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A Planning Guide 
for natural burial.
You may be certain you’d like to be buried naturally, 
but uncertain of your next steps. Whether you’re young 
or old, in good health or not, natural burial isn’t in the 
mainstream (yet!) so it takes some planning. 

Share your wishes You can plan ahead 
without paying ahead

What if you’ve pre-
paid for something 
you don’t want?

Tell your family and/or friends 
that you would like a natural 
burial. Though sometimes 
uncomfortable, this conversation 
will ultimately ease them of 
the stress of making these 
decisions for you, and everyone 
will be comforted knowing that 
your wishes will be honoured, 
especially when your wishes 
benefit the earth. 

Consider who you trust to put 
your plans into action. Once you 
die, the power to make your 
funeral and burial arrangements 
will go to the executor of your 
will (if you have one) or your 
legal next of kin. Make sure this 
individual knows of your plans, 
and where to find your written 
instructions.  Include care for your 
body, the funeral home, service(s), 
and if wanted, the obituary.

In Ontario, new natural burial 
grounds are launching every 
year. So far, we only have 
hybrids, which are the natural 
sections within conventional 
cemeteries. Dedicated sites 
—expansive countryside sites, 
will take longer. There may not 
be a site near you, or, one that 
appeals to you. You may be 
hoping for a dedicated site. If 
the ideal site for you doesn’t yet 
exist, keep you plans flexible, 
updating your preference as 
options arise.

If you are anticipating the need 
for a burial in the near future, 
you may want to finalize details 
with a cemetery now. Otherwise, 
don’t feel pressured to sign a 
contract for a cemetery plot or 
funeral arrangement that you 

You may have pre-paid for a 
cremation or conventional burial, 
and now that you know about 
natural burial, you’d like to switch. 
Funeral homes may refund some, 
but not the whole amount. It’s 
trickier with cemeteries. The 
best bet is to check with the 
Bereavement Authority of Ontario 
(www.thebao.ca). Their job is to 
protect the consumer.

are not completely satisfied with.  
Prepaid arrangements typically 
offer financial merits only when 
they are made many years before 
a death, but if they are made 
20+ years in advance, a person’s 
preferences may change. Instead 
of pre-paying, consider setting 
aside (or investing) funds for your 
family to access after your death. 
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Dedicated natural 
burial ground

Hybrid natural burial

A natural burial,  
but not in a natural 
burial ground

Finding natural burial grounds
It’s tricky to commit today if your ideal natural burial ground 
doesn’t yet exist in your community. Keep checking our website to 
learn about new sites. 

Here’s what it looks like
Acres upon acres of natural 
landscape, usually in the 
countryside, either meadow  
or forest.

What to do
A lot of people dream of this.  
It should be available in Ontario 
soon, but let your family know  
this is your ideal and stay in 
touch with NBA so you hear of 
new sites. 

Here’s what it looks like
A section of a conventional 
cemetery that has been created 
to be a natural burial area. 

What to do

There may be a hybrid 
cemetery near you. If not, ask 
yourself if you would be willing 
to be buried outside your 
community. Cemeteries are 
often accustomed to serving 
families from other parts of 
the province. Legally, you don’t 
have to visit a funeral home to 
make arrangements. Not all 
funeral homes are supportive 
of natural burial, but you could 
chose your natural burial ground 
and ask that cemetery for 
recommendations. 

Here’s what it looks like
By law, cemeteries must offer 
plots that don’t insist on an 
outer burial container or “vault”. 
Although these cemeteries 
don’t make strides towards 
conservation, this doesn’t mean 
you should write them off. If 
there are no natural burial 
grounds nearby, or if you’d 
prefer to be buried locally, these 
plots are a gentler alternative to 
cremation or conventional burial. 
Legally you do not need to be 
embalmed, and you can purchase 
a biodegradable casket. In this 
way, your body is contributing to 
the earth’s renewal. 

What to do
Ask your local cemeteries about 
their accommodations for a 
natural burial, and find a funeral 
home that carries biodegradable 
caskets or approves your own. It’s 
unlikely they will permit a shroud.
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Components of a natural burial

Questions to ask the cemetery. 
  Is winter burial offered.

  What are the memorization options.

  What are the land stewardship practices.

  Can the family help dig the grave and lower 
their loved one. 

  Will the cemetery buy back the interment 
rights.

The body cannot be embalmed.
  �Funeral homes may offer embalming with 
“green” embalming fluid. We recommend 
foregoing an embalming procedure 
altogether. This way your body can nourish 

the earth that fed it through life.

  �Some hybrid natural burial grounds do not 
offer winter burials. Embalming is required 
and the body is taken care of until spring.

Markers. 
  �Each natural burial ground has its own 
bylaws concerning memorialization. 

  �At natural burial grounds,  in place of a 
large tombstone, the graves are marked 
in one of three ways: a communal marker 
(such as a boulder with names listed), 
modest markers such as flat locally sourced 
stones, or in lieu of any marker, the graves 
are located using GPS.

  �Legally, the cemetery must be able to locate 

each grave.

  �The tradition of marking graves is deeply 
embedded in our culture. If you have 
chosen a natural burial ground that doesn’t 
permit markers, tell your family so there 
isn’t surprise on the day. 

The body will rest in a 
shroud or biodegradable 
burial container, made from 
natural wood and mainly 
free of metal.
  �Some casket companies offer natural 
options. Ask the cemetery or funeral home 
what natural alternatives they offer. 

  �If you know anyone experienced with 
woodworking, constructing a burial  
container adds that personal touch. 

  �If you’re leaning towards a burial shroud 
instead of a container, check with your 
chosen funeral home and cemetery to 
ensure they allow shrouds. 
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Potential roadblocks
Winter burials
There are some rural cemeteries 
that do not offer burials during the 
winter. Either the cemetery or the 
funeral home will care for the body 
on site until spring (charges apply). 
Efforts are currently underway to 
make winter burials more widely 
accessible.

Viewing the body
Many people worry about viewing 
a loved one when they have not 
been embalmed. Some funeral 
homes will inflate these worries 
by exaggerating the problems 
that can accompany natural dead 
bodies. Embalming is not legally 
required in Ontario, and a family 
can view a body without it. If you 
are using a funeral home, request 
that they forego embalming, 
and instead perform a “minimal 
preparation”. They will wash and 
dress the body, and close the eyes 
and mouth.

Ceremonies around natural burial
It’s for those you leave behind, and is most meaningful when it reflects you.
There are no rights or wrongs, it can be: one event or several, religious or not, take 
the form of a funeral, celebration of life or memorial.  A graveside ceremony can 
be before or after other services, private or public. The body may or may not be at 
the service(s), and visitation can be at home or at the funeral home. You can leave 
messages and drawings on the casket. There’s such a thing as a living funeral, which is 
held while the person is alive and present at their own goodbye ceremony. Celebrants 
(the non-cookie cutter variety) can greatly enhance a ceremony. 

Check with the cemetery to see how much family participation is permitted. Will they 
permit the family to decorate the grave, lower the body, and fill in the grave? Perhaps 
they allow the planting of native wildflowers, or a tree off to the side.

Every body is different, but 
generally the body can be kept a 
week before burial if it is cared 
for in a cool place. Some funeral 
homes do not have a cold place to 
preserve the body, so it’s best to 
find the funeral home best suited 
to support this aspect of natural 
burial.

A family led funeral
It used to be that families took care of their dead. It’s still legal.
There isn’t an organized framework to assist families, but death doulas and some 
funeral homes are supportive in enabling the family to participate, for instance in 
the care of the body. Many health care workers and even funeral professionals 
don’t realize it’s possible and legal.  It requires careful planning, and some tasks 
can be tricky, such as transportation and care of the body, and filing the legal 
paperwork.
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Funeral homes range greatly in price 
and services offered. 
Ask questions knowing that you only need to 
provide your personal information if you want 
to. “Bricks & Mortar” funeral homes are more 
costly than those that are only online. Google 
terms like “basic, simple, direct burial” to find 
these less expensive options, which exist in the 
larger urban centres.

Don’t feel pressured to embalm.

You can request “minimal preparation” where 
they close the eyes and mouth, dress and 
place the body in a casket. Every death is 
different, but a body can be viewed 3 - 5 days 
after death.

 You don’t need to purchase a “funeral” 
from a funeral home. 

You can simply use their services for the 
basics: filing paperwork, transportation of the 
body, and a burial container. 

You may provide your own casket, 
however it may be refused.
Funeral homes and cemeteries have the right 
to refuse a casket. If you have a homemade 
container, or one that’s been purchased 
elsewhere, make sure in advance that they 
will accept it.

You can use a funeral home that isn’t 
local if it suits your needs. 
Not all funeral homes embrace natural burial, 
for instance allowing a shroud, or providing 
biodegradable caskets. They may try to push 
embalming. Since you don’t have to visit a 
funeral home to make arrangements, you can 
ask the natural burial ground what funeral 
home they’d recommend. 

You may prefer to side-step a funeral 
home altogether. 
This is completely legal, but we recommend 
you plan this in advance.  At a time of grief, 
the expertise of funeral homes can help.

Tips on Funeral Homes
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Organ and anatomical donations
If you’d like to donate targeted organs and tissue, this will 
be compatible with natural burial. The body will be returned 
to the family. If you’d like to donate your whole body for 
anatomical study, a cremation typically follows. The Trillium 
Gift of Life Network is a great resouce.

More people donate their bodies than are needed, and if 
the body is rejected, this can be a great disappointment to 
families, and cause stress. Have a Plan B.
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Natural Burial Association is a volunteer run non-profit 
dead set on creating natural burial grounds in Ontario.

At the Cemetery 
  �Interment rights (grave)

  �Interment fee (grave opening & closing)

  �Memorialization (including engraving)

  �Surcharges (eg, pallbearers, outside 
business hours)

  Taxes

  �Care of the body until spring if winter 
burial is not permitted (or this may be the 
responsibility of the funeral home)

ASK TO SEE THE CEMETERY’S BYLAWS

At the Funeral Home 
There is a non-declinable service charge in 
addition to the itemized list, which could 
include:

  �Staffing

  �Minimum preparation of the body

  �Facilities for preparation

  Documentation (burial permit, death 
registration fee, coroner’s certificate, death 
certificate)

  Initial and final transfer

  Administration vehicle

  Casket (wicker, softwood), or confirm the 
funeral home will provide a shroud. 

  Visitation and funeral services

  �Other costs (flowers, obituary, honorarium 
for officiants, catering, guest book) 

Costs

We hope that we have helped to demystify the end-of-life 
requirements and options. Please sign up for our e-news so 
you know when a natural burial ground opens near you. You’ll 
also learn about our “Planning for a Natural Burial” webinars.  
Our final word of advice...share your wishes!

www.naturalburialassociation.ca 
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At this point you might 
be thinking, life has its 
challenges and now death 
does too. The comfort 
natural burial brings, and 
the legacy it leaves for 
future generations, makes 
it worthwhile to plan for 
this important milestone. 


