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MAB SEMINAR 

HOUSE OF COMMON 

 

THE GREEN CASE FOR AND AGAINST BURIAL 

 

I w ish to thank the MAB Exec utive Board  for inviting  me to speak this 

evening . I am privileged  to have an opportunity to p resent a  paper on 

the environmenta l c ase for and  aga inst buria l.   

 

At  9pm this evening  Channel Four has a  p rogramme c a lled  Huma n 

Footp rint. The impa c t of eac h person on the environment is c onsidered . 

The p rogrammeÕs underlying  message is tha t w ithout you, this world 

would be a  better p lac e. The good  news, apparently, is tha t during  

your life time you should get to have sex 4,238 timesi. The ba d  news is 

tha t you only get to d ie onc e.  You donÕt get any p rac tice a t dying . 

 

Well this evening  we a re interested  in a  b it more than the c arbon 

footp rint Ð we a re looking  a t the c arbon b ody p rint.  We do more harm 

to the environment a live than d ead  Ð but even in dea th we have the 

potentia l to harm the p lanet.   

 

Let me set-out my position on this sub jec t. I believe tha t good  earth 

buria l c an b e good  for the environment a nd  c erta inly does less harm 

than good  c remation.  

 

The use of the word  good  is important bec ause good  c remation c a n 

be less damag ing  to the environment tha t bad  buria l. I am not here to 
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knoc k c remation (well, not too muc h anyway!). Although I would say 

tha t I think c remation has had  its day we just havenÕt rea lised  tha t yet.  

 

Over the p ast c oup le of hund red  years, the d isposa l of the d ead  has 

developed  from a  sanita ry to a  log istica l p rob lem: one tha t we have 

sought to address by find ing  a  viab le a lterna tive. And  it is re levant to 

b riefly c onsider why buria l fell out of favour and  the sorts of a lterna tives 

p roposed . Of c ourse, c remation, an anc ient and  well estab lished  

p rac tise has b een buria lÕs ma in c ompetitor.  

The idea  of mic rowave, which was advoc a ted  about ten years ago, 

faded  away. The latest ideas inc lud e ÔPromessionÕ and  Wa ter 

Resomation.   

 

There ha s been a  lot in the med ia about Promession over the past 

c oup le of years - Promession essentia lly c onsists of a  freezing-based  

p roc ess fo llowed by what I c an only desc ribe as Ôsha ke, ra ttle a nd  ro llÕ 

effec t to p roduc e a  b iod egradab le mulch.  It c ontinues to be a  

theoretica l ÔsolutionÕ.  

 

On the other hand , Wa ter Resomationii, which is quietly ga ining  g round  

and  will no doub t reac h the pub lic domain in due c ourse, is p romoted  

as an Ôenvironmenta lly responsible non-burn water-based  p roc essÕ. 

Wa ter resomation takes p lac e w ithin a  Ôwater resomatorÕ which uses 

Alka line Hydrolysis to reduc e the body to an Ôinnoc uous liquidÕ and  

ÔashÕ from the bones.   

 

I suppose being  ab le to offer the c hoice b etween earth, fire a nd  water 

c ould be good  from a  marketing  ang le a t least.  

 

But what of a ll these a lterna tives: c remation, mic rowave, p romession 

and  resomationÉ no doub t more w ill a rise in due c ourse? Well they 
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have three things in c ommon. Firstly, they a ll seek to ac c elera te the 

speed of d isposa l and , sec ond ly, they a ll require fossil fuel based  

energy.  Third ly, they have a ll b een p romoted  as being  better for the 

environment tha n buria l.   

 

Yet there has b een no authorita tive or ind ependent ana lysis to assess 

and  c ompare their environmenta l performanc e aga inst earth buria l 

and  na tura l dec omposition.  

 

Whether we c remate, p romessomate or resomate Ð we invariab ly a re 

left w ith a  by-p roduc t tha t requires d isposa lÉin variab ly by buria l or 

strewing  ac ross land  or sea .    

 

British Soc iety was, it seems, persuad ed tha t buria l is not an 

environmenta lly responsible mea ns for the d isposa l of dead  p eop le. 

Cred it for this ac hievement must largely go the Government a nd  the 

Churc h who mad e a  rea l mess of manag ing  buria l spac e from the 

eighteenth c entury onwards. They opened the door to the very 

suc c essful Cremation Soc iety movement which p romoted  c remation 

as an a lterna tive to buria l dec la ring  Ôuntil some better system is devised , 

we desire to adop t tha t usua lly known as c remationÕ.  

 

Yet c an there rea lly ever be a  b etter a lterna tive to na tura l 

dec omposition? You may be ab le to bea t na ture b ut you c anÕt better 

it. Modern buria l is ineffec tive due to our b uria l c ustoms and  p ra c tices, 

and  poor buria l g round  ma nagement. We have not g iven due c are to 

the environment and , to use a  favourite Government p hrase, buria l is 

no longer fit for purpose. 

 

The Na tura l Dea th Centre, MAB and  the ICCM have a ll p layed  their 

part in trying  to restore buria lÕs reputa tion as an ec o-friend ly op tion. 
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Wood land  buria l a nd  the underlying  c ampa ign for g reen funera ls have 

had  an impa c t, but p rogress is slow.  

 

CremationÕs dominanc e in the UK has ha rd ly been dented . Reliab le 

sta tistics a re hard  to c ome by but anec do ta l evidenc e suggests tha t 

many of those op ting  for wood land  buria l would have otherwise been 

buried  in a  trad itiona l c emetery.  Well managed and  responsible 

wood land  sites do offer a  more environmenta lly friend ly op tion. 

However, I do think they should b e regulated .  

 

Na ture w ill c onsume a  body na tura lly.  

 

In the right c ond itions an unc overed  human body, c ompletely 

exposed  to the environment a t g round  level, w ill be reduc ed  to a  

skeleton w ithin a  monthiii.  

 

Leaving  a  naked  and  dea d  body on the lawn in your bac k garden to 

waste away during  warm summer evenings may be an extremely 

effic ient method  for d isposa l and  a  very g reen thing  to do, but saving  

the p lanet is unlikely to be a t the forefront of their minds as your 

neighboursÕ minds look out of their bac k w indowsÉ.  Dead bod ies on 

the bac k lawn tend  to c a use a  b it if a  stir.  Of c ourse, they c an c ause 

offenc e. And  so we donÕt do it.    

 

Bury the body w ithin the first two feet in the friab le soil of your bac k-

garden a nd  it w ill be reduc ed  to a  skeleton w ithin a  year. The skeleton 

may be left until you need  to bury another body, which may be put on 

top  of the c rumb ling  bones É. . and  the p roc ess repea ted .  Buried  

w ithin a  few feet in a  friab le soil a  body w ill take no more tha t a  year to 

bec ome a  skeleton.  The d eep er you go the longer a  body take to 

bec ome a  skeleton. iv  
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Given large, open a reas w ith amp le w ildlife to feed  off c orpses a nd  

good  friab le, well d ra ined  soil ma inta ined  a t a  warm tempera ture using  

g reen energy from say solar panels and  w ind  turb ines, we c ould  w ith 

relative ea se c rea te huma n dec omposition sites to p rovide a  

susta inab le system for the reduc tion of the human body into skeleta l 

rema ins a nd  later dust.  Na tura l dec omposition c annot, in terms of 

environmenta l effic ienc y, be b ea ten.   

But our soc iety would not ac c ep t suc h d isposa l fa rms. Buria l, fortuna tely, 

offers a  better a lterna tive. 

 

Na poleon had  the right idea . But he was p robab ly just fo llowing  his 

c ommon sense Ð which is a lso to be found  in most religious text 

referenc es to the d isposa l of bod ies by buria l Ð keep  it simp le, keep  it 

c lean. Well we havenÕt. We have c omplica ted  things and  fa iled  to 

manage buria l in a  susta inab le way. We have moved away from the 

simp le c onc ep t of buria l in a  simp le c offin involving  only na tura l and  

susta inab le materia ls. 

 

Historica lly, the c hurc h was our ma in p rovider of buria l spac e. You 

need  only read  Peter JuppÕs g rea t book ÔFrom Dust to AshesÕv  to   

apprec iate how the Churc h mad e a  right mess of things a nd  as a  result 

lost its monopoly on buria lÉ which in ma ny ways was a  shame 

bec ause it was onto a  good  thing  reusing  loc a l c hurc hyard s over and  

over aga in. They ha d  the a nswer b ut they got c a rried  away. 

Environmenta lly friend ly buria l pa id the p ric e. Government, the p riva te 

sec tor and  munic ipa l authorities have a ll had  a  go sinc eÉ and  they 

a lso have mad e a  mess of things.  

 

So what is wrong  with buria l today? Unfortuna tely, the na tura l 

susta inab ility of buria l has b een undermined  by our Ôc ivilisedÕ approac h 
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to dea th and  d isposa l. It has, over c enturies, g radua lly been hijac ked  

by funerea l a nd  c emetery c ultures tha t interfere w ith na tura l 

dec omposition a nd , as a  result, c a use buria l to be damming  to the 

environment.  

 

 

SLIDES Ð COVER CITY OF LONDON CREST 

 

Slide 1 Ð View of church in  a cemetery  

We estab lished  c emeteries w ith c onsidera b le infrastruc tures a nd  fa iled  

to use them as susta inab le parks tha t c ould  be used  not only for the 

d isposa l of the d ead  but a lso the enjoyment of the living . Instead  they 

have bec ome a  d ra in on our environment w ithout rea lising  their 

potentia l benefits to soc iety.  

 

Slide 2 Ð View of Lawn Graves in modern cemetery layout  

Before burying  the d ead  we emb a lm and  c loth them using  materia ls 

tha t w ill hinder na tura l dec omposition a nd  harm the environment. We 

bury them in wet a nd  poorly d ra ined  g round  and  a t d ep ths not suited  

to dec omposition. The doub le-d ec ker g rave is environmenta lly 

unfriend ly. In ad d ition to p reventing  microbes from doing  getting  to 

work we use c onsiderab le more energy in d igg ing , shoring  and  bac k-

filling  suc h d eep  g raves. 

 

Side 3 Ð Stone angel  

We filled  parts of our c emeteries w ith bea utiful a rt and  heritage in the 

form of monumenta l stones a t g rea t c ost to the environment. Perha ps 

suc h a  c ost would have b een better justified  had  we mad e the most of 

these fine p iec es of work. But we havenÕt.  
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We have aba ndoned them to deteriora tion and  long-term dec ay 

thereby wasting  the orig ina l environmenta l investment Ð fa iling  to make 

the most of their potentia l b enefit to the living .  To make matters worse 

we now import stone from around  the world to c rea te unimag ina tive 

and  uninsp iring  lumps of new stone in c emeteries tha t a lready over-

sp illing  w ith stone q uarried  in hundred  yea rs or so.  

  

 

 

Slide 4 Ð Horse drawn hearse  

The funera l p roc ession Ð even the use of horse d rawn c arriages 

damaged the environment. These a re tra nsported  a round  in huge fuel 

guzzling  a rticulated  vehic les. Dista nc es being  travelled  to c emeteries 

a re getting  g rea ter a nd  g rea ter. Long  d rawn-out p roc essions to 

c emeteries tha t seem to get further a nd  further away, inc lud ing  

wood land  c emeteries, a re a  nega tive in terms of the environmenta l 

c ase aga inst buria l (and  c remation for tha t matter). 

 

Slide 5 Ð Catacomb (above ground) burial  

For the wea lthy we introd uc ed  buria l in c onstruc ted  vaults below and  

above g round  p lac ing  the dec ea sed  in hermetica lly sea led  c offins 

p reventing  dec omposition a nd  the re-use of these buria l p lac es.  

 

Slide 6 Ð Columbarium  

Not sa tisfied  w ith above g round  buria l for bod ies we d id the same for 

c remated  rema ins. It is not ironic  tha t inc reasing ly a fter-c remation 

peop le want g raves, c olumba ria or some other form of semi-

permanent memoria l. It is a  messag e about the d esire for 

memoria lisa tion É. .  the significa nc e of memoria lisa tion.  
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Ab ove g round  buria l is often p ut forward  as the solution to the shortage 

of buria l spac e - as if we havenÕt got enough p rob lems b elow ground  

as it isÉ.  The suggestion is on par w ith the regular Ôwhy not bury then 

stand ing-up?Õ I am not going  to go there!  

 

Slide 7 Ð Cars visiting a cemet ery  

The modern c ar. Ag a in sta tistic s a re hard  to c ome by but anec dota l 

evidenc e suggests tha t most peop le travel to c emeteries by c ar. At  the 

City of London we had  over 2,500 rep lies to a  survey of visitors: 90% 

travelled  by c ar a nd  80% had  never used  pub lic  transport to get there! 

Even a t a  site w ith high levels of sec urity a nd  a  free b us service w ithin 

the g round s, peop le feel vulnerab le w ithout the meta l stra ight-jac ketÉ 

their c a r. It is a lso to do w ith p rivac y. Cemetery visitors a re mourning  

and  perhaps they p refer to travel home in p riva te and  not have their 

emotions on show as they sit on the bus or tra in home. Better if they 

c ould wa lk to a  nearby c emetery. 

 

Slide 8 Ð Floral Flower  

I thought a  flora l spade would b e better than a  rea l one. 

 

The move from hand-d igg ing  to mec ha nic a l excava tors was orig ina lly 

in response to the need  for effic ienc y ga ins but now is a lso c onsidered  

essentia l on hea lth and  sa fety g round s.  Indeed , tha t w ill a lways be the 

c ase if we c ontinue to exc ava te g raves to dep ths of up  to ten feet or 

more Ð which is what you do to maximise buria l c apa c ity.  

 

Graves c ould be hand-dug  to a  few feet using  human sweat in p lac e 

of powered  mac hines using  finite na tura l resourc es. Of c ourse, you 

would want loc a l labour tha t wa lked  or c yc led  to work otherwise the 

energy ga ins would be lost. 
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Getting  bac k to our flora l tribute here, it is full of a rtific ia l materia ls and  

c ompletely non-ec o friend ly. This w ill now take up  spa c e a t the land-fill 

site. And  some flora l tributes c a n be q uite large: 

 

Slide 9 Ð Large Floral Tribute  

We rea lly need  to do something  about flora l tributes a t funera ls. 

 

Cover slide Ð City of London Crest  

 

Buria l is not a  waste of spac e Ð it is a  sensib le land  use for the d isposa l 

of human bod ies.  It is only a  waste of spac e if you let peop le stay 

there forever.  And  I hereby c ha llenge the p roposition tha t c remation 

has been the saviour of c emeteries Ð tha t is just not the c a se. 

Cremation enab led  us to delay resolving  the fundamenta lly flawed 

c onc ep t of perpetua l b uria l. Ind eed , I put it to you tha t, had  it not 

been for c remation, we would by now have susta inab le buria l in our 

existing  c emeteries. 

 

Ala s, c remation d id  not solve the p rob lemÉ nor w ill any new 

a lterna tives... it just delayed  the need  to utilise the most susta inab le 

op tion tha t has a lways b een ava ilab le Ð b uria l. The a nswer does not 

rea lly lie in body to ashes a nd  ashes to dust: but in body to dust 

through na tura l dec ay.  

 

Of c ourse the p rob lem is one of log istics Ð spac e to ac c ommodate the 

deadÉ a  quic k enough turn a round  time to make d isposa l viab le, 

financ ially a nd  in terms of environmenta l resourc es. We have too many 

c emeteries and  yet not enough buria l g round  Ð doesnÕt tha t seem od d? 

Pec uliar? I emphasise: we have too many c emeteriesÉ.  And  yet not 

enough b uria l g round? Allowing  this to ha ppen had  mad e buria l a  

non-green op tion.   
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If our p rimary c onc ern is environmenta l then we ought to utilise na tureÕs 

c apac ity to dec ay our bod iesÉ and , of c ourse, tha t is why a  ra nge of 

ec o-buria l op tions a t hundred s of wood land  c emeteries have 

developed  a round  the c ountry.  

 

Wood land  buria l has been p romoted  a s the solution. I welc ome 

wood land  buria l but p roximity and  the desire for loc a lised  

memoria lisa tion a re, however, barriers to wood land  buria lÕs g rowth and  

future suc c ess. Unregulated  and  w ithout any rea l stra teg ic  d irec tion, 

wood land  buria l ha s not significa ntly impac ted  upon dema nd for 

trad itiona l buria l a nd  c remation.  

 

Wood land  buria l a lso fa ils to c onsider the viab ility and  future use of 

existing  c emeteries. Peop le want loc a l, a ffordab le buria l where they 

c an a lso have some kind  of semi-permanent memoria l. Tha t is what 

they seem to want. If they c anÕt get tha t they seem to say Ômay as well 

go for c remationÕ. 

 

Wood land  buria l is on the right trac k Ð simp lified  buria l. The more we 

c omplica te the p roc ess the more damag ing  it w ill be to the 

environment. 

 

If we want to be rea lly serious a bout saving  the p lanet we c ould make 

wood land  buria l c ompulsory but tha t would take Ðup 540 ac res eac h 

year in Eng land  a nd  Wa les, which is not susta inab le for p rovid ing  

loc a lised  b uria l p rovision Ð unless perhaps you c leared  the wood land  

every so often and  sta rted  a ll over aga in. Existing  c emeteries c ould 

g radua lly be c onverted  to parks or used  for housing  and  so on.  

 

There is another op tion. 
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In Eng land  a nd  Wa les, putting  aside Parish Counc il and  religious buria l 

g rounds, we have 5,378 hec ta res of c emetery spac e.vi The 540,000 

peop le who d ie eac h yearvii c ould be buried  ind ividua lly in sing le 

g raves, which would use 540 ac res p er annum. Ad d ing  the right soil 

eac h one c ould  be re-used  within ten yea rs. But there is spac e to a llow 

everyone 35 years to rest in pea c e or until their g rave ha d  to be used  

aga in.  

Graves c ould be d ug  by hand  to a  c oup le of feet deep  a nd  only new 

memoria ls c onstruc ted  from re-c yc led  stone c ould  be permitted .  

Graves c ould quite ea sily be p rotec ted  from wildlife d igg ing  up  bod ies.  

The c ost need  be no more than the avera ge c remation fee. Of c ourse, 

the loss of our heritag e may be too g rea t a  p rice to pay but tha t c ould 

be overc ome by the p rop er management of existing  c emeteries a nd  a  

serious effort to re-c yc le existing  monuments. 

 

I want to show you a  few slides to show what c an b e done with the 

reuse of o ld g rave-stones, which is what we a re doing  a t the City of 

London Cemetery. 

 

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

 

In researc hing  for my paper, I c ame ac ross two more excellent sourc es 

of information. Firstly, an b rilliant book c a lled  ÔDeath To Dust  - What 

Happens To Dea d Bod iesÕÉ.   By Kenneth Isersonviii, it is a  g rea t readÉ 

honestÉ anyway it c onvinc ing ly a rgues the c ase for dona ting  your 

organs and  tissuesÉ and , tha t, of c ourse, is ultimate rec yc ling  if you 

think about it! The other resourc e was an a rtic le by Arpad  Va ss entitled  

ÔBeyond the g rave Ð und ersta nd ing  huma n dec ompositionÕ. ix 
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Their read ing  emp ha sised  to me tha t, quo te, ÔA dead body is an ec o-

system of its own Ð microbes w ill turn our b ody to dustÕÉ É.  And  

knowing  what I do about buria l and  funerea l c ulture it is evident tha t 

we just get in the way É w ithout due rega rd  to the environment we do 

emba lm, c loth, c offin and  tra nsport the d ead  to an unnec essary extent.  

And  here we get to the c rux of this issue Ð a t wha t point on the sc a le of 

measures do we tilt away from the emotiona l, religious or sp iritua l 

needs of the b ereaved  in favour of saving  the p lanet?    

 

The solutions a re ea sy to findÉb ut the q uestion isÉ does the w ill exist to 

b ring  about ma jor c hang e to our way of dea th a nd  d isposa l to 

minimise damag e to the environment? 

 

I set out this evening  w ith the task of p resenting  the environmenta l c a se 

for and  aga inst the d isposa l of huma n bod ies by earth buria l. I have 

sought to do this by highlighting  the c onsiderab le environmenta l 

benefits of burying  human bod ies in p rop erly designed  b uria l g rounds 

p repared  to fac ilita te dec omposition and  the reuse of g reen sites tha t 

may a lso serve as op en land  for the living  to apprec iate a nd  enjoy.  

 

I have a lso tried  to c a ta logue the things we do tha t undermine buria l 

and  which c ause it to harm to our living  environment. The c emetery 

industry has p layed  a round  the edges in trying  to re-estab lish b uria l as 

the g reen op tion. To be more suc c essful in tha t ob jec tive a nd  to b ring  

the pub lic  a long  the industry needs more rad ica l op tions tha n 

wood land  buria l a lone. 

 

In summary, buria l is potentia lly a  na tura l and  susta inab le method  for 

the d isposa l of dead  human bod ies a nd , managed in the right way, its 

use c ould minimise the harm our d ead  bod ies do to the environment.  

We were there onc eÉ but not any moreÉÉ ÉÉ. .    Thank you. 
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