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MEMORANDUM

TO:
Board of Commissioners
FROM:
Planning and Development Staff

DATE:
November 15, 2002

SUBJECT:
Staff Report on Municipal Cemeteries

Purpose:

Currently, there are no active public or private cemeteries within the Town.  Recently, interest has been expressed by the Board of Commissioners to have a local funeral option for residents, which could include a Town-owned cemetery.  The purpose of this report is to investigate the procedures and regulations governing the development and operation of a municipal cemetery.  Additionally, recent funeral trends have been researched so that a Town cemetery could incorporate all desired burial alternatives.

North Carolina General Statutes:

Article 17 of NCGS Chapter 160A grants powers to cities and towns to establish, operate, and maintain municipal cemeteries.  Generally, the following powers are granted:

· Cities can establish, operate, and maintain cemeteries inside or outside their corporate limits. 

· Cities can acquire and hold personal property for cemetery purposes (cemeteries include columbariums and other facilities for storage of cremated remains).  Cities can also convert existing property holdings to cemetery uses.

· Cities can regulate the manner of burial in city cemeteries.

· Cities can create perpetual care trust funds to maintain city owned or city controlled cemeteries.  These trust funds can include gifts, grants and other donations, and can also include proceeds from the sale of lots within the cemetery.  Perpetual care trust funds are kept separate from all other city funds and are to be used for the long-term care and maintenance of city-owned cemeteries.

· Cities can adopt ordinances regulating all use, operation, and maintenance activities within cemeteries. 

Article 17A of NCGS Chapter 160A authorizes cities and towns to create a board of trustees to oversee all cemetery activities.  This, however, is not a requirement.  Research indicates that smaller municipalities with limited cemetery activity typically do not exercise this power.

Trends:

In 1998, cremation accounted for approximately 14% of all final funeral arrangements in North Carolina.  Nationally in the same year, the percentage of cremations to deaths was 24%.  For North Carolina, the percentage of cremations to deaths is projected to increase to 29% by 2010.  Nationally, this figure is projected to increase to 38% by 2010.  Cremations are on the rise for a number of reasons.  Cremation is becoming personal preference for more people because it can be less expensive than a ‘traditional’ burial, which includes purchasing a burial plot, casket, and vault.  Additionally, personal preferences towards simplicity in funeral arrangements and a rising land preservation ethic are reasons cited for the increase in cremations.

With cremations on the rise, more cemeteries are incorporating methods to store and memorialize cremated remains.  Some of these methods include columbariums, urn gardens, and scatter gardens.  The following is a brief description of each method:  

-
Columbarium:  A columbarium is a wall or monument containing recessed compartments called niches which are designed to store cremated remains.  Columbariums can be made from stone, granite, marble, or corian.  Typically, niches are sealed with engraved faceplates.   Columbariums can be designed for indoor or outdoor use, and are often modular so they can be arranged in different configurations or transported, if necessary.

-
Urn Garden:  Urn Gardens are areas comprised of small plots (2.5’x4’) where urns containing cremated remains are buried.  It is often a requirement to place the urn into a small vault to prevent the ground from collapsing.  Similar to a traditional casket burial, a marker is placed on the urn grave.  Another type of urn garden consists of an unmarked area where a biodegradable urn can be interred into the ground with an adjacent wall or sculpture containing memorial plaques.  The ashes along with the urn are decomposed into the soil.  The term ‘garden’ is used because these areas are often heavily landscaped.

-
Scatter Garden:  These are plots that are sold as perpetual leases where cremated remains can be scattered on the surface.  Memorialization is provided on an adjacent monument or sculpture.  

Mausoleums provide another alternative to traditional in-ground grave burials.  Mausoleums are above-ground crypts containing vertically stacked vaults that can hold caskets or cremated remains.  They are often ornate structures made of granite, marble, or other types of stone.  Mausoleums are commonly used to preserve space in a cemetery because they can handle more remains per acre than in-ground burials.  They can also be built in areas where site conditions would prohibit placement of burial graves.  They are often cited as having high initial construction costs, but lower maintenance and perpetual care costs than traditional gravesites. 

It should be noted that funeral pre-planning is becoming more commonplace, especially given the rising cost for funeral arrangements.  This can affect the rate at which plots and niches in cemeteries will be sold.  

Examples of Other Municipally Owned North Carolina Cemeteries:

Three North Carolina municipalities were contacted regarding their cemetery programs: the Town of Mocksville, the City of Newton, and the City of Hickory.  Questions were asked regarding individual municipal experiences dealing with cemetery development, administration, design, regulation, and maintenance.  

Of the three municipalities contacted, only the City of Newton is currently involved in the development of a new cemetery.  Since Newton already operates two existing municipal cemeteries, policies for administration, maintenance, and regulation are currently in place.   Some of these policies, however, are being revisited with the new expansion.  Newton has recently acquired a nine-acre parcel located next to a city park to be used for the new cemetery.  Prior to the purchase of the property, the City hired an engineer to take soil borings at the site to determine the suitability of the site for a cemetery.  Once the site suitability evaluation was completed, the City finalized the purchase of the property and hired a cemetery designer to layout the site.  Finally, the cemetery was surveyed so that plots could be sold.  

The City of Newton is planning to purchase a Geographic Information Systems program to manage activity in the new cemetery.  There are a number of software programs available that combine transactions, accounting, record keeping, document creation, mapping, and analysis tools into one geographic information systems package for cemetery management.  

Newton is also planning to revise the City cemetery ordinance to simplify maintenance activity in the new cemetery.  The new ordinance will allow only flush headstones and will more specifically define what and when items are allowed to be placed on graves. 

Design

The three municipalities contacted provided information regarding the composition of their cemeteries and some general design parameters.  The following is a synopsis of this information:
· In most cases, cemeteries were laid out by a landscape architect or cemetery designer.  

· Burial plots are typically 4’x10’ 

· Urn plots are typically 2.5’x4’

· Caskets are buried to a depth of at least 4’

· Often, plots are arranged in sections with 5’ walks in between sections.  An example is a 24-grave section consisting of two rows laid out end to end with 12 plots in each row. 

· Even though cremations are on the rise, large portions of cemeteries are still devoted to traditional burial plots (roughly 70 to 90 percent).

· A general rule of thumb for cemetery planning is that one acre of land can generally support 500 burial plots.  

· Mocksville has a free standing columbarium unit that contains 48 niches (24 on each side).  The columbarium units were purchased and installed by a monument company (Statesville Marble and Granite).

· Hickory also has three free-standing columbarium units that contain 144 niches each.

· None of the municipalities contacted have mausoleums.  The City of Hickory is considering this as cemetery space becomes more limited.  As a general rule, the representative from Hickory stated that a mausoleum that takes up land area for roughly 10 gravesites can bury between 40 and 50 people.  Additionally, each mausoleum space (1 vault) costs roughly $1,000 to construct but can return $3,000 in revenue.

Administration 

Typically, municipalities are only responsible for plot sales, cemetery regulation, coordination of cemetery activity, and perpetual care and maintenance of the cemetery.  All funeral services, grave markers, interments, and disinterments are handled by private companies. 

The size of the municipality and the amount of cemetery activity dictates the personnel needed to handle cemetery transactions, maintain cemetery records, and coordinate cemetery activity.  Hickory, with 35,000 residents and four municipal cemeteries, has a staff person devoted specifically to cemetery administration.  Cemetery administration in Mocksville however, with only 4,200 residents and one cemetery, comprises only a small portion of the duties of one administrative staff person.  Cemetery grounds maintenance is conducted by buildings and grounds or parks and recreation staff.

Although authority is granted by the NCGS for municipalities to establish perpetual care trust funds for long-term cemetery maintenance, two of the three municipalities contacted did not use this approach.  In these two cases, cemetery activity is a line item in the general fund budget.  In Mocksville, where a cemetery fund does exist, money is required from the general fund to cover all necessary cemetery expenses. 

Only the Town of Mocksville has a cemetery committee to oversee cemetery activity.  This is different than a cemetery Board of Trustees that can be established under Chapter 160A, Article 17A of the NCGS.  The Mocksville cemetery committee responds to cemetery related issues as they arise but does not meet on a regular basis.  
Fees

From the communities surveyed, burial plot fees range from $250 per plot to $800 per plot.  Fees are typically 50-100% greater for non-residents.  Some communities charge one price for all plots and others have a fee schedule based on the location of the plot.  Columbarium fees range from $700 per niche to $1,150 per niche.  Similar to burial plots, some communities charge one fee for all niches and others have a fee schedule based on the location of the niche.  Typically the higher niche rows are more expensive.  Double niches are also available for slightly less than the price of two single niches.  Prices also include an engraved niche faceplate.

Regulation/Maintenance

The three municipalities contacted provided information regarding their cemetery ordinances.  In addition, Staff reviewed ordinances from several other cities and towns within North Carolina.  The following items are commonly included in a cemetery ordinance:
· Procedures for plot sales and record keeping

· Department responsibilities for cemetery management and maintenance

· Funding sources for perpetual care

· Hours of operation

· Regulations governing interments and disinterments

· Design specifications for gravesites

· Fee schedules

· General policies for activities conducted within the cemetery

· Policies governing burial activity within Town limits

· Regulations preventing the purchase of plots for speculation

Additionally, the municipalities contacted emphasized specific regulations that should be included in a cemetery ordinance to simplify maintenance activities:

· Only one marker is allowed per grave

· Caskets and urns must be buried in vaults to prevent ground collapse

· Only flush grave markers are allowed.  Family plots may have one upright marker.  Family plots must consist of at least three or more adjacent plots.

· Placement of markers must occur under the supervision of the municipality

· Guidelines for plantings and placement of objects on gravesites
Conclusion:
Article 17 of NCGS Chapter 160A grants powers to cities and towns to establish, operate, and maintain municipal cemeteries but does not strictly regulate how this activity is conducted.  Article 17A of NCGS Chapter 160A grants powers to cities and towns to create a Cemetery Board of Trustees that oversees all aspects of cemetery activity.  None of the municipalities contacted have a Cemetery Board of Trustees.  Staff found no further regulations governing municipal cemetery activities.   

Municipalities have discretion over how their cemeteries are administered.  Cemetery ordinances are standard and commonly establish procedures for administration and maintenance of the cemetery, in addition to specifying regulations that govern cemetery activity.  Specific policies such as allowing only flush markers can greatly reduce maintenance efforts.  Municipalities have a limited role in funeral proceedings.  Funeral homes handle all arrangements, ceremonies, memorials, interments, and disinterments.  

Cremation is a rising trend in funeral arrangements and the municipalities contacted all include accommodations for cremated remains in their cemetery programs.  Columbariums and urn gardens are becoming popular burial methods and require much less space than traditional burial plots.  Traditional burial plots still comprise between 70 and 90 percent of cemetery land area.  A useful rule of thumb in cemetery design and planning is that one acre of land can generally accommodate 500 burial plots.  Due to high construction costs, none of the municipalities contacted operate a mausoleum.  Additionally, there were no examples of municipal scatter gardens found.
Concepts:
Attached are two draft concepts to use a portion of the Outer Banks Medical Center property for cemetery purposes.  They were developed using some of the general design parameters specified earlier in this report.  These concepts have been laid out for planning purposes only and in no way substitute for the efforts of a professional landscape architect or cemetery designer.  Each concept includes a combination of traditional burial plots and options for interment of cremated remains.  Option #2 replaces several sections of burial plots with a mausoleum.
The westernmost triangle of the site closest to the Nags Head Woods property was evaluated for the cemetery.  This was the largest remaining contiguous portion of the property (0.63 acres).  The southern portion of the site may also be used if the helicopter pad is removed.  In both concepts, cemetery access is provided through the existing Medical Center parking lot.  An 11-foot, one-way drive aisle around the perimeter of the site is provided in both scenarios.  Ordinances from other municipalities were evaluated regarding parking requirements for cemeteries.  In many cases, the only parking requirements for cemeteries are based on square footage of retail area (if the funeral home is on-site).  Since the proposed cemetery would be strictly a memorial garden, parking during funeral proceedings could be accommodated in the perimeter drive-aisle.  Burial plots and urn plots are arranged in sections.  Five-foot walkways are provided between burial plot sections and four-foot walkways are provided between urn plot sections.  
The proposed site is located in the SED-80 Special Environmental District.  This district was established to protect the unique natural features of Nags Head Woods.  The zoning ordinance does not allow removal of trees within 100 feet of the eastern boundary of the ridge line forest in this zoning district.  A variance from the zoning ordinance requirements of this district would be required since either proposal would require the removal of a significant number of trees at the eastern edge of the ridge line forest.  Cemeteries are currently allowed as a conditional use in this zoning district.  A definition for cemetery is included in this section of the ordinance.  Mausoleums, crematories, and mortuaries are excluded from this definition.  Since Scenario #2 incorporates the use of a mausoleum, a modification to the definition of cemetery in this section would be required to accommodate this scenario as proposed.  Additionally, a condition placed on cemeteries in this zoning district requires that no burial plot be located within 50-feet of any property line.  Given the limited size of the proposed site, this requirement was not adhered to during the design of either scenario.  A zoning ordinance modification to this condition would be required to accommodate either scenario as proposed.  
Scenario #1

· 274 4’x10’ grave plots

· 140 2.5’x4’ urn plots

· 1 columbarium with 144 niches

Scenario #1 can accommodate 558 interments.  If we assume 25-30 interments a year based on the current mortality rate, this cemetery site would be full in roughly 20 years.  That is also assuming there are as many cremations as there are grave burials.  If we average 25-30 grave burials a year, the burial plots would last roughly 10 years.  Since funeral pre-planning is becoming more commonplace, plots and niches could be sold out in a shorter time frame. 
Scenario #2

· 196 4’x10’ grave plots

· 140 2.5’x4’ urn plots

· 1 columbarium with 144 niches

· 1 mausoleum with 400 vaults (3,200 square feet)

Scenario #2 replaces roughly 80 graves with a 3,200 square foot mausoleum.  Since a mausoleum can house 40 - 50 vaults in the same amount of space as 10 graves, this mausoleum it estimated to contain roughly 400 vaults.  This would give the cemetery roughly 880 units.  At 25-30 interments per year, this cemetery would be full in roughly 32 years.  If we average 25-30 grave and vault interments a year, the mausoleum and burial plots would last roughly 22 years.  
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