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Introduction

There is growing interest in reversing the modern tendency to ignore death and its processes.
This interest includes a yearning to get back to nature, and to do that many people are choosing
natural or green burial as a sustainable way of disposing of human remains.

There is also an increasing recognition that pollution of soil, water and air is a critical problem
requiring substantial changes in the practices that cause that pollution. The disposal of human
remains is one such practice, the methods and materials prevailing in both contemporary
cremation and burial being detrimental to the air or soil and sometimes groundwater.
Additionally, the release of carbon dioxide in burning and the potential for release of methane in
anaerobic burial also contribute to global heating.

Natural burial is the practice of burying a human body in the earth, in a manner that allows
aerobic decomposition to have a positive impact on the surrounding ecosystem. The Natural
Death Advocacy Network (NDAN) advocates for this type of interment. Its web site describes
best practice for natural burial and its associated benefits and costs.

The best practices of natural burial allow little to no pollution of the ground and groundwater
that often occurs in contemporary burial through the leaching and breakdown of toxic
chemicals from coffins and synthetic textiles. No greenhouse gases are emitted in the natural
burial process, unlike what occurs as a result of the anaerobic decomposition of a body buried
at conventional depth. Natural burial graves, at least those in dedicated natural burial grounds,
are normally not indicated by a physical memorial, other than native plants or locally occurring
rocks.



A dedicated natural burial ground, unlike a conventional cemetery, can have the added
advantage of not taking up land for one purpose only. The minimal impact natural graves have
on the terrain mean that, as well as contributing to soil health, they become part of and
contribute to a healthy soil ecosystem. Dedicated natural burial grounds can contribute to
restoring degraded bushland and habitat. The same land can be rewilded or revegetated using
locally occurring plant species, providing much-needed habitat for native animals, create a
pleasant natural park for contemplative human use, and have any agricultural value
maintained. The income from interments can offset the cost of these improvements.

In Australia, a small but growing number of cemeteries and councils are promoting natural or
bushland burials. Some of these adhere to the principles of what a natural burial should be,
some do not.

Five general aspects to consider are considered: the body, its container, the grave, the grave
setting and the location of the burial ground.

Body

e The body must not be embalmed, nor prepared using chemicals, disinfectants or
temporary preservations, so that no toxic fluids, such as formaldehyde, leach into the
ground.

e The body must not be fitted out with plastic eye caps, have no synthetic stitching or
packing, and not have been washed using a cleanser containing toxic chemicals.

¢ No plastic or other non-biodegradable objects must be placed in the body’s container or
the grave.

e Any clothing or shroud on the body must be made from natural textiles, preferably
protein-based fibre such as silk or wool, or hemp, cotton or linen.

e If no coffin is to be used, the body must be encased in a shroud made from natural
textiles. Local or State laws may require several shroud layers. Local or State laws may
also require a coffin (which could be hired) to carry the body to the graveside.

Container

e The body must be interred in one of the following types of totally biodegradable
container or wrapping:
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e acoffin or casket made of untreated soft timber such as pine (for quicker
decomposition), with no synthetic adhesives, varnishes, lacquers or paints, and any
liner being of 100% natural textile

e anuntreated cardboard coffin, with a biodegradable liner and no synthetic adhesives,
varnishes, lacquers or paints

e awicker, hemp or seagrass basket or similar, with a biodegradable liner and no synthetic
adhesives, varnishes, lacquers or paints

e ashroud made of 100% natural textiles and no non-biodegradable attachments, usually
with the body resting on a bier made of biodegradable natural materials, with no
synthetic adhesives, varnishes, lacquers or paints

Coffins can be home-made, and the wood may be recycled, for example from old pallets.

Grave
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A conventional grave compared with a natural burial grave
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e The grave must be dug for only one body, to a depth such that there is no more than
1 metre of earth from the top of the body to the natural ground surface. (This depth can
be reduced in some States, for example, 750mm in Victoria.) This ensures the speedy
decomposition of the remains and maximisation of the amounts of nutrients and
beneficial microbes absorbed by the soil, due to the warming of the earth, greater
oxygenation, and advantageous conditions for insects and bacteria. Decomposition at
conventional depths (6 feet under or more) is largely anaerobic, which means that few



beneficial nutrients reach the soil and methane gas may be emitted, a much more
potent greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide.

¢ Inorderto minimise greenhouse gas emissions, and if the ground is not too hard, the
preferred method of excavation is by hand. Otherwise, in a dedicated natural burial
ground, an electric-powered excavator should be used.

e The grave must not be a vault or crypt, or lined with any non-bio-degradable material.

¢ Wooden chocks may be placed at the bottom of the grave to facilitate aeration.
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o Vegetable matter (sticks, straw, hay, flowers, paper) may be placed below and above the
body to assist aeration and promote root growth. This also assists the movement of
water and bacteria in the aerobic layers, promoting decomposition.

e Inaburial ground dedicated to totally natural rewilding, the grave should not be marked
in any way — not with a memorial, headstone or kerbs. Its location and other details must
be recorded in a publicly accessible GPS database. In other settings the grave may be
marked by the planting of a native tree or shrub or local, natural-looking stone. A small
plaque could be tied to a tree as it matures, and a stone may be engraved.

¢ Ashallow grave allows for lowering the container or body by hand, that is, without the
need for a casket lowering device.®

Setting

A natural burial ground can be created either as part of or adjoining an existing cemetery
(creating a hybrid cemetery) or in a dedicated burial ground that allows only natural burial and is
vegetated with native flora, creating a natural park. If the dedicated land has previously been
degraded and is then revegetated with local species, providing habitat for native animals, itis
called a conservation burial ground. The land could even be on an operational livestock farm,
where natural burial contributes to the health of the soil.



Hybrid Dedicated Conservation

Location

The distance that mourners need to travel to attend a cemetery has a bearing on total GHG
emissions. A dedicated natural burial ground that is designed to be integral to the restoration of
bushland is likely to be further than a conventional cemetery from an urban area. Until electric
vehicles are in general use, the increased travel distance will be an unfortunate offset to the
other environmental benefits.

Web sites

1 https://ndan.com.au/resources/natural-burial/12-resources/40-natural-burial-
grounds

2 https://earthfunerals.org

3 https://www.memorialecosystems.com/defining_conservation_burial.html

4 https://www.greenburialcouncil.org/our_standards.html

5 https://smct.org.au/murrun-naroon-natural-burials

6 https://heburials.com.au/blogs/news/critical-awakening-around-death-
exercising-agency-over-our-mortal-remains

7 https://www.nhfuneral.org/green-burial-cemeteries-in-the-us-and-canada.html

8 http://www.naturaldeath.org.uk/index.php?page=find-a-natural-burial-site

9 https://www.nhfuneral.org/photographs.html
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A personal note
Elizabeth Handley

Hugh Kingsmill once said, "Friends are God's apology for relations." My dear friend Lynette, who
passed away about 18 months ago from lung cancer, was truly a gift in my life. We shared a
friendship that lasted forty years, navigating through four partnerships (two each), raising five
children, and traveling across several continents. Lynette was an attractive, intelligent, and
talented woman with a strong belief system. She never smoked and had been a vegetarian since
the age of 18. She loved to travel and explore the world around her. A natural entertainer and an
exceptional cook, she made friends wherever her family lived.

Her beloved family chose a natural burial site as her final resting place. Lynette was laid to rest
in a woven basket in a bushland setting at a small country cemetery. The service was intimate,
attended only by family and close friends, and she would have found it perfect. We all honored
her remarkable life with a memorial service and celebration attended by her many friends the
following day.

Alberton Cemetery

80 Zipfs Rd, Alberton QLD 4207, Australia. https://www.ecomemorialpark.com.au/natural-
burial-gold-coast/

Kind regards

Elizabeth Handley


https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ecomemorialpark.com.au%2Fnatural-burial-gold-coast%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cp.england%40griffith.edu.au%7Cc1fd81c3025d418b0b3508dd5a034ad3%7C5a7cc8aba4dc4f9bbf6066714049ad62%7C0%7C0%7C638765692408673507%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sxbJ28D4TGNEsmgigrQ8dTwRsJ%2BZPIFFMUXGo9SJL7M%3D&reserved=0
https://aus01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ecomemorialpark.com.au%2Fnatural-burial-gold-coast%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cp.england%40griffith.edu.au%7Cc1fd81c3025d418b0b3508dd5a034ad3%7C5a7cc8aba4dc4f9bbf6066714049ad62%7C0%7C0%7C638765692408673507%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sxbJ28D4TGNEsmgigrQ8dTwRsJ%2BZPIFFMUXGo9SJL7M%3D&reserved=0

