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THE GREEN CASE FOR AND AGAINST BURIAL

| wish to thank the MAB Executive Board forinviting me to speak this
evening. lam privileged to have an opportunity to present a paperon

the environmental case forand againg burial.

At 9pm thisevening Channel Fourhasa programme called Human
Footprint. The impact of each person on the environment isconsidered.
The programme@underlying message isthat without you, thisworld
would be a betterplace. The good news, apparently, isthat during
your life time you should get to have sex 4,238 times. The bad newsis

that you only get to die once. You don®get any practice at dying.

Well thisevening we are interested in a bit more than the carbon
footprint BPwe are looking at the carbon body print. We do more harm
to the environment alive than dead Bbut even in death we have the

potential to harm the planet.

Let me set-out my postion on thissubject. I believe that good earth
burialcan be good forthe environment and certainly doeslessharm

than good cremation.

The use of the word good isimportant because good cremation can

be lessdamaging to the environment that bad burial. lam not here to



knock cremation (well, not too much anyway!). Although Iwould say

that | think cremation hashad itsday we just haven® realised that yet.

Overthe past couple of hundred years, the disposal of the dead has
developed from a sanitary to a logigical problem: one that we have
sought to addressby finding a viable alternative. And it isrelevant to
briefly consider why burial fell out of favour and the sortsof alternatives
proposed. Of course, cremation, an ancient and well established
practise hasbeen burial@ main competitor.

The idea of microwave, which wasadvocated about ten yearsago,
faded away. The latest ideasinclude ®PromessionGand Water

Resomation.

There hasbeen a lot inthe media about Promesson overthe past
couple of years- Promesson essentially consstsof a freezing-based
processfollowed by what I can only describe as&hake, rattle and rollO
effect to produce a biodegradable mulch. It continuesto be a

theoretical Golution®

On the other hand, Water Resomationi, which isquietly gaining ground
and willno doubt reach the public domainin due course, ispromoted
asan @nvironmentally responsible non-burn water-based processO
Waterresomation takesplace within a Qvater resomatorOwhich uses
Alkaline Hydrolysisto reduce the body to an GnnocuousliquidGand
@shOfrom the bones,

Isuppose being able to offerthe choice between earth, fire and water

could be good from a marketing angle at least.

But what of all these alternatives. cremation, microwave, promesson

and resomationE no doubt more willarise in due course? Well they



have three thingsin common. Frstly, they all seek to accelerate the
speed of digposal and, secondly, they all require fossl fuel based
energy. Thirdly, they have allbeen promoted asbeing betterforthe

environment than burial.

Yet there hasbeen no authoritative orindependent analysisto assess
and compare theirenvironmental performance against earth burial

and naturaldecomposition.

Whetherwe cremate, promessomate orresomate BDwe invariably are
left with a by-product that requiresdisposalEin variably by burial or

strewing acrossland or sea.

British Society was, it seems, persuaded that burialisnot an
environmentally responsible meansforthe disposal of dead people.
Credit for thisachievement must largely go the Government and the
Church who made a real messof managing burial space from the
eighteenth century onwards. They opened the doorto the very
successful Cremation Society movement which promoted cremation
asan alternative to burial declaring Qintil some better syssem isdevised,

we desre to adopt that usually known ascremationO

Yet can there really ever be a better alternative to natural
decompostion? You may be able to beat nature but you can@ better
it. Modern burial isineffective due to our burial cussomsand practices,
and poorburialground management. We have not given due care to
the environment and, to use a favourite Government phrase, burial is

no longer fit for purpose.

The Natural Death Centre, MAB and the ICCM have all played their

part in trying to restore burial@reputation asan eco-friendly option.



Woodland burialand the underlying campaign forgreen funeralshave

had an impact, but progressissow.

Cremation@dominance in the UK hashardly been dented. Reliable
statigicsare hard to come by but anecdotal evidence suggeststhat
many of those opting forwoodland burial would have otherwise been
buried in a traditional cemetery. Wellmanaged and responsble
woodland stesdo offera more environmentally friendly option.

However, Ido think they should be regulated.

Nature willconsume a body naturally.

In the right conditionsan uncovered human body, completely
exposed to the environment at ground level, willbe reduced to a

skeleton within a monthii.

Leaving a naked and dead body on the lawn in yourback garden to
waste away during warm summer eveningsmay be an extremely
efficient method fordigposaland a very green thing to do, but saving
the planetisunlikely to be at the forefront of theirmindsasyour
neighboursOmindslook out of theirback windowsE. Dead bodieson
the backlawn tend to cause a bitifa stir. Of course, they can cause

offence. And so we don®do it.

Bury the body within the first two feet in the friable soil of your back-
garden and it willbe reduced to a skeleton within a year. The skeleton
may be left untilyou need to bury anotherbody, which may be put on
top of the crumbling bonesE. . and the processrepeated. Buried
within a few feet in a friable soila body willtake no more that a yearto
become a skeleton. The deeperyou go the longera body take to

become a skeleton. Vv



Given large, open areaswith ample wildlife to feed off corpsesand
good friable, welldrained soil maintained at a warm temperature using
green energy from say solar panelsand wind turbines, we could with
relative ease create human decompostion stesto provide a
sustainable system for the reduction of the human body into skeletal
remainsand laterdust. Naturaldecompostion cannot, in termsof
environmental efficiency, be beaten.

But our society would not accept such disposal farms. Burial, fortunately,

offersa better alternative.

Napoleon had the right idea. But he wasprobably just following his
common sense Bwhich isalso to be found in most religioustext
referencesto the disposal of bodiesby burial Bkeep it smple, keep it
clean. Wellwe haven®. We have complicated thingsand failed to
manage burial in a sustainable way. We have moved away from the
smple concept of burial in a smple coffin involving only natural and

sustainable materials.

Higorically, the church wasour main provider of burial space. You
need only read Peter Jupp&great book &rom Dust to Ashes® to
appreciate how the Church made a right messof thingsand asa result
lost itsmonopoly on burialE which in many wayswasa shame
because it wasonto a good thing reusing local churchyardsover and
overagain. They had the answer but they got carried away.
Environmentally friendly burial paid the price. Government, the private
sectorand municipal authoritieshave allhad a go sinceE and they

also have made a messof things.

S what iswrong with burial today? Unfortunately, the natural

sustainability of burial hasbeen undermined by our @iviisedOGapproach



to death and disgposal. It has, over centuries, gradually been hijacked
by funereal and cemetery culturesthat interfere with natural
decompostion and, asa result, cause burialto be damming to the

environment.

SIDESDCOVERCITY OFLONDON CREST

Slide 1 BView of church in a cemetery

We established cemeterieswith considerable infrastructuresand failed
to use them assustainable parksthat could be used not only forthe
disposal of the dead but also the enjoyment of the living. Instead they
have become a drain on our environment without realigng their

potential benefitsto society.

Slide 2 BView of Lawn Graves in modern cemetery layout

Before burying the dead we embalm and cloth them using materials
that willhinder natural decompostion and harm the envionment. We
bury them in wet and poorly drained ground and at depthsnot suited
to decomposdtion. The double-decker grave isenvironmentally
unfriendly. In addition to preventing microbesfrom doing getting to
work we use consderable more energy in digging, shoring and back-

filling such deep graves.

Side 3 BStone angel

We filled partsof our cemeterieswith beautiful art and heritage in the
form of monumental ssonesat great cost to the environment. Perhaps
such a cost would have been better justified had we made the mogt of

these fine piecesof work. But we havenQ@.



We have abandoned them to deterioration and long-term decay
thereby wasting the original environmental investment bfailing to make
the most of their potential benefit to the living. To make mattersworse
we now import stone from around the world to create unimaginative
and uninspiring lumpsof new stone in cemeteriesthat already over-

spilling with stone quarried in hundred yearsor so.

Slide 4 BHorse drawn hearse

The funeral processon Beven the use of horse drawn carriages
damaged the environment. These are transported around in huge fuel
guzzling articulated vehicles. Digancesbeing travelled to cemeteries
are getting greaterand greater. Long drawn-out processonsto
cemeteriesthat seem to get further and further away, including
woodland cemeteries, are a negative in termsof the environmental

case against burial (and cremation for that matter).

Slide 5 BCatacomb (above ground) burial
Forthe wealthy we introduced burial in constructed vaultsbelow and
above ground placing the deceased in hermetically sealed coffins

preventing decomposdtion and the re-use of these burial places.

Slide 6 BColumbarium

Not satisfied with above ground burial for bodieswe did the same for
cremated remains. It isnot ironic that increasingly after-cremation
people want graves, columbaria or some other form of semi-
permanent memorial. It isa message about the desdre for

memorialisation E. . the significance of memorialisation.



Above ground burial isoften put forward asthe solution to the shortage
of burial space - asif we haven®got enough problemsbelow ground
asitisE. The suggestion ison par with the regular Qvhy not bury then

sanding-up?Ol am not going to go there!

Slide 7 BCars visiting a cemet ery

The modern car. Again statigicsare hard to come by but anecdotal
evidence suggeststhat most people travelto cemeteriesby car. At the
City of London we had over 2,500 repliesto a survey of vigtors: 90%
travelled by carand 80% had neverused public transport to get there!
Even at a ste with high levelsof security and a free busservice within
the grounds, people feel vulnerable without the metal straight-jacketE
theircar. It isalso to do with privacy. Cemetery vistorsare mourning
and perhapsthey preferto travel home in private and not have their
emotionson show asthey st on the busor train home. Better if they

could walkto a nearby cemetery.

Slide 8 DFloral Flower

Ithought a floral spade would be betterthan a realone.

The move from hand-digging to mechanical excavatorswasoriginally
in response to the need for efficiency gainsbut now isalso considered
essential on health and safety grounds. Indeed, that willalwaysbe the
case if we continue to excavate gravesto depthsof up to ten feet or

more BDwhich iswhat you do to maximise burial capacity.

Gravescould be hand-dug to a few feet usng human sweat in place
of powered machinesusng finite natural resources. Of course, you
would want local labourthat walked orcycled to work otherwise the

energy gainswould be lost.



Getting backto ourfloral tribute here, it isfull of artificial materialsand
completely non-eco friendly. Thiswillnow take up space at the land-fill

dgte. And some floral tributescan be quite large:

Side 9 bLarge Floral Tribute

We really need to do something about floral tributesat funerals.

Cover slide BCity of London Crest

Burialisnot a waste of space Ditisa sensble land use for the disposal
of human bodies. Itisonly a waste of space if you let people stay
there forever. And I hereby challenge the propostion that cremation
hasbeen the saviour of cemeteriesbthat isjust not the case.
Cremation enabled usto delay resolving the fundamentally flawed
concept of perpetual burial. Indeed, I put it to you that, had it not
been forcremation, we would by now have sustainable burial in our

exiging cemeteries.

Alas, cremation did not solve the problemE nor willany new
alternatives... it just delayed the need to utili®® the most sustainable
option that hasalwaysbeen available Bburial. The answer doesnot
really lie in body to ashesand ashesto dust: but in body to dust

through naturaldecay.

Of course the problem isone of logisgicsbspace to accommodate the
deadE a quick enough turn around time to make disposal viable,
financially and in termsof environmental resources. We have too many
cemeteriesand yet not enough burial ground Bdoesn® that seem odd?
Peculiar? lemphasise: we have too many cemeteriestE. And yet not
enough burial ground? Allowing thisto happen had made burial a

non-green option.



If our primary concern isenvironmental then we ought to utilise nature®@
capacity to decay ourbodiesE and, of course, that iswhy a range of
eco-burial optionsat hundredsof woodland cemeterieshave

developed around the country.

Woodland burial hasbeen promoted asthe solution. Iwelcome
woodland burial but proximity and the desire forlocalised
memoriali|ation are, however, barriersto woodland burial@growth and
future success. Unregulated and without any real strategic direction,
woodland burial hasnot significantly impacted upon demand for

traditional burial and cremation.

Woodland burial also failsto consder the viability and future use of
exiging cemeteries. People want local, affordable burial where they
can also have some kind of semi-permanent memorial. That iswhat
they seem to want. If they can® get that they seem to say Gnay aswell

go for cremation®

Woodland burialison the right track Bsmplified burial. The more we
complicate the processthe more damaging it willbe to the

environment.

If we want to be really seriousabout saving the planet we could make
woodland burial compulsory but that would take Bup 540 acreseach
yearin England and Wales, which isnot sustainable for providing
localised burial provison Bunlessperhapsyou cleared the woodland
every so often and started alloveragain. Exiging cemeteriescould

gradually be converted to parksorused for housng and so on.

There isanother option.
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In England and Wales, putting aside Parish Council and religiousburial
grounds, we have 5,378 hectaresof cemetery space.vi The 540,000
people who die each yearvicould be buried individually in single
graves, which would use 540 acresperannum. Adding the right soil
each one could be re-used within ten years. But there isspace to allow
everyone 35 yearsto rest in peace or until theirgrave had to be used
again.

Gravescould be dug by hand to a couple of feet deep and only new
memorialsconstructed from re-cycled stone could be permitted.
Gravescould quite easly be protected from wildlife digging up bodies.
The cost need be no more than the average cremation fee. Of course,
the lossof our heritage may be too great a price to pay but that could
be overcome by the proper management of exiging cemeteriesand a

serious effort to re-cycle exiging monuments.

Iwant to show you a few didesto show what can be done with the
reuse of old grave-stones, which iswhat we are doing at the City of

London Cemetery.

Slides 11, 12 and 13: reused memorial s be fore and after for explanation .

In researching formy paper,Icame acrosstwo more excellent sources
of information. Frstly, an brilliant book called @eath To Dust - What
HappensTo Dead Bodies®. By Kenneth Isersonvii, it isa great readE
honestE anyway it convincingly arguesthe case for donating your
organsand tissuesE and, that, of course, isultimate recycling if you
think about it! The otherresource wasan article by Arpad Vassentitled

@eyond the grave Punderstanding human decompositionO
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Theirreading emphasised to me that, quote, @ dead body isan eco-
system of itsown BPmicrobeswill tumn our body to dust@& E. And

knowing what ldo about burial and funereal culture it isevident that
we just get in the way E without due regard to the envionment we do
embalm, cloth, coffin and transport the dead to an unnecessary extent.
And here we get to the crux of thisissue Bat what point on the scale of
measuresdo we tilt away from the emotional, religiousor spiritual

needsof the bereaved in favour of saving the planet?

The solutionsare easy to findEb ut the question isE doesthe will exig to
bring about majorchange to ourway of death and disposal to

minimise damage to the environment?

| set out thisevening with the task of presenting the environmentalcase
forand against the digposal of human bodiesby earth burial. I have
sought to do thisby highlighting the consderable environmental
benefitsof burying human bodiesin properly desgned burial grounds
prepared to facilitate decompostion and the reuse of green stesthat

may also serve asopen land forthe living to appreciate and enjoy.

lhave also tried to catalogue the thingswe do that undermine burial
and which cause it to harm to our living environment. The cemetery
industry hasplayed around the edgesin trying to re-establish burial as
the green option. To be more successful in that objective and to bring
the public along the industry needsmore radical optionsthan

woodland burial alone.

In summary, burial ispotentially a natural and sustainable method for
the digposalof dead human bodiesand, managed in the right way, its
use could minimise the harm ourdead bodiesdo to the environment.

We were there onceE but notany moreEE EE. . Thankyou.
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