Woodland Burial Ground Proposal

Lakes Eco Golf development

Extra sheet attached to response form submitted by Vivien Vibert and Walter Saunders, of Frog Hollow, Rondevlei Heights, PO Box 268, Hoekwil 6538

Since the Focus Group of 3 December 2003, which one of us attended, an alternative use for the land, or at least a considerable part of it, has occurred to us, namely an Ecological/Woodland Burial Ground.
This brief paper outlines this subject, after minimal research:

General
This approach to the disposal of human remains is becoming internationally more widespread, as can be seen by the numerous websites dealing with the subject (search Google for example with “environmental” or “ecological” or “woodland” or “green” “burial”).  In the UK the first woodland burial ground opened near Carlisle in 1993, by May 2000 there were 100 in UK, and now there are apparently about 180.  I have not yet discovered if there are any in South Africa. Some websites that I have briefly looked at are:

www.woodlandburialplace.co.uk
www.environmentalfunerals.com
www.petsandpeopletogetherforever.co.uk 

www.globalideasbank.org 

www.naturaldeath.org.uk
Many people are looking for an environmental friendly method of disposing of the dead, together with an inspiring natural environment.  People need multi-religious, multi-ethnic opportunities to celebrate the passing of a loved one outside the strictly religious sphere.

According to the Knysna Funeral Parlour, a normal plot in a normal burial ground costs R800, and their cheapest possible funeral is R3500, but the sky is the limit on what people are sometimes prepared to pay.

Financial 
A hectare has 10 000 square metres, and burial rights for each square metre could be sold for, say, R50:  200 plots of 50 sq m = R2500 per plot, = R500 000 per hectare, or 100 sq m at R5000 = R500 000 per ha.  This is a small amount of money for many of the people living or holidaying in the Garden Route, but smaller plots for the less well-off could also be available.   Some people might buy a whole hectare in the interests of the environment, and a final family resting place.   There are infinite variations on what could be sold as standard, and what could be charged as extras – e.g standard is plot, 3 indigenous trees, and one wooden plaque naming deceased on tree, extras would be the burial process itself (digging hole), more than one body up to a maximum of 4, etc.

Further “services” could also generate money, e.g. use of chapel, non-denominational or not, venue and catering for wakes. 

Thus finance would be generated for the rehabilitation of the site.  There are 437 ha of felled timber (p.2 of Status Quo Report) and the Northern and Central parts of the site are “flat” or “gently sloping”(also p.2) which could be suitable.   Areas adjacent to the existing natural vegetation could be developed first, and gradually a large part of the site could be used for this purpose, early sales financing the next swathe of rehabilitation.  

Legal 

There would probably have to be a legal structure, separate from the company which runs, for example a hotel and self-catering cottages near the lake (where, incidentally, friends and relatives of deceased could stay and the wake takes place) possibly a trust which guaranteed that the area would be returned to natural vegetation, and left undisturbed in perpetuity, or for 50 or 100 years.   

There is also the question of what exactly the buyer of a plot would own, as he could not own the land in the normal sense, but have the rights to be buried there himself or have someone else buried there.  Possibly the buyers would be beneficiaries of the trust. 

Marketing possibilities

1. Burial

2. Burial of pets

3. Burial or other disposal of ashes.  This could be marketed far afield, including internationally.

4. Advance sales, so that people have the place lined up for future deaths in the family.  

5. Sale of trees and bushes in memory of deceased. 

6. Rights sold without burial for purely environmental purposes. (This is done in other countries, particularly in South America, but I have no information to hand at the moment)

7. Death is a certainty, and although none of us like talking about it, it is likely to outlive golf courses, specially if rainfall patterns change or for other reasons the maintenance of golf courses becomes impractical.

Local employment opportunities
1. Clearing of land in small swathes, and replanting

2. Hand dug burial, to preserve peace and quiet and maintain small paths in natural woodland.

3. Provision of personal transport, to take people to burial site in woods, without building lots of roads, such as horse and cart, or sedan chairs would be quiet, rather than quad bikes.

4. Manufacture of coffins, and other items such as plaques and benches, from trees grown on site.

5. Maintenance of rehabilitated areas.

6. Game wardens

Environmental opportunities
1. Land gets rehabilitated with natural vegetation, and is self-financing

2. Minimal disruption to site, apart from burying the dead, and having small paths for access. No levelling, no drains, no electricity, no water, no roads, no irrigation, no phone lines, no concrete, no hard surfaces to prevent rainfall reaching the vegetation.

3. There would be no pesticides, or fertilisers introduced, apart from the natural decomposition of the remains, which would be so spaced out as not to affect the groundwater or anything else.  

4. NO Cremation would be offered, as this is NOT an environmentally acceptable form of body disposal. It uses electricity, and the body is completely wasted to the environment instead of feeding the carbon back into the land from where, ultimately originally came.

5. This would be a leading-edge activity in South Africa, and because of its size, and the possibility of “selling” land for conservation purposes in combination, could be a world-leader.

In conclusion, we are submitting this with the sincere hope that something other than the proposed development will take place, and we have compiled this brief paper for the benefit of the developer, who may find that this idea could be used in respect of a large part of the site, even if other parts are used for a much smaller scale development than that which is proposed.

Vivien Vibert

Walter Saunders

9 January 2004
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