Appendix A


Woodcock Hill

Woodland Burial Site

Management Plan

1.0
Background

The widespread adoption of cremation in the last century was accompanied by the notion of 'save the land for the living'. Today the opposite may be the case in that cemeteries and graveyards, particularly in urban areas, have become green oases in the concrete jungle, and have preserved wildlife habitats from the developers' bulldozers.

Green Burial is an extension of this idea. It promotes the natural life/death cycle of nature, encouraging new habitats to develop over the graves. Appropriate rees and flowers are planted, and as the woodland matures, wildlife increases. This continuation of life is often represented in the ancient Tree of Life symbol, which in turn is often symbolised by an oak tree. It should be noted that not all Green Burial sites involve creation of woodland; there are also meadow or field sites, where the principles are the same, but a different habitat is created. In other places trees are planted as memorials, but away from the burial area. These are merely different expressions of the same basic idea.

The aim is that only natural materials should be used in the burial process. Thus the body should not be embalmed, as this involves the use of chemicals which could subsequently be released in the ground, possibly damaging the flora. The depth of the grave is important: the shallower it is the quicker the coffin and body will break down, providing nutrients for the trees and flowers growing above; obviously in practice a reasonable depth needs to be used even though there appears to be no legal minimum requirement. The coffin or burial shroud should be made of biodegradable materials, so that what is left in the ground is natural and inert. Equally there should be nothing artificial adorning the surface of the grave: no tombstones or permanent memorials and no trees or plants other than those planted under the guidance of the Council. 

An important part of the ethos of the Green Burial movement is that the individual should think about and make plans for their own demise, the effect of which is that the subject becomes demystified and able to be confronted and discussed openly. If close family and friends are involved in this discussion, then when the death occurs it is accompanied by less fear and shock, and the grieving process can be eased. The situation can also be helped by the knowledge that the burial will contribute positively to the creation of wildlife habitats and further the natural life cycle.

2.0
History of burial

The manner in which we have disposed of our dead has varied considerably over the centuries. But in the main it has been shaped by two major influences: the constraints of religious practice, and the limits of space.

For example, cremation was not uncommon in the Bronze Age, but its popularity declined with the rise of Christianity. And whereas the Christians wore white at funerals and celebrated the passing of the dead as a relatively joyous event, the arrival of the Normans in 1066 brought with it a fear of the dead, and the mood became sombre, with an emphasis on God's Judgement Day, sin and punishment.

Up to the 16th Century, burial was for most people a very temporary affair: bodies were buried for a few years, then dug up and the bones put in a Charnel House. This was an efficient use of land and materials (as coffins were used only for transporting the body). By the mid 17th Century, permanent private graves became more usual; but as the population increased, this led to a shortage of space. This limit on space hastened the development of cemeteries in the 19th Century, and soon after, the re-introduction of cremation.

In Britain today, most people think of death in terms of a hospital, a funeral director a gleaming coffin and either a church service and burial in a cemetery, or a trip to the crematorium. Sympathy cards are sent, black is often worn, the mood is solemn and people often spend more than they need to, or can afford to. This concept of funerals seems well engrained in our national psyche, though it is in fact a Victorian invention. Funerals have changed little in the 20th Century, except that cremation is now the norm, accounting for 75% of disposals.

In 2001, however, Three Rivers District Council obtained planning permission for a Woodland Burial area in the grounds of Woodcock Hill. The idea is simple: bodies can be buried in coffins made of wood, cardboard, wicker or any easily biodegradable material, such as the once-common wool or linen. Families are encouraged to be more active in the funeral process, and burial is in a field area, with no headstone being used. In order to promote wildlife and native flora, tree planting is carried out on a regular basis, eventually turning the site into a woodland. Many of these ideas are not new, but merely a recycling of old practices.

However what is new is that this latest variation in human burial practice has not been the result of religious influence or any geographical or physical constraints; a new factor has come into play: a desire to maintain and improve the environment in which we live.

Woodland Burial (or 'Green Burial' as it is also known) is quickly becoming a popular choice, with about 200 sites now open or at planning stage around UK.

3.0
The site

Woodcock Hill Cemetery has been in use as a traditional burial site since 1951. The area now available for such burials is becoming quite limited. In 2001 planning permission was sought for the Woodland Burial Site (2 Ha) and since then there has been a rather slow but constant uptake of plots. Some woodland planting has already taken place on the site.

The site of the woodland burial ground is to the west of the main cemetery and accessed via a stone track suitable for vehicles and able bodied pedestrians. A small (1.2Ha) mature woodland plantation known as Shepherds Close Dell Wood is situated directly to the north of the site. There are other small pockets of woodland of locally providing a mixed habitat.

The site at Woodcock Hill Woodland Burial Ground has since planning permission was granted, been designated as a Hertfordshire Wildlife Site due to its importance as species rich meadow neutral grassland. Such an unimproved grassland site is now uncommon enough to be of great importance for wildlife. Three Rivers District Council is now faced with the challenge of providing a woodland burial site and also to improve biodiversity at the site, by bringing the most important area of the site for wildlife into more proactive management as a meadowland.

4.0
Creation of a woodland

The establishment of a Woodland Burial Site ultimately involves the creation of a woodland habitat rather than merely the planting of trees. The  wood is to be founded within an existing meadow. This transition to a woodland habitat can not be achieved overnight; it is a long term process, which is more a case of evolution than creation. Added to which the tree-planting does not take place all at once, but rather sporadically as the burials occur, which may well be over a period of decades. Consequently the ecology of such a site will require a careful and flexible approach to allow for this slow transition, and as woodland burial it is a fairly new concept, there is no fixed blueprint to follow.

Initially the establishment of trees requires some control over the environment in which they are to grow. So, while the ultimate intention is to encourage wildlife, in the early stages some animals are to be discouraged. Tree guards may be needed to provide protection from small rodents like voles, and from rabbits. If deer are present in the vicinity, then deer fencing must be considered or taller tree guards. Similarly, to help establish young trees, competing flora such as grass species need to be controlled.

After the trees have become established they will start to develop a canopy; this changes the conditions on the ground: with less light available different wild flowers should start to appear. As part of the management of this emerging woodland, some of the trees planted may themselves need to be coppiced or removed to allow the proper development of dominant trees into the woodland canopy. These dominant trees are likely to be large native trees such as Oak and Beech. Once these trees start to develop into the ultimate canopy, shade-tolerant mosses, ferns and fungi should also start to grow. These variations in flora should then attract more woodland fauna: insects, birds, small mammals and so on. Other smaller trees will provide an understorey habitat which again is an important element of native woodland.

As the trees grow larger they become habitats themselves. The wood, bark and ultimately dead wood that they host will provide both food and habitat for insects, which in turn provide food for birds such as woodpeckers and tree creepers. The branches become perches and nesting sites for birds, and the foliage gives shade and shelter from the elements.

Eventually a whole separate world evolves within the wood, which supports a range of wildlife, some of which will spend their entire existence in it, while others use it as their larder, or sleeping quarters, or maybe as a place to hide.

The woodland created within the woodland burial site, coupled with the management of the adjacent wood at Shepherds Close Dell and the meadowland within the site will ultimately provide a fantastic ecological haven. 

In order to ensure that the site develops in as natural way as possible, no permanent grave markers will be permitted, aside from small numbered tablets adjacent to burial plots. No individual trees or plants will be associated with individual burial plots and under no circumstances should plants and trees other than those provided by Three Rivers District Council be planted on the site. Instead a woodland memorial walk will be created from the burial site through Shepherds Close Dell and a limited number of seats and timber shelters will be provided within the site. These items will provide a place where small memorial plaques can be fixed. In addition as the woodland matures, bird and bat boxes can be purchased and erected in memory of loved ones.

When burials take place a standard donation will be made towards the woodland management fund for the site. When woodland planting is carried out close to burial plots, the friends and relatives of loved ones will be encouraged to be involved in the planting process.

5.0
Planting and Maintenance

In common with good forestry practice, the tree planting is done during the winter months (November - March), using bare-rooted trees mostly in the range of 60-90 cms. There is also a period of a few months after an interment when the ground is left to settle, before any planting can be done. This could mean that a burial which takes place in late winter may not have trees planted on the area of the grave until the following winter.

Trees are planted with sufficient room for them to grow and create a canopy for wildlife to hide in and under. Woodchip is used as mulch around the trees to suppress grass and undesirable weeds, and provides an appropriate growing medium for tree development. Wildflowers have been and will continue to be planted, either as bulbs, plants or seeds, species to include bluebell, foxglove, dog violet, primrose and others. Again friends and relatives will be encouraged to become involved in this.

The trees and shrubs used at Woodcock Hill Woodland Burial Site are native, typical of those found in this area and purchased from sustainable sources. In order to keep an overall balance of species in the wood, we carry out all the planting, ensuring that they are 'arranged' naturally and all of British origin. Families are offered a chance to help plant trees if they wish, however it is important to note that individual trees shall not be associated with particular graves. This is due to the way in which the woodland may be managed in future, as it may be necessary to remove some trees to allow for the development of others. Rather than allocating an individual tree for each plot, it Is felt more appropriate to manage the woodland to give it a more natural woodland feel, and ultimately it will be the whole woodland habitat that becomes the memorial for all that are buried on the site.

Although we aim to create as natural an area of woodland as possible, it is nonetheless necessary for it to be managed. In the early days weed control needs to be carried out periodically to ensure that the trees flourish, however the use of chemicals will be kept to an absolute minimum. The individual trees will be surrounded by bark mulch to avoid competition with ‘weeds; The remaining area of grassland within the planted area will be strimmed annually in late August to encourage the growth of wild flowers until the woodland takes hold. Footpaths through the site will be mown more frequently to allow informal access to the plots.

6.0
Coffins and Caskets

Only biodegradable coffins and caskets may be selected for burial in the woodland. These include cardboard, wicker, soft woods, or just a shroud. Local funeral directors should be able to provide information about what is available. The Council also has information.

7.0
Markers and Tributes
The only markers will be the small numbered tablets which the Council will place upon each burial spot so mourners can identify the precise location in years to come. Flowers and wreaths placed upon each grave at the time of burial will be removed after 14 days. Although tree planting will be carried out, individual trees will not be associated with each burial plot. This is to ease woodland management operations in future, which are an integral part of creating woodland with a natural appearance.

Three Rivers Council is confident that in time the area will form a beautiful natural woodland that will be a pleasure to visit. We hope you will find this a pleasing alternative choice to the more traditional approach.

8.0
Grounds Maintenance

Plots will be allocated in existing meadowland sites. Some of these sites will be planted up as woodland, but others in areas that are currently considered important meadowland will continue to be managed as meadowland (see plan attached to this management plan for locations of woodland and meadowland). No supplementary wild flower planting will take place within these areas due to the impact that this would have on the existing habitat, however friends and relatives will be invited to be involved in tree planting elsewhere on the site as it is programmed.

As trees are planted within the designated areas, the trees will be surrounded by 600mm diameter bark mulch to a suitable depth to reduce competition from grass and wildflower species. Rabbit guards may be installed if this is deemed necessary. The planting area will be monitored for rabbit damage on an annual basis, and as a result guards may be used to safeguard new tree planting.

Whip planting will be undertaken without stakes, however some larger trees may be planted from time to time to supplement the whip planting and give the feel that the planting is more established. Standard trees will be supported by a single low stakes and two tree ties which will remain in place for a maximum of 2 years after planting. This will give the trees’ rooting systems a chance to establish before the stake is removed.

Tree ties should be checked at the time of other operations on site and should be adjusted or removed as necessary. Stakes will be removed by cutting off at ground level, taking great care not to damage the tree and/or its bark. Stakes should not be pulled out of the ground due to the fact that this could introduce pathogens to the rooting system, potentially leading to the demise of the tree.

The grass areas between trees in the planted areas should be strimmed annually at the end of August/beginning of September. Care should be taken throughout this process to avoid causing strimming damage to trees. The potential for this should be minimised in any event due to the fact that bark mulch will have already been applied to the area immediately surrounding the tree to prevent competition.

Informal footpaths around the site should be maintained at a height of between 25 and 45mm to allow informal access to the plot area. These will be laid out following on from the planting up of the previous compartment.

The tree planting mix for the woodland areas will comprise the following:

30% 
Oak

15%
Ash

10%
Field Maple

10%
Hawthorn

10%
Hazel 

5%
Holly 

5%
Rowan 

5%
Hornbeam

5%
Cherry

5%
Beech

Pesticides, growth inhibitors, fertilizers or other chemicals shall not be used on the site unless this has been agreed specifically in writing by the Authorised Officer.

When burials occur the turf shall be lifted from the surface, prior to the excavation of the grave. This shall be placed nearby for replacement once the burial is complete. Any excess material arising from the burial shall be taken to a designated site outside of the woodland burial site for storage and/or ultimate removal from the site. Under no circumstances should it be stockpiled anywhere within the woodland burial site. In the event of subsidence, typically within the first 12 months, suitable soil will be used as infill, before replacing the turf again.

While there is no provision for permanent memorials being placed on the grave, flowers and wreaths may be placed on the grave as a temporary measure and will be removed by the cemetery attendant after 14 days.

Any other items placed on the grave may be removed immediately.

9.0
CUT AND LIFT OPERATIONS ON DESIGNATED MEADOW LAND

The area to be retained as designated meadowland shall be maintained as follows in consultation with the cemeteries superintendent to ensure that any planned burials are not disrupted by the activities of the contractor.

Any litter or other debris shall be removed prior to cutting. 

The grass can be cut during the last week of August and the first two weeks of September. This is essential to comply with grant conditions which are likely to apply to the site. In the event of bad weather or other unforeseen circumstances inhibiting cutting and/or lifting, the Contractor will immediately communicate with the Authorised Officer in order for cutting times to be re-negotiated.

Grass must be cut to 50-100mm. The Authorised Officer must be contacted if amphibians or reptiles are seen during cutting operations.

Cut grass/vegetation is to be LEFT IN SITU FOR A MINIMUM OF 24 HOURS AND A MAXIMUM OF FIVE DAYS (unless there has been exceptionally wet weather). The cut material should be teddered (turned) to allow seed to drop to ground before lifting and bailing.

Cut grass and vegetation will then be lifted and baled/collected, prior to removal from site. 

Informal footpaths within the grassland area will be cut on a monthly basis using a rotary or flail mower.

The Contractor shall not use chemical herbicides, pesticides or fertilisers within the meadowland or for a distance of 10.0 m from the perimeter of the meadowland o r woodland area.

The Contractor is responsible for the planning, resourcing, undertaking the specified tasks and monitoring the standard of work produced. It is essential that the specified time periods are adhered to.
10.0
Disposal of arisings from meadowland

The Contractor shall agree with the Authorised Officer how the arisings are to be cleared away from the site. The contract area is to be left clean and tidy when the Contractor leaves the site at the completion of work each day.

All arisings shall be moved off site  by the Contractor  to a location specified by the Authorised  Officer ( off  site composting or sale as hay crop).

Burning or burying rubbish on site is strictly forbidden.

11.0
Management of Shepherds Close Dell Wood

It is proposed to bring this woodland into more proactive management over the next few years. Key works in order to achieve this will be an initial health and safety survey, and following on from this the removal of any hazardous trees, branches etc…

The wood is a plantation and therefore it would be beneficial to gradually remove the introduced species from the woodland and for the woodland to revert to native species woodland. The wood is only small and therefore this work would be very gradual so as not to have a significant visual effect.

In addition to this it is proposed to provide a circular memorial walk from the woodland burial site through this woodland. It is also considered appropriate  to provide seating at key locations around the route, together with an interpretation board providing ecological information. This will mean the removal of some of the understorey within the woodland to allow ease of access, however much of this can be done with coppicing, which would increase biodiversity.

This site has been considered as a site for the scattering of ashes however having researched this in a little more details it would appear that this may detrimentally affect the groundflora ecology if the site. It may prove better environmentally to reserve key burial plots for this purpose and for ashes to be interred. Six interments could be accommodated in each plot. The ashes should be buried either within a biodegradable container or by simply sprinkling into the excavation.    

12.0
Access works

It is considered appropriate to site a new gate in the far south eastern corner of the woodland burial site. Currently access is unrestricted. Horses use the site and while it is felt that we would not want to prevent this in future, that it would make the site feel more exclusively a burial site if an appropriate field gate was installed here. To the north west of Shepherds Close Dell Wood it is considered appropriate to install a timber gate to manage any potential conflict of use by people using the memorial path through the wood here (which is being promoted by TRDC), and horse riders.

It is considered that it would be appropriate to install a further interpretation board adjacent to the entrance of the Woodland Cemetery from the main Woodcock Hill Cemetery. This would provide information on the Wildlife of the site/ biodiversity and also would reinforce the key aims of the Woodland Burial Site to members of the public.

13.0
Action plan

	Ref
	Action
	Notes
	Section
	Timescale for implementation

	1
	Become members of Association of Natural Burial Grounds
	This will bring with it certain marketing opportunities.
	EP
	End March 2009

	2.
	Develop a marketing plan for the site
	This will identify further actions
	EP/TLU?

AC
	End June 2009

	3.
	Undertake a health and safety survey of Shepherds Close Dell Wood and identify an appropriate route on site for the memorial path.
	This will identify the basis for a more detailed management plan for the site.
	TLU
	By end September 2009

	4
	Works arising out of 3 above.
	To be implemented as necessary as part of Woodland Operations
	TLU
	2010/11

	5.
	Draw up detailed woodland management plan of site to include existing and proposed woodland giving idea of management over long term as well as identifying detailed works 2010-13
	
	TLU
	End March 2010

	6.
	Update leaflets, terms and conditions of burials etc…
	
	EP/TLU
	End June 2009

	7.
	Install gates and main interpretation board
	 (funding permitting)
	EP
	End June 2009*

	7a
	Provide information and agree interpretation board
	(funding permitting)
	EP/TLU
	End June 2009

	8.
	Identify site for storage of excess topsoil
	
	EP
	End December 2008

	9.
	Include general maintenance operations as a variation to existing GM contract.
	Specification drawn up
	EP
	End March 2009

	10.
	Identify area of meadowland on the ground for cut and lift in May 2009 (as a one-off)
	Posts on site?
	TLU/EP
	May 2009

	11.
	Establish annual cut and lift at end Aug/beg Sep (on-going)
	
	EP
	Sep 2009

	12.
	Annual tree planting event
	
	EP
	Nov/Dec annually from 2009

	13.
	Annual bulb planting event as necessary
	
	EP
	October 2009


