
You’ve spent your life going green: reducing consumption,
recycling waste, and buying local as much as possible.
But what about after you die? Chances are you do not

want your remains to be pumped full of toxic formaldehyde, nor
to be buried in a casket made of exotic hardwood and lined with
satin and polyester. You may not even want to be cremated
using large amounts of energy.
Folks on Denman Island have mulled over this question for

a long time. They researched, consulted with the community,
and filled out forms. Finally, last year, they accomplished
something extraordinary by opening Canada’s first ever
exclusively green cemetery. 
It’s a first because it’s a cemetery where green is the only

option.The Denman Island Natural Burial Cemetery is a one
hectare piece of land that was previously clearcut but now will
be restored. The covenanted land, gifted by the Denman
Conservancy Association, is situated across the road from
Denman Island’s original cemetery, which is nearing capacity.
The aim of a green burial is to return human remains to the

Earth with as little impact on the environment as possible.
Embalming is not allowed and any clothing on a body that is
being buried must be made entirely of biodegradable material
such as wool, cotton or linen. Even zippers and plastic buttons
are on the taboo list.
The container that is chosen must also be totally

biodegradable and have no metal parts. Coffins are typically
made of cardboard, wicker or untreated wood. 
There is no concrete vault, no tombstone and only minimal

landscaping. The grave site is planted with native vegetation and
then nature is allowed to take its course. Visiting gravesites is
discouraged as that would disturb the vegetation and prevent
natural regeneration of the forest. As an alternative, there is a
designated gathering space where people can look out upon the
forest and remember their loved ones. A small bronze
commemorative plaque affixed to a semi-circular memorial
structure is optional.
Despite its high standards, the cemetery stops short of

requiring the removal of artificial joints, pacemakers, dental
fillings and similar embedded foreign materials. To promote
natural decomposition, coffins are buried at a depth of just four
feet.

The Denman Island Memorial Society, which established the
cemetery, struggled with the cremation issue as that process
requires large amounts of energy, usually natural gas, and is
therefore not technically green. After much deliberation and
consultation, it was decided that because cremation is so
popular in BC (about 80%), ashes would, as a compromise, be
accepted for burial or scattering, but that the greener option
would be encouraged. Restrictions on the transportation of
human remains from far-off places also influenced the decision.
Not everyone can be buried at Denman’s green cemetery.

The site is designated for only Denman Island residents and
landowners, past and present, and members of their immediate
families.
Louise Bell, chair of the Board of Directors, says there have

been four green burials at the cemetery so far, and that
numerous requests have been received from people on
Vancouver Island. ‘We have limited space—room for only about
1000—and that’s why we’ve had to set up eligibility criteria,’ she
explains. ‘It’s really hard to say no.’
Bell indicates her group is willing to share knowledge with

people in other communities about the work required to
establish a green cemetery. Inquiries have already been received
from residents on Hornby and Thetis.
Denman is not the only cemetery that offers green burials.

The Royal Oak Burial Park and Crematorium in Victoria, in
addition to its conventional services, has been offering green
burials since 2008.
Executive Director Stephen Olson says there have been about

145 such burials since the service was first introduced, and that
demand is growing. ‘This is not a fad,’ he says. ‘It’s definitely a
trend.’
The burial park currently has one acre of woodland set aside

for green burials. Although that space is filling up fast, there is
room for expansion. ‘We knew there was an interest in the
community but were surprised at how quickly the idea has taken
hold,’ says Olson. ‘The whole concept resonates with people who
have lived their lives being environmentally aware.’
Olson agrees that cremation is not environmentally friendly

as each requires the equivalent of about 400 litres of gasoline,
enough to drive some vehicles across Canada. He adds,
however, that when a person’s entire life is considered, the
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carbon footprint is relatively small. Those who choose cremation
can have their ashes scattered in a forested area adjacent to
where the full-body burials take place.
Olson says the green burial movement gained a foothold in

Great Britain in the mid to late ’90s. ‘People realized cremations
were contributing to climate change,’ he says. ‘They wanted to
reduce their carbon footprint and help preserve land from
development.’ Today, a full 12% of all dispositions in the UK are
by green burial.
Olson says a number of small cemeteries on the Gulf Islands

offer some form of green burial by avoiding embalming and
using simple caskets. However, there are only a handful of

cemeteries in all of Canada where burial grounds are allowed to
return to their natural state.
At $4,630, a green burial costs more than a simple cremation

but less than a conventional burial. Olson points out, however,
that cost is rarely the determining factor. ‘Nobody has decided
against a green burial because of cost. A green burial is always
chosen because that is what is meaningful to people.’
Olson sees the green burial trend taking off as people become

more aware of the issues involved and the options available. ‘It’s
a generational thing. Younger people who are in tune with
environmental issues will demand a green service for
themselves and their loved ones.’ 0
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