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Going Green, Cemetery Style at Davis Cemetery District
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	DAVIS,CA— These days the word “green” is on everybody’s lips. How does it relate to cemetery practices and what would green practices do to the bottom line? The Davis Cemetery District, a public cemetery in Davis, California, has been experimenting with green practices that include solar power, integrated pest management/native plantings, green burials, and using general “green sense”.

   Davis Cemetery installed solar panels on an equipment shed roof in the summer of 2007. The panels generate most of the power needed for the office, the well pump, and the irrigation system. They also generate the power of good will within the community, which sees the cemetery as an ecological partner. For private cemeteries, there are terrific tax incentives available to offset the cost of solar installations. Since the Davis Cemetery District is public, those incentives did not apply. However, cemetery staff calculated that the panels would break even financially in 15 years while generating power for 40 years or more, thus saving taxpayer funds over time while helping to reduce the cemetery’s carbon footprint. While the bank of panels falls a little shy of generating all the electricity the cemetery uses, the panels do generate enough to offset the cemetery’s electrical costs. Office manager Susan Finkleman explains it this way “The electricity is charged at time-of-use, with the highest rates in the day and the lowest rates at night. The irrigation system runs at night, at the lowest rates, but the panels generate electricity during the day. That generated electricity is sold back to the power plant at the highest rate, so we get the most ‘bang’ for our solar buck.” Pacific Gas and Electric Co. tracks generation and usage through the year, then “trues up” annually, at which time the customer pays any net utility costs. Additional savings for the cemetery will result from the fact that the panels generate power all year, whereas irrigation usage drops to almost nothing as the growing season ends. The cemetery projects that it will owe about $100 in annual electrical fees. 

   The Davis Cemetery District began practicing integrated pest management about a decade ago, and has worked to increase the percentage of native plantings on its 28 acres ever since. The 2005 Master Plan, which will guide District development over the next 50 years, calls for the eastern half of the cemetery to consist of areas of xeroscaped native plantings marbleized with areas of traditional turf. There are a number of advantages to this approach. Native plantings minimize water usage as well as attracting large numbers of beneficial insects. These insects reduce populations of pests which would otherwise need to be controlled with insecticides. They also increase the health of turf, trees, and flowers through increased pollination. The beneficial insect population attracts a wide variety of birds and other wildlife, which in turn draws in visitors who sketch, photograph, or bring along binoculars to view wildlife. These visitors bond with the cemetery, resulting in increased pre-need sales as well as a lot of citizen eyes that deter vandalism and vagrancy. These practices have led to the designation of the cemetery as a wildlife habitat by the National Wildlife Federation which has in turn generated even more community good will.

   Nationwide interest in green burials is growing. In short, green burial means no embalming, a biodegradable casket or container, and no vault. To some, the sense that they will become part of the natural ecological cycle, living on through enriching the trees and flowers, is an important component of the burial choice, as is the knowledge that their remains will not contaminate the land with embalming chemicals. To serve this ecologically minded segment of the population, the Davis Cemetery began allowing green burials in late 2005. Cemetery staff quickly discovered that the green burial option addresses the needs of a broad spectrum of families. It’s a particularly popular choice among Jewish and Muslim families because it is compatible with their religious beliefs and traditional burial customs. About 16% of families currently choosing casket burial at the Davis Cemetery choose green burials.

   The cemetery’s master plan calls for the xeroscaped native grass areas to be dedicated to green burial; meanwhile the cemetery allows green burial side by side with traditional burials in the currently developed areas.  To qualify for a green burial, the un-embalmed body must be buried in a biodegradable container of wood, wicker, cardboard, or simply wrapped in a cloth shroud. No vault is used. The body or container is lowered onto the earth at the bottom of the grave. Earth is then packed directly around and over the body or container. A vault lid is placed on the packed dirt above the body, after which more dirt is placed on top of the lid. This ensures that the grave site remains flat and stable for the weight of markers, mowers, and other equipment. The cemetery offers the green burial option for either single or companion (double depth) interment. In the case of a companion green burial, a separate vault lid is used on the packed dirt above each body. 

   To ensure that the green burial choice is philosophical rather than financial, the District structured the overall pricing of a green burial to match that of a traditional burial using a cement liner. However, the price breakdown is different. The vault charges are smaller, since only a lid is used. However, the labor charges are more, which reflects the reality of green burial. Additional labor is required in several ways. Care must be taken that the grave site does not “cave in” prior to the lowering of the casket. This is accomplished through the use of an “iron” (a custom designed temporary liner made of 1/8 inch thick metal) which holds the sides of the grave intact and is pulled out when the grave is ready to be closed. The grave must be filled slowly. Dirt around and over the casket is hand shoveled to a height of 6” to 8” before equipment is used to complete the closure. The grave is then mudded in. Dirt is left 4”- 6” higher than with a traditional burial. After 3 – 4 days, the grave is tamped and additional dirt added to level the grave to the appropriate height for the installation of sod. 

   Over the years, cemetery staff has adopted a number of practices that make “green sense” overall. For one, the turf in the burial areas is mowed at 2” while the turf in areas not yet in burial is mowed at a 5” height. According to Superintendent Joe Cattarin, that’s higher than most cemeteries keep their turf. “We chose those heights because it shades out some of the weeds and retards the growth of others while producing a robust turf. That means we can apply less herbicide to the turf and still have a lovely look to the grounds.” A side benefit is that the higher turf produces a notable increase in grub and moth activity, which attracts barn swallows and other insect eating birds.

   A couple of years ago the District invested in a chipper. “We used to have to pay to have the tree limbs and larger debris hauled away. Now we chip it and use the chips around the trees, which allows us to avoid spraying out the tree basins. If we have chips left over, we add them to mulch areas or even create walking paths with them,” says Cattarin. You’ll notice he mentioned mulch. The District piles grass clippings in the back and turns them with a tractor to make mulch than can then be spread on the beautiful mounded flower beds that punctuate the grounds. And of course, the District recycles the bottles and cans visitors leave on the property as well as those of the staff.

   The Davis Cemetery District is proud of its green policies. Not only have they made for good community relations, they’ve also improved the bottom line. In addition, staff has the satisfaction of knowing that they are helping to make the planet a healthier, more attractive place. More information can be obtained from www.daviscemetery.org or by calling the Davis Cemetery District at 530-756-7807. District staff would be happy to answer questions that might assist you in the greening of your cemetery.   
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