wide, high, and deep, or 1 cubic foot. Niches in columbaria therefore can
allow 43 times the density of standard mausoleum crypts—and twice that if
two urns are placed in a single niche. With national rates of cremation on the
rise, columbaria have appeared in cemeteries across the U.S., particularly in
the western states where cremation rates are the highest and in large urban
areas where space is at a premium. Serving as both repositories for cremated
remains as well as visible memorials, columbaria can provide inurnment for
thousands of individuals (Figures 4.2 and 4.3).
Going Down
While density can be achieved by going up with granite structures in
memorial gardens, it can also be achieved by digging deeper. Burying the
dead two or three deep could double or triple cemetery densities. There

ing their eternal rests under or on top of others' remains (Davies and Shaw
1995; Lawless 2009). Similarly, the American view of the grave as eternal and
private would likely need to change before grave sharing is considered an
emotionally acceptable option for burial densification.
Even if burial densities in cemeteries are increased in any of these ways,
however, land consumption, resource utilization, and pollution are still
concerns. Densification only affords a temporary fix to the ever-increasing
numbers of the deceased and the pressures they place on the environment.
Other solutions, so-called "green" alternatives, are being employed across
the country and abroad with promising results. While some of these alterna
tive practices originate from advances in technology, most reflect a return
to unembalmed burial.
SUSTAINABLE ALTERNATIVES TO TRADITIONAL EMBALMED BURIAL
The lawn cemetery that has dominated post-war burial may indeed be on
the decline due to changing demographics and environmental concerns
(Harris 2007). Many community efforts aimed at sustainability are now
beginning to include after-death practices that some believe reflect a more
thoughtful and careful understanding of the relationship of humans to the
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NATURAL BURIAL

The Centre for Natural Burial provides informa
tion on natural burial and burial locations in the
United Kingdom, Canada, and the U.S. (Natural
Burial Co-operative n.d.). Its inventory of U.S. lo
cations currently offering natural burial includes:
• Cedar Brook Burial Ground, Limington, Maine
• Mount Carmel Cemetery, Wyandotte, Michigan
• Eternal Rest Memories Park, Dunedin, Florida
• Our Lady of the Rosary Cemetery and Prayer
Gardens, Georgetown, Texas
• Ethician Family Burial Ground, San Jacinto
County, Texas
• Pine Forest Memorial Gardens, Wake Forest,
North Carolina
• Forest Lawn Memorial Park, Candler, North
Carolina
• Prairie Creek Conservation Cemetery,
Gainesville, Florida
• Forever Fernwood, Mill Valley, California
• Prairie Wilderness Cemetery, Denver, Colorado
• Foxfield Preserve, Wilmot, Ohio
• Ramsey Creek Preserve, Westminster, South
Carolina
• Glendale Memorial Nature Preserve, DeFuniak
Springs, Florida
• Ridgeview Memorial Gardens, Grandville,
Michigan
• Green Hills Cemetery, Asheville, North Carolina
• Roselawn Memorial Park Greenview Section,
Springfield, Illinois
• Greensprings, Newfield, New York
• Steelmantown Cemetery, Tuckahoe, New Jersey
• Honey Creek Woodlands, Conyers, Georgia
• The Commonweal Conservancy, Santa Fe, New
Mexico
• Joshua Tree Memorial Park and Mortuary, Joshua
Tree, California
• Washington Park North Cemetery - Kessler
Woods, Indianapolis, Indiana
• Lakeview Memorial Cemetery & Mortuary,
Bountiful, Utah
• White Eagle Memorial Preserve, Goldendale,
Washington

earth (Mooallem 2009; Rugg 2000). While some green alternatives
to burial in a traditional cemetery spare land consumption, others
do not. However, those that do not tend to at least forgo the use of
toxic chemicals and excessive amounts of natural resources. These
green alternatives have gained attention in the mainstream media
only in the past decade (e.g., Brown 2005; Earth Talk 2008;Saltz 2006).
One of the most significant movements in environmentally
sensitive disposition is natural burial, reflecting an ancient practice
followed throughout history by Jews, Muslims, and others. It is the
precursor to the contemporary practice of using copious quantities
of chemicals to preserve and protect the dead from the elements.
This return to the "pine box," which itself now can be certified as
sustainably harvested by the Forest Stewardship Council, eschews
the use of toxic flesh preservatives and the fiberglass, steel, cop
per, bronze, concrete, and exotic wood included in modern caskets
and vaults, which can often weigh more than small automobiles
(Kaufman 1999). Memorial Ecosystems, founded in 1996, claims to
be the first organization in the United States to offer green burials.
Its founders also run the nonprofit Green Burial Council (formerly
the Center for Ethical Burial), which provides consultation services
to those seeking to establish natural burial sites. Two years after its
founding, Memorial Ecosystems opened the Ramsey Creek Preserve
in Westminster, South Carolina, a natural burial site (Memorial
Ecosystems n.d.).
The Green Burial Council promotes the development and use of
burial programs that support the acquisition, restoration, and stew
ardship of natural areas throughout North America (Green Burial
Council n.d.). In this light, not only is green burial a means of forgo
ing the use of substantial resources and environmental pollutants in
the burial process, it is also a means of conserving land for the living.
Green burial can be part of a community strategy to permanently
preserve valuable natural areas (Friend 2005; Harris 2007).
Using this final act to conserve land has also been applied to
cremation. The Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, in partnership
with the Green Burial Council, charges a fee for cremated remains
to be scattered in state parks. These fees are then used to acquire
land for state park expansions (Streit 2009). In Middleberg, Virginia,
cremated remains are interred in biodegradable urns and buried in
the root systems of mature trees (Marr 2007). This ultimate gesture
to organic fertilization provides sustenance for trees and supports
their continued ability to provide benefits to the living.
The Green Burial Council also offers eco-certification standards
for burial grounds, funeral homes, cremation facilities, and products
used in the preparation and disposition of remains. The criteria to
achieve a one- to three-leaf certification address everything from
customer relations and marketing practices to the establishment of
endowment funds to ensure long-term maintenance of natural burial
grounds (Green Burial Council 2011).
The success of the natural burial movement has been somewhat
geographically uneven. For example, a recent attempt to rezone a
vacant parcel to become a natural burial cemetery in Macon, Georgia,
ended in defeat after widespread community protest (Shiskin 2009).
Yet in Ashland, Oregon, the city council voted in 2010 to allow
natural burials in city cemeteries (Aldous 2010). It will take com
munity perceptions of natural burial to change for this practice to
become acceptable—and there is also the matter of confronting the

multibillion-dollar death-care industry vested in maintaining the status
quo. The costs associated with traditional embalmed burial are likely par
of the motivation behind the rapid rise in cremation rates. It may be this
same economic reality-possibly combined with a religious aversion to
cremation—that leads those who cannot afford the typical ornate burial in
a lawn-park cemetery to consider a natural burial instead.
Natural burials are less expensive than traditional burial for two reasons:
natural burials reduce ceremony and materials costs, and natural burial sites
do not require the upkeep of a manicured cemetery. According to the Federal
Trade Commission (2000), traditional funerals cost about $6,000, although
"extras" like flowers, obituary notices, acknowledgment cards, or limousines
can bring the total to over $10,000. The cost of burial itself is additional. This
is a significantly higher cost than the $l,000-$4,000 total cost of a natural
burial (Centre for Natural Burial 2010). Traditional burial requires significant
inputs and introduces toxins into the environment; so too does the need for
perpetual upkeep of the lawn-park cemetery landscape. The fertilizers and
fossil fuels needed to maintain a manicured space are in stark contrast to the
natural burial sites often left nearly wild, with simply a native tree planted
on a gravesite as a memorial to the deceased.
Another alternative to nat
ural burial is a type of environ
mentally sensitive cremation
that eliminates emissions.
Resomation is an alternative to
incineration that also results in
a body being reduced to ashes,
but it has a carbon footprint
that is four times smaller than
incineration and it uses85 per
cent less energy (Sinclair n.d.).
Also called bio-cremation, this
process uses a high-pressure,
high-temperature alkaline
hydrolysis process to dissolve
human remains. Potassium
hydroxide (commonly known
as lye) is the alkali salt used in
the process. The byproducts
are a pure white bone ash and
a sterile aqueous solution of
organic molecules that is returned to the municipal wastewater system or
anaerobic treatment facility for processing (Sinclair n.d; Resomation Ltd.
n.d.). Although it has not yet been approved for commercial use, the liquid
byproduct could also possibly be used as fertilizer for food crops. Applying
the byproduct as fertilizer would relieve the need for approval from state
and local water-quality boards to discharge the byproduct into a municipal
wastewater system.
Beyond more traditional methods of final interment are a number of
creative ways that have recently emerged for immortalizing the dead. One
example is the use of cremated remains in artificial reef structures (Streit
2009). This involves mixing cremains with cement to create a perforated dome
structure or terraced urn that is then dropped out at sea to create aquatic
habitat (Figure 4.5). The GPS coordinates of the location of the burial at sea
can be used to find—and even scuba dive amidst—the newly created reef.
A number of companies now offer this service, including Eternal Reefs and
the cleverly named Great Burial Reef, both of which operate across the east

Figure 4.5. Reef domes used to
submerge cremated remains and create
aquatic habitat
Louisutu SM Grant Collrgv Program / Creative Common* 2 0

Chapter 4. Alternative Methods to Reduce the Diathprint of the Deceased

coast of the United States (Morrissey 2008). Living Reef Memorial deploys
memorial reefs off the coast of San Diego near the Los Coronado Islands
(Living Reef Memorial n.d.).
Increasingly common is the related practice of burial at sea (Gilson 2011).
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regulates burial at sea
in accordance with the Marine Protection, Research and Sanctuary Ait of
1972. These regulations require that full-body disposition in the Atlantic
and Pacific oceans be done in water at least 600 feet deep and three or more
nautical miles from land. In the Gulf of Mexico, the water must be at least
1,800 feet deep. Cremated remains must also be released three miles from
shore, but there is no depth requirement. Burial in inland waters must be
done in accordance with the Clean Water Act and with a permit from the
appropriate state agency (U.S. EPA 2012).
Both public agencies and private corporations conduct burial ceremonies
at sea. For the cremains or body of the deceased to be eligible for burial at
sea by the U.S. Navy, the deceased must have been one of the following: (1)
an active-duty member of the uniformed services; (2) a retiree or veteran
who was honorably discharged; (3) a U.S. civilian marine personnel of the
Military Sealift Command; or (4) a dependent family member of active duty
personnel, retirees, and veterans of the uniformed services. In contrast, the
U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) provides final disposition at sea for any U.S. citizen
not previously convicted of a felony, but only for cremains. Since the armed
services burial ceremonies are performed only during active deployment,
family members are not permitted to be present (U.S. Navy 2009).
If the deceased do not meet the qualifications for burial at sea by the Navy
or USCG, or if family members prefer to attend the burial ceremony, there
are a number of private companies that provide comparable services. One
such company is New England Burials at Sea. Depending on preference and
budget, it offers services that range from unattended scattering of cremains
to full-body burials in biodegradable canvas coffins (New England Burials
at Sea 2013). Similar services are found in other coastal areas of the country.
In the United States, burial at sea requires no special treatment of the
body; there are no restrictions on the use of embalming fluids. Thus, fully
embalmed bodies may be buried at sea without penalty. In the United
Kingdom, on the other hand, bodies to be buried at sea must be unembalmed
and shrouded in a biodegradable material. Whether as part of an artificial
reef structure or in a biodegradable coffin, burial at sea holds great promise
as a sustainable disposition method that can alleviate land-use pressures.
However, if ocean burial is to become a sustainable alternative to in-ground
interment in the U.S., new restrictions on how remains are treated prior to
burial will be necessary.
Another avant-garde alternative to burial, grossly inefficient in its use of
energy but certainly capable of solving any land-scarcity issues, is the launch
ing of the dead into space. Celestis, Inc., offers a service where a "symbolic
portion" of cremains are stowed on regularly scheduled satellite launches.
Individuals can choose from a number of costly options, including a launch
followed by a quick reentry, a place in low Earth orbit, lunar orbit, and, for
the boldest, a permanent launch into deep space (Celestis n.d.). At present
more of a novelty than a practical solution to environmental and land-use
issues related to the disposal of the dead, this method might one day evolve
into something more feasible for the masses.
The natural burial option is likely the compromise approach for the im
mediate future as it maintains elements familiar to current practice. As noted
above in the examples from Texas and Virginia, this option also provides
the living with the benefits of permanent land conservation that can serve
as multi-use spaces.

^"complementary way to address land-use issues associated with the
disposal of the dead is to not only consider space-reducing ^atlve®
to traditional burial but also maximize the potential of «metery lands by
allowing them to support multiple uses. Historic Mount Auburn Ceme iry
near Boston has exemplified the balance of memorial and recreations at
traction since its creation in 1831 (Linden-Ward 1989) The rural cemetery
movement that provided rest for the dead and an oasis for the living quic y
spread to cities throughout the country. From Green-Wood in Brooklyn to
Mountain View in California, these historic cemeteries—now largely su
sumed within the cities they were once separate from-act as important
components of their cities' green infrastructure systems (National Park
Service n.d.).

A combination of superstition, landscape design, and public policy
supports certain kinds of activities in cemeteries but excludes others. As
noted in Chapter 3, the public cemetery rules of the city of Grand Rapids,
Michigan, prohibit bicycles in cemeteries but otherwise allow low-impact
recreational activities. In most cases, though, families visiting their de
ceased can also take advantage of a variety of recreational opportunities
that burial grounds provide. The potential for supporting multiple uses
of burial ground space could likely be exploited further in cemeteries of
historical significance, due to the increased traffic created by tourists and
the curious. By allowing cemeteries to help solve the need to increase open
space in crowded cities by adding parkland, the land is given back to the
living (Harnik 2010).

The cemetery as a
multi-use space—Mount Hope
Cemetery, Toronto
Ben Lawson / Creative Commons10
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If superstition cannot be overcome and aesthetic solutions are not enough
to quell the reluctance of the living to mingle with the dead, clustering
gravesites might be one way to work around these issues. Much like clus
tered neighborhood development, a small portion of the burial ground can
be devoted to interment and the spreading of cremains while the remaining
part of a cemetery property can be set aside for conservation and recreation.
Natural burial uses a similar strategy, whereby the deceased provide a ser
vice to the living by permanently protecting the environment and creating
accessible green space.
As noted in Chapter 3, Baltimore has maximized the utility of existing
lawn cemeteries by allowing them to be rezoned as permanent open spaces
(Basmajian and Coutts 2010). Given the difficulties of setting aside land for
permanent preservation or parks, reimagining extant cemeteries as alter
native open spaces offers an opportunity to expand natural infrastructure
without acquisition. By not requiring special permits or extra steps beyond
standard methods for applying for nonconforming use permits, the City of
Baltimore encourages cemetery owners to allow their properties to become
important parts of the public sphere, a cemetery land-use best practice
(ICCFA 1998b).
CONCLUSION
Current methods of the disposition of human remains are at best wasteful
and at worst unsustainable. Several alternatives are now available that are
less expensive and resource intensive. Considering that cremation is rapidly
increasing as an accepted practice by many Americans, another alternative
that may also become socially acceptable in the near term is the less resourceintensive form of cremation, alkaline hydrolysis. With time, natural burial
may become much more widely accepted because it incorporates familiar
elements and provides significant benefits for the living. Natural burial
grounds that support land conservation and multiple uses have the potential
to significantly reduce environmental waste and pollution, protect natural
systems, and provide forums for both passive and active recreation.

CHAPTER 5

Case Studies

Case studies offer a useful way to examine the range of burial issues
planners might face. As documentation of real experiences, case
studies of burial grounds provide insight into the origins of many
contemporary disposition problems and are particularly helpful
in revealing how planners might contribute to the solution of the
looming problem of limited capacity. We present four examples
here. Purposely selected to showcase different social, cultural, and
economic contexts, these cases are not meant to be representativ e,
but they will hopefully be revelatory.
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Needham, Massachusetts, provides an example of how a privately
owned suburban cemetery with limited space and very little room for
expansion has struggled to find ways to better utilize its existing burial
grounds. One of the most spatially constrained but also in-demand cem
eteries in the country, Green-Wood in Brooklyn offers a case of thoughtful
management marked by innovative approaches to expanding capacity in
order to maintain long-term viability. Confronting geographic limits that
make even New York look spacious, the city of Hong Kong also has one
of the most rapidly aging populations of any place in the world. Planners
there now face a complex set of challenges in determining how to allocate
the little remaining interment space in ways that meet the cultural needs
of the population but are also nominally equitable. Finally, cemeteries in
Greater London, learning from that city's long history of limited burial
space, offer innovative, ecologically sensitive ideas that may eventually
be adopted by planners in the United States. Taken together, these cases
reveal many of the potential problems that accompany final disposition,
especially in large metropolitan areas, but they also offer ideas and tactics
that can be applied in a wide variety of settings.

At the same time, the Trustees of
the Needham Cemetery Association
are making concerted efforts to ad
dress these issues. These efforts
include a study of potential expan
sion; a sharp increase in prices, fees,
and charges; the elimination of the
caretaker's position; the delegation
of work on the property to outside
contractors; and renting of the
caretaker's house to generate ad
ditional revenue. Consistent with
national trends, a steady increase in
cremation at Needham should also
help relieve some of the pressure on
space. These efforts have provided
the potential to make the cemetery
a more sustainable operation.
Cemetery Charges and Financial

^

Figure 5.1. Needham Cemetery
Needham Cemetery Association

NEEDHAM CEMETERY, NEEDHAM, MASSACHUSETTS

The Needham, Massachusetts, cemetery is a typical example of an old, non
profit, privately owned cemetery that continues to have a modest number
of burials on a steady basis (Figure 5.1). The town of Needham, a suburb of
Boston that is virtually built out, is 12.7 square miles in area and according to
the 2010 U.S. Census had a population of 28,886, up only slightly from 25,792
a half-century ago. The residents are 90.8 percent white, with the remaining
population 1.0 percent black, 6.1 percent
Asian, and 2.1 percent Hispanic or Latino.
The cemetery has limited land area
with no ability to expand. Like many other
older cemeteries, it has inadequate capital
reserves. Given its relatively small size and
its low level of activity, it has no profes
sional management and relies on a volun
teer board of trustees to run the business
operations and independent contractors to
dig graves and maintain the property. The
financial condition of the cemetery associa
tion is somewhat tenuous—17 years ago it
was forced to sell off land for two house lots
and made an attempt, which was rejected,
to have the town of Needham take over the
ownership and operation.
Burials are restricted to two caskets or
two cremated remains per lot. There ap
pears to be no interest in intensifying the
use. The cemetery association lacks a clear long-term master plan for build
out and intensification to meet expected needs over the coming decades, and
it also does not have a long-term economic plan to sustain the cemetery in
perpetuity. There is also an unwillingness to depart from its long-standing
practices regarding the number of interments per burial lot, which perpetu
ates what might be characterized as "cemetery sprawl."

Graves

All graves at the Needham Cemetery

$ 375.00

Cremation lots (will accommodate

$ 250.00

two cremations)

Openings

Openings with grave box

$ 675.00

Openings without grave box

$ 500.00

Saturday openings with box

$ 875.00

Saturday openings without box

$700.00

Regular cremation openings

$ 125.00

Saturday cremation openings

$ 250.00
$ 700.00

Per square foot

$50.00

Foundations

Veterans markers
(To be paid with opening order)

$60.00

Markers

Minimum charge

Overtime

Per hour (after 3:30 p.m.)
(minimum charge of 1 hour)

$35.00

Table 5.1. Needham Cemetery charges, 1991-2012
Source: Needham Cemetery Association

Pressures

Table 5.1 provides the schedule of
cemetery charges, unchanged from
1991 until 2012. Inflation since 1991,
21 years at roughly 4 percent per
annum, equals approximately 70
percent.
The most recent schedule of
charges (Table 5.2) shows increases
beyond inflation, suggesting that
many prices were historically too
low, or that demand has increased
under conditions of a constrained
supply, or both.
The current profit and loss state
ment of Needham Cemetery reveals
the financial pressures on relatively
small cemeteries such as this. The
cost of subcontracted maintenance
alone offsets its modest income
stream, making the financial vi
ability of Needham Cemetery un
certain. When the cemetery is sold
out and built out, the 80 percent
of its revenue generated from plot
sales and internments will end.
This begs the question: What will
happen to maintenance when that
significant portion of the revenue
stream has dried up?
Planners need to confront the re
ality that the ownership and main
tenance of the many cemeteries like
Needham Cemetery may need to be
taken over or subsidized by local

Graves

Nehoiden Street (minimum of 2 graves)

$1,600.00

Parish Road (minimum of 2 graves)

$1,400.00

All other grave lots

$1,250.00

Cremation lots (accommodates two

$600.00

cremations)

Openings

Deed Replacement/Lot Exchange
administration fee

$25.00

Regular opening (in gates by 2:00 PM)

$1,250.00

Saturday morning (in gates by 12 noon)

$1,620.00

Cremation opening (in gates by 2:00 PM)

$500.00

Saturday morning (in gates by 12 noon)

$800.00
$3,000.00

Disinternment

Overtime

Weekdays after 2:00 pm until grave is closed

$100.00
perVihr

Saturday Earth or Cremation until noon

$300.00

Every hour after noon on Saturday until
grave is closed

$100.00
per Vi hr

Per square foot (minimum charge)

$150.00

Foundations

Veteran's markers (to be paid with order
or when marker is delivered to cemetery)

$150.00

Markers

Charge

$100.00

Weekdays

$200.00

Weekends

$250.00

Tent Rental

Table 5.2. Needham Cemetery charges, 2012
Source: Needham Cemetery Association
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1711

A HISTORY OF NEEDHAM CEMETERY

143 acres located in North Dedham granted to the first parish of Needham for the
purpose of use as a burial ground

1782

Burial ground enlarged

1815

Authorized building of first tomb

1839

Authorized charge of "not less than $.50 nor more than $1.50" for burial of
non-members

1842

Allowed burials of "friends from out of town"

1846

Added an area of 10 rods (1/16 of an acre) to cemetery

1862

Began issuing "deeds" for lots

1876

First parish sells to private citizens group, known as Needham Cemetery Association

1903

Needham Cemetery Association organized, officers and trustees elected. Lots sold
by size of area needed (graves dugaccording to the size of the person being interred)

1930s

Grave sizes standardized and lots sold by number of graves contained in the lot.
Large areas containing multiple lots laid out and planned in advance

1940s

1995
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Needham Cemetery Association gives the town of Needham a 22,500-square-foot
area to be used as veterans' section
Trustees determine cemetery in physically and financially deplorable condition and
attempt to have town take it over. Town declines. Trustees reorganize. To solidify
finances, 22,000 square feet of property sold and proceeds placed in a trust for future
use

2001

Trustees hire B.S.C. Group to map cemetery and propose expansion plans at cost
of $30,000; plan never used

2002

Trustees vote to hire private contractor to run cemetery. Superintendent and staff
terminated resulting in significant reduction in expenses. Superintendent house
rented to private family providing additional income

2006

Two new sections cleared for burial lots providing greater selection of lot choices

2010

New section created for exclusive interment of infants and children

municipalities to perpetuate their
proper maintenance when they
are no longer financially viable.
Chapter 3 of this report provides
some potential mechanisms to
avoid governmental intervention,
and the conversion of these lands
to multi-use spaces as discussed
in Chapter 4 provides a potential
solution to reinvigorate their valu
able public use.

^ GREEN-WOOD CEMETERY, BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

Figure 5.2. Bird's-eye vine of
Green-Wood Cemetery
Library of Congress. Prints and Photographs Division

Lessons Learned
The Needham Cemetery Asso
ciation is struggling financially
after decades without a long-term
physical or economic plan in place.
However, over the last decade the
trustees have begun the difficult
process of facing up to sustainability. This experience offers several
takeaway lessons for similar sub
urban cemeteries.
First, it is essential to havea longterm, comprehensive physical mas
ter plan for the build out of a cem
etery where there is no opportunity
for physical expansion. Along with
this physical master plan, cemeter
ies should develop financial plans
establishing sales prices, fees, and
charges that will prove adequate for
perpetual maintenance. This is vital
in addressing the economic realities
of creating an adequate endowment
for the perpetual maintenance of the
cemetery after build out when there
are no more revenues from selling
burial plots and no new service
charges for opening and closing
graves. Finally, in built-out commu
nities where there is no opportunity
for the expansion of a cemetery,
consideration must be given to
increasing the density of burials by
allowing more interments per burial
lot, by encouraging cremation, and
by "going vertical" with columbaria
and other structural solutions above
and below ground, including those
which allow for full-body burials.

Founded in Brooklyn in 1838 by a group led by engineer David Bates Douglas
and urban planner Henry Pierrepont, Green-Wood was New York s first
rural cemetery and the third founded in the United States (Figure 3.2). It
is one of the "grand triumvirate" of influential cemeteries (Richman 1998;
Schuyler 1986, 45). Inspired by the success of the two other members of the
triumvirate, Boston's Mount Auburn and Philadelphia's Laurel Hill, GreenWood was situated on a hilltop in Gowanus Heights. Exhibiting perhaps an
even grander design than Mount Auburn or Laurel Hill, and commanding
an impressive view of the East River and lower Manhattan, Green-Wood
was incorporated by the New York State Legislature "for the purpose of
establishing a public burial ground in the City of Brooklyn" (Richman 1998,
9). David Bates Douglas laid out the original 178 acres of the cemetery in a
manner that improved the site's natural condition.
Early on, the cemetery emerged as a popular
resting place for New York's elites. The cemetery
administrators marketed its large plots to city orga
nizations, which then sold individual spaces to their
members. This increased Green-Wood's popularity
and renown, but also made it accessible to individu
als who could not afford a spot otherwise. Likewise,
residents of the city turned to the cemetery as a rec
reational outlet, and by the early 1850s the grounds
were attracting upward of 100,000 leisure visitors
a year. By the 1860s, the accumulated attention of
so many visitors had made Green-Wood famous
around the country for its landscape, tranquility, and
its significant collection of 19th-century American
sculpture (Richman, 1998,13-16).
Imitating early rural cemeteries, Green-Wood
was designed in a picturesque style with spacious family lots. With often
elaborate monuments, the cemetery projected an image of tranquility amid
the city. Burials at Greenwood were (and remain) three deep, and the original
lots were 14 feet by 27 feet, enough space for 36 individuals (Wilson 2009).

View of lake,
Green-Wood Cemetery
toy / o^veo*™ v»
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Green-Wood Cemetery

Norcioss Media

As noted above, one of the innovations Green-Wood introduced was allow
ing organizations, churches, or fraternal groups to purchase multiple plots
that could then be divided up and sold to individual members of the group
and a reduced cost (Schuyler 1986, 46). Green-Wood also helped originate
a system of detailed land-use controls that governed the design of monu
ments permitted on individual lots, perhaps a precursor to modern zoning
(Richman 1998,15).
From the 1840s to the 1870s, Green-Wood (along with Mt. Auburn and
Laurel Hill) inspired the national rural cemetery movement. By the middle
of thel9th century, rural cemeteries had appeared in almost every major, and
most minor, American cities. Adhering to design schemes that echoed GreenWood, rural cemeteries often became important local institutions. As a large
passive recreational area, Green-Wood's immediate popularity in New York
provided a boost to arguments that stressed the benefits of public parks for
large, congested cities, and the cemetery proved to be a major influence on
the design of urban parks and even suburbs in the mid-19th century. GreenWood predated New York's two most influential parks, Central Park and
Prospect Park, by several years and has long been identified as an important
precedent for the subsequent designs of both (Schuyler 1986; Simon 1978).
Characteristics of rural cemeteries were later adopted in early picturesque
suburbs, such as Alexander Jackson
Davis's Llewellyn Park in the New
Jersey suburbs and Frederick Law
Olmsted's Riverside on the edge of
Chicago.
By the second half of the 19th
century, the cemetery had grown to
its full extent of 478 acres, making
it the largest rural cemetery in the
United States. As Brooklyn grew into
the fourth largest city in the United
States, and later the most populated
borough of New York City, GreenWood was steadily hemmed in by
residential development. While the
cemetery had been on the edge of
the Brooklyn countryside in the
1830s, by the end of the 19th century
its boundaries had become firmly
established by the dense urban
neighborhoods that now surrounded
it on all sides.
Despite its inability to expand, the
cemetery's population continued to grow during the 20th century, albeit at
a decreasing rate. From a high of over 7,000 burials a year in the mid-to-late
19th century, the number of yearly new interments had declined precipi
tously by 1950 to around 2,000 burials per year. In response to the growing
popularity of cremation and reduced space for in-ground burials, GreenWood's administrators constructed a crematory and columbarium in 1954.
Providing thousands of additional niches for cremains, the columbarium
became a popular option due to its lower cost and smaller footprint. By the
end of the 20th century, the rate of burials had declined to an average of just
about 1,300 per year, as available space for new graves continued to wane,
new lawn-park cemeteries were established in the postwar suburbs, and a
slow but growing percentage of the city's population decided on cremation
rather than burial for final interment (Wilson 2009; Prothero 2001).

From its early 19th-century origins, Green-Wood has grown to cover
nearly 480 acres with upward of 560,000 gravesites. For the last 17a years,
the cemetery has served as the final resting place for many of New York
and the nation's elites. Green-Wood today remains one of the city's largest
passive greenspaces and a highly sought-after final resting place.
Practices and Policies

By the late 20th century, like many other rural cemeteries, Green-Wood faced
a situation of rapidly declining space for new interments even as demand
for space remained high. Most interments during the last two decades ha\ e
occured in graves purchased by families years ago, in some cases in plots
that have been held for decades. With the cemetery reaching its capacity,
the few lots still available for sale have become ever more precious, ranging
in price from $9,000 to nearly $20,000 depending on location. The cemetery
estimates it has enough space for new graves for another decade at the most
(Wilson 2009).
With the possibility of an increased footprint off the table, the cemetery s
administrators have found other ways to increase capacity. One technique
has involved carefully managing land use so that new burial plots can be
fitted into marginal spaces around the edges of the cemetery. A good set
of historic maps has enabled the cemetery surveyor to locate vacant land
and carve out new plots, which has added to the total number of spaces
available for sale. As part of carving out new burial plots, the surveyor has
also gradually closed streets and pathways and moved walkways and other
minor infrastructure. These steps have created dozens of new plots over the
last two decades (Wilson 2009).
A second technique for squeezing further capacity from the cemetery in
order to maintain its income has been the addition of mausoleum spaces
beginning in the late 1970s. Spaces in the first mausoleum quickly sold out,
leading to a series of mausoleums being constructed over the next three
decades, the latest addition being a 5,200-space building in 2005. The latest
mausoleum was also joined by a new columbarium, a structure that includes
8,000 niches for cremated remains (Loving 2005).
With these two steps, Green-Wood's administrators may have added
enough capacity to extend activity in the cemetery for another 25 years, even
as the number of new in-ground spaces disappears. Despite the decline in
the number of traditional lots, the sale of new interment space, largely in the
form of mausoleum slots and columbarium niches, still accounts for nearly
40 percent of the cemetery's total income, with investments and sendee
charges comprising the rest (Dunlap 2002). As the new spaces fill up, income
from sales will necessarily decline. Faced with the burden of maintaining
the graves and family mausoleums in perpetuity, some of which are 150
years old, Green-Wood administrators have begun seeking sponsors to take
on the financial responsibility for "notable monuments that are no longer
being cared for by the families that built them" (Dunlap 2002).
Complicating the long-term cost of maintaining Green-Wood's pristine
landscape is the danger presented by natural disasters and climate change.
Since the cemetery sits only a few miles from the Atlantic Ocean, it is particu
larly vulnerable to major storms. The swath Hurricane Sandy cut through the
Northeast damaged cemeteries around the region and inflicted particular de
struction on New York City's cemeteries, especially Green-Wood. Unearthed
trees smashed monuments while sustained 90 mile-an-hour winds toppled
some stone statues and sheared off parts of others (Figure 5.3, p. 60). While
the long recovery process has begun, because the cemetery is relatively cash
poor, and because it does not own the individual monuments and is thus
unable make insurance claims against the value of the property destroyed,
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its opportunities for restor
ing areas that were severely
damaged is limited (Dunlap
2012). What kinds of plans
New York City's planners
draw up to confront these
kinds of issues in the future
remains to be seen.

^ HONGKONG

The urbanized area of the Special Administrative Region of Hong Kong is
one of the most densely populated areas on the planet. Hong Kong residents
enjoy some of the world's longest life expectancies, but a demographic bubble
similar to that of the aging baby boomers in the U.S. is on the near horizon.
By 2025, the 60-64 age cohort will comprise 2.1 million people, the largest
age group in Hong Kong. How are extreme density and an aging population

Lessons Learned

Figure 5.3. Hurricane Sandy damage
in Green-Wood Cemetery
Frederick Piccarello

shaping the deathscape of Hong Kong?

While the status bestowed
on the cemetery as a re
sult of its location in New
York cannot be replicated,
the management of GreenWood's physical plant offers
guidance for planners deal
ing with historic cemeteries
in other communities.
An engaged governing
board and investment in maintenance can pay significant dividends in the
form of increased value of burial plots, visitation, and support from the
larger community. Investing in a series of well-designed mausoleums and
a new columbarium over the last few decades has allowed the cemetery to
increase density significantly within its boundaries. By introducing new in
terment spaces of varying size and cost, the mausoleums and columbarium
have helped the cemetery increase accessibility and appeal to a wider range
of individuals from different cultural backgrounds. Removing, or simply
relocating, infrastructure and adornments—roads, pathways, monuments—
has created additional burial spaces. While the process has been expensive,
meaningful increases in sellable space more than offset the cost.
Creating new spaces to sell without the expense of expanding the cem
etery's footprint has also helped maintain a steady cash flow to support
the cemetery's operations. These additions have all been accomplished
without undermining the historic landscape that gives the cemetery much
of its elegance.

Notable Practices and Policies

Relieving some of the pressure of space needed for western-style interment,
cremation has been the norm in Hong Kong for decades due to perennial
cemetery land shortages, but this space savings has only shifted pressure
from interment to inurnment (Mclntyre 2011). There isan enormous premium

A cemetery in
Happy Valley, Hong Kong
ForstiTFofo / Creative Commons 2.0
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placed on a coffin burial even though grave sites are regularly exhumed.
In the exhumed grave, the bones of the previous occupant are placed in a
much smaller casket in the same grave to make space for another coffin.
There is also a growing shortage of urn niches, such that between 12,000
and 100,000 cremated remains are awaiting final resting places (South China
Morning Post 2011b). While waiting for columbaria niches, cremains have
been held in storage facilities or family homes.
Complicating matters, dying without a resting place is taboo in China
(South China Morning Post 2011a). Feeding off the fear of this taboo and simple
demand economics, a number of private, unregulated,and unlicensed rogue
columbaria have been charging upward of $25,000 USD or more per urn
niche. These niches would normally cost anywhere from several hundred to
several thousand dollars (Biggs and Leung 2009). Lawmakers are now left
with the task of regulating these operations retroactively and, in near-crisis
mode, creating more capacity in public columbaria (Tarn 2012).
The battles over shutting down illegal operations, licensing new ones, and
increasing capacity have been ongoing for years. A major problem is severe
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Area of Hong Kong, a strip of land of thousands of hectares that separates

NIMBYism (the "not in my backyard" mentality) concerning cemeteries. In
2010, an urban plot up for auction in Hong Kong received no bids and was

Hong Kong from the rest of China, was the subject of a land-use feasibility

eventually withdrawn from the market—an unheard-of occurrence despite

study in 2010 (HongKong Planning Department 2010). Part of the plan result

a very low opening bid. Developers were reported to be wary of the site due
to its proximity to six cemeteries and an inability to build units that would
not have cemetery views (Yiu 2010).
Although in other cities cemeteries may serve as a form of urban open
space, in Hong Kong NIMBYism is driven by fears of increased traffic (even

ing from the study included developing 3.5 percent of the area (91hectares, or
almost 225 acres) for cemetery use, a considerable portion aimed to alleviate
the interment and inurnment pressures from the city. A noted constraint on
other development plans in the area is the existence of burial grounds used
by indigenous residents who are currently given priority for burial space.

though 90 percent of journeys are taken on public transportation), bad

Pressures on land have coincided withan increased sensitivity toward the

feng shui, and the nuisance created by the burning of paper and incense
offerings to the dead. The minutes from public meetings and panels of the

environment in Hong Kong. Those choosing cremation have been encour
aged to do so in ways that reduce fuel consumption and emissions. The living

Food Safety and Hygiene Department (the agency in charge of regulating

are reminded by the Food Safety and Hygiene Department that it is just as

burial practices) reflect a

respectful to use an easily combustible and less ornate coffin that uses less

strong belief in maintaining
a clear separation between

fuel to burn, leaves fewer ornamental metal items behind, and produces far
fewer emissions than thick, heavily lacquered exotic wood coffins.

the world of the dead (yin)
and that of the living (yang).

Translation to Practice in the United States

Scattering of remains
would relieve the need for

Hong Kong presents a case of extreme density in concert with an aging
population to create a perfect storm of cemetery pressure. Could this crisis

niches, but Chinese mourn
ers seem resistant to this,

have been predicted and avoided? Especially in built-out U.S. cities where
baby boomers congregate, such as some locales in Florida, planners need

preferring a more permanent

to assess their interment capacity and plan for plots, niches, and scattering

resting place to "visit and
honor their dead" (Mclntyre

gardens accordingly to avoid an inability to provide the dead a place to
rest in peace. Data sources for projecting capacity will be greatly influenced

2011). One proposed solution

by whether cemeteries are public, private, or some hybrid of the two. The
data-gathering exercise may be valuable in and of itself in revealing the ac

is to create permanent public
gardens of remembrance
where cremains could be

Holy Cross Catholic Cemetery
(Cape Collinson), Chai Wan,
Hong Kong
Rob Young / Creative Commons 2.0

tors involved in providing capacity. The analysis of the data is essential to
project how well-prepared government and the private sectors are to fulfill

scattered. The introduction
of touchscreens that store

an essential public need (Coutts, Basmajian, and Chapin 2011).
The situation in Hong Kong also demonstrates that rituals around the

and display data and images
has been proposed as an in
novative method to meet the

dead that drive the feasibility of dispositionoptions are pertinent to planning
for a community's capacity to inter its dead. The most direct translation of
the Hong Kong experience is in U.S. cities where a significant proportion of

cultural demand for memori
alizing the deceased in these
land and sea scattering gardens (Mclntyre 2011).

the population subscribes to eastern traditions of the proper handling of the

Hong Kong has looked to Japan and its shared interment challenges. One
solution in Yokohama is a mechanized vault where an automated system
searches thousands of underground niches and brings the cremains to a
private viewing area (Biggs and Leung 2009). This viewing area may even
extend to one's own home with options to call up and view urns online.
These vaults allow extremely high subterranean densities that still allow
the periodic visiting and honoring of remains expected in Buddhist culture.
An option for cities located on coasts and waterways is currently in the
design phases for Hong Kong. As has been seen in cities from Tokyo to
Dubai, coastal cities that have run out of space and have the resources to
carry out massive urban development can create land through dredging
and reclamation. No plans for land reclamation are yet in the works, but
a floating cemetery that could house nearly a half a million urns has been
proposed by the BREAD Studio design consultancy. It would offer a cultur
ally sensitive memorial to the dead and relieve pressures on precious land
(LaBarre 2010). The floating feature, unlike a dredged island, would also
provide a longer-term solution to future sea-level rise.
Surprisingly, despite its overall density, a large proportion of the Hong
Kong district is lightly developed with small villages, and about 40 percent
of the total land area,mostly highlands, is protected as parkland. The Closed

dead. Although there are outliers in New Jersey and Pennsylvania, most of
the U.S. cities with a majority Asian American population are in California
and Hawaii. While the pastoral serenity of cemetery design could make it
a desirable neighborhood feature to some, to others it could conflict with
tightly held beliefs of the separation of the dead and the living. New cem
etery development and the conversion of spaces for the dead into spaces for
the living will undoubtedly be susceptible to a community's willingness to
mingle with the dead.
Finally, Hong Kong's story suggests that although cremation is less landintensive than a traditional coffin burial, its environmental impacts need to be
mitigated if it is to be encouraged. Hong Kong actively promotes cremation to
save space,but officials have now begun to encourage more environmentally
sensitive variants on this practice. When a demographic bubble bursts, there
may be years when large cities must accommodate—and incinerate—tens
if not hundreds of thousands of corpses. Reducing harmful emissions by
simplifying caskets and promoting chemical cremation (resomation) makes
the legacy of the dead less harmful to the living.

Chapter 5. Case Studies
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LONDON

London's 5,100 persons per square kilometer is almost double that of Los
Angeles, the most densely populated U.S. city (City Mayors Statistics 2007).
The resulting land-use pressures also extend to the land used to inter the
dead. With its extensive history, London is a case in urban evolution that
yields many interesting—and sometimes dark—lessons about accommodat
ing the deceased. London has faced the pains of heaping the dead among
the urban living, exacerbating endemic public health crises, but today it is
leading the way in innovative interment practices and reincorporating the
cemetery as an integral part of public urban green infrastructure.
Notable Practices and Policies

Figure 5.4. Brompton Cemetery,
one of London's
"Magnificent Seven"
www.CGPGrey.com / Creative Commons 2.0

It was not until the mid-19th
century Victorian era that
burial grounds outside of
the churchyard were estab
lished in London. Centuries
of burials in spatially mod
est churchyards eventually
took the form of shallow
communal pits that grew
into heaps of corpses 15 feet
high. Bodies were at times
also interred beneath the
floorboards of chapels and
church schools (GenDocs
2003). In no small part influ
enced by a series of cholera
epidemics that killed tens
of thousands of Londoners
and exacerbated the need
for burial space, Parliament
passed an act in 1832 that encouraged the establishment of burial grounds
outside of London city center. This act led to the creation over the next
decade of what have been dubbed the "Magnificent Seven" cemeteries in
what was then suburban London (Figure 5.4; Turpin and Knight 2011).
The doubling of London's population between 1800 and 1850 to 2.5 mil
lion (making it the largest city on earth at that time) and the prohibition in
1851 of any new burials within the city fueled the establishment of dozens
of additional suburban cemeteries, some municipal and some private.
In addition to the many public suburban cemeteries, a number of private
ventures sought to profit from the amplesupply of corpses. One noteworthy
private venture was the joint London Necropolis Railway and Brookwood
Cemetery. Opened in 1854, and to this day the largest cemetery in the United
Kingdom, Brookwood has so far managed to fulfill its original charter to
satisfy the interment needs of London for 500 years. The Necropolis Railway
extended from Waterloo to Brookwood and was used not only by mourners
escorting the deceased to their final resting places but also to clear out the
overflow of bodies from existing burial grounds within the city.
With another doubling of the population by 1900, and with the strains
of World War 1 shortly thereafter, maintaining these suburban cemeteries
became unexpectedly costly, and many of these sites began to be neglected
(Richards 2005). Some of these cemeteries are still active, however, and

many that had become overgrown and forgotten are being refurbished
through the efforts of cultural and historical societies. The Commission for
Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) produced a briefing on the
state of cemeteries in the United Kingdom that noted the current state of
neglect and opportunities for using these often prime and accessible lands
for public health and environmental benefits (2007). One of these cemeter
ies, the City of London Cemetery and Crematorium (founded in 1856), now
offers interment options with reduced ecological footprints. This assures the
cemetery's continued interment capacity and lowers its impact on the living.
The cemetery maintains a wooded area for natural burials where removable
wooden posts are used as grave markers and cardboard coffins allow rapid
and complete decomposition (City of London n.d.).
Another technique that preserves valuable urban space is grav e sharing,
where previous occupants are remembered and the mourners of the new
occupants become the caretakers of the gravesite. If existing Victorian-era
gravesites are left unclaimed, they are restored and offered to new families.

Figure 5.5. Open space and
wildlife habitat provided by
London's Brookwood cemetery
Faedenl

New names are added to the original memorials, which remain on the site
and pass into the care of the new owners (London Borough of Newham
2009). The London Cemetery is also embracing its role as a contributor to
urban green infrastructure by allowing wildlife to flourish and billing itself
as a public green space that people are encouraged to visit and enjoy.
In many boroughs of London, cemeteries comprise much of the public
open space. Thousands of churchyards across the country, and even those
in London that were once quite literally overflowing with the dead, have
allowed their grounds to revert to natural habitat (Figure 5.5). The Living
Churchyards project envisions the potential of "the dead providing sanctuary
for species whose living space had been cut back" (ARC n.d.). The living
humans, plants, and animals alike—have begun to reclaim their open space.
Translation to Practice in the United States

Nineteenth-century London faced a crisis in cemetery capacity, which forced
an immediate and massive development of cemetery space. Today, there is
still capacity available in a number of the cemeteries established 150 years
ago to cope with this crisis. Cremation is now chosen by almost three-quarters
of the deceased in the United Kingdom, which is alleviating some of the
pressure caused by preferences for single-grave interment. Therefore, even
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though the population of the London metro area is four times what it was
in 1850, the dead from an expanding population have not caused a recur
ring land-use crisis. American planners might ask themselves: Does my
municipality have enough capacity to accommodate the deceased for the
foreseeable future? What about a slight (or dramatic) increase in mortality
caused by a natural or man-made hazard?
The United Kingdom is much farther ahead of the United States in adopt
ing environmentally sensitive options for the disposition of human remains,
and can therefore be studied for the effectiveness of these methods in reduc
ing environmental degradation. In addition, Britain's reintroduction of the
cemetery as an integral component of conservation lands and accessible
green infrastructure will be informative for American planners. Although
cultural mores will likely dictate the extent to which cemeteries are used as
multi-use spaces, defunct and newly proposed deathscapes may prove to
be the best and highest use of urban land.
If cemeteries become viable public spaces once again, it will be vital
to make public transportation available for the living to reach these open
spaces in cities and on the urban fringe. Like the boat shuttles that will take
the dead and their mourners to Hong Kong's proposed floating cemetery,
the Necropolis Railway of London provided essential transportation from
London to Brookwood Cemetery. The demand created by making cemeteries
multi-use spaces will require that future public transportation options are
available to those without other means of access.
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