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MODULE 

4 

SPECIALIST 

FUNERAL 

SERVICES 

UNIT 

11 

              

BURIAL AT SEA 

 

Purpose and 

Aim of the 

Unit: 

 

The purpose of the unit is to develop learners' understanding of current regulation and processes to 

follow to enable a burial at sea. 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

This unit has 6 learning outcomes. 

The learner will: 

 

1 

 

Know the application process for a burial at sea. 

 

 

2 

 

Understand the licensing requirements and documentation applicable to the UK coastline. 

 

3 

 

Understand the requirements of the public register. 

 

4 

 

Understand the conditions applicable to a burial at sea. 

 

5 

 

Understand the procedures to be followed for a burial at sea. 

6  

Understand the requirements for the scattering of cremated remains at sea. 

 

Note: 

Students in England and Wales, and Northern Ireland should refer to the additional 

resource accessible for this module produced by the Marine Management Organisation 

via the following weblink:- 

 

www.marinemanagement.org.uk/licensing/documents/guidance/06.pdf 

 

Students in Scotland – please refer to Page 10 onwards 
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Introduction 

In Nelson’s navy, burial at sea was  a necessity. In modern Britain, it is perhaps more of an emotional 

impulse. But whatever the motive, burial at sea carries on, just as it has done for hundreds of years. 

Since 2001, 140 people have been laid to rest in the seas off the British coast, many of them former sailors 

from the Royal Navy or the Merchant Marine, although the numbers appear to be diminishing. 

In 2002 there were 21 sea burials: last year there were only four, perhaps because the old servicemen  who 

served in Second World War convoys, or have similar powerful attachments to the waves, have mostly 

passed on. But the tradition is still firmly continuing, and there has already been one burial at sea in 2013. 

In Nelson’s day they sewed the deceased up in a hammock, with the last stitch through the deceased nose 

including  a couple of round shot at the deceased feet to ensure the body sunk. 

Today, everything is carefully regulated by the Marine Management Organisation, and due to the logistics 

relating to the vessel used, normally a maximum of 12 people are allowed on the boat. 

 

There are three designated sea burial sites. 

- one off Tynemouth in Northumberland,  

- one off Newhaven in East Sussex,  

-  One three miles south of the Needles, the extreme westerly point of the Isle of Wight, and it is at this 

last site that the vast majority of sea burials take place. 

Virtually all of the burials at se are carried out by a specialist Devon-based company, Britannia Shipping, 

which makes the funeral voyage from the Hampshire ports of Lymington or Keyhaven on chartered 
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cruisers, with the coffin on deck under a flag – a white or red ensign, for the Royal Navy or the 

Merchant Navy, or the Union Jack. 

Whatever the circumstances, the burial of human remains at sea requires a marine licence. Burial at sea is 

not normally encouraged mainly due to the tides and currents  and this method of disposal can pose a 

significant risk of the body being returned to shore or being caught up in fishing gear.  Such events 

naturally cause considerable distress to relatives and all concerned. To avoid that risk, the Marine 

Management Organisation recommend the scattering of cremation ashes at sea in place of burial where 

possible.  

 

 

Learning Outcome 1 

 

Know the application process for a burial at sea. 

 

 

Learning Outcome 2 

 

Understand the licensing requirements and documentation applicable to the UK 

coastline. 

 

Under the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009, Part 4, the Marine Management Organisation (MMO) 

carry out licensing and enforcement functions on behalf of the Secretary of State in the English inshore 

region and all English, Welsh and Northern Ireland offshore regions. Whilst the MMO recognises that 

burial at sea is a long established tradition, it does not encourage the practice preferring the option of 

scattering cremated remains at sea which can be carried out without a licence. 

 

If an applicant does not have access to the internet, they should telephone the MMO at the above number 

and ask to speak to the Marine Environment Team. A Case Officer will send out an application form. The 

following documents and information will be asked for during the application process: 

 

1. Name of the deceased. 

2. Name and contact details of the applicant. 

3. Name and contact details of Funeral Director. 

4. Proposed date of burial. 

5. Proposed burial site. 

6. Copy of Death Certificate. 

7. Note from GP/hospital that the body is free from fever and infection. 

8. Notice of intention to remove a body from England (available from Coroner in 

exchange for a Certificate of Proposal provided by Registrar (green). 
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Decision Period 
 
If all documents have been received, the fee has been paid and the district MMO office is satisfied, a 

licence can be issued normally within 2 days, however if the application varies from the norm and greater 

consideration and consultation is required then this period will be extended. If resolution cannot be found 

then a licence will not be granted. 

 

MMO Notification 
 

The licence holder must give one days notice of a burial at sea. 
 
Terms and Conditions 
 

If an application is successful and a licence is issued the applicant will receive an email notification. The 

applicant must acknowledge the terms and conditions through their online service account or by other 

arrangement with the case officer. Once the licence is digitally signed the licence will not become active 

until all terms and conditions are accepted. This must be within 28 days. 

Under the Act,  Burials at Sea fall under the following licensable activities:  

 

o To deposit any substance or object within the UK marine licensing area, either in the sea or on or 

under the sea bed, from:  

� Any vehicle, vessel, aircraft or marine structure;  

� Any container floating in the sea; or  

� Any structure on land constructed or adapted wholly or mainly for the purpose of depositing solids in 

the sea.  

 

o To deposit any substance or object anywhere in the sea or on or under the sea bed from:  

� A British vessel, British aircraft or British marine structure; or  

� A container floating in the sea, if the deposit is controlled from a British vessel, British aircraft or 

British marine structure.  

o To deposit any substance or object anywhere in the sea or on or under the seabed form a vehicle, 

vessel, aircraft, marine structure or floating container which was loaded with the substance or object: 

In any part of the United Kingdom except Scotland; or  in the UK marine licensing area.  

  

The act applies off any part of the UK coast except Scotland. 
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Burial at Sea Sites 
 
The site off Tynemouth is to be regarded as an emergency site and licences for this site will only be 

issued in exceptional circumstances.There is a facility to apply for burial at sea in non-designated areas, 

however application is strongly discouraged. The applicant would have to provide evidence of 

exceptional circumstances and then be prepared to wait while the necessary consultation with all 

involved and interested parties was carried out. 

Before a marine licence for burial at sea can be issued, certain documents must be presented to the Marine 

Management Organisation (MMO)  for inspection. These include: 

• the death certificate 

• a Certificate of Freedom from Fever and Infection (available from the deceased’s general 

practitioner or hospital doctor) 

• a notice of intention to remove a body out of England (available from the Coroner in exchange 

for a Certificate of Disposal provided by the Registrar). 

In some circumstances the MMO may need to inspect the body and coffin. 

 

Learning Outcome 3 

 

Understand the requirements of the public register. 
 

  Public Register 
 

The MMO must keep a public register which is available for inspection at all reasonable times by 

members of the public free of charge. Copies of the entry may be requested on payment of a 

reasonable charge. 
 
The register will include: 
 

1.          Applications for licences. 

2. Licence granted. 

3. Variations of licence. 

4.          Revocation of licences. 

5. Information supplied in connection with a licence. 

6. Convictions for any offence. 

7. Any other enforcement action taken. 

8. Occasions on which any remedial action has been taken. 

9. Such other matters relating to licences or the licensed marine activities as may be prescribed. 
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Learning Outcome 4 

 

Understand the conditions applicable to a burial at sea. 

 

Conditions to be observed 
 
There will always be certain conditions attached to a burial at sea licence and in particular circumstances 

there may be additional conditions. The Case Officer will give guidance to individual care 

 

1. The MMO reserve the right to inspect the body and coffin and will give at least one 

day’s notice of 

intention to do so. 

 

2. Bodies must not have been embalmed to facilitate the speedy decomposition of 

body tissues. 

 

3. If the burial cannot take place on the date specified on the licence through adverse weather 

conditions or other  circumstances, the licence holder must obtain an amendment to the 

licence from the MMO. 

Acceptable materials 

The body may be lightly clad commensurate with modesty in biodegradable materials 

A band of plastic or other durable material, should be locked around the neck of the deceased and this 

band should be punch-marked or indelibly marked with telephone number or reference number that 

would allow the remains to be positively identified should the need arise. 

Specifications for the coffin 

The coffin must be constructed to withstand the stress of entering the sea and its   descent 

to and impact with the sea bed. 

1. The coffin must be made of softwood and must not have any fittings of plastic, 

lead, copper or zinc. 
 
2. The corners of the coffin should be butt-jointed and strengthened with either mild 

steel right angle brackets screwed internally, or substantial wooden bracing struts (such 

as 50 x 38 mm). 
 
3. Forty to fifty 50 mm (2 inch) holes should be drilled in the coffin to facilitate rapid 

ingress of water so that the coffin sinks quickly. 
 
4. 200 kg of iron, steel or concrete should be clamped to the base of the coffin with 
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brackets of 10 mm mild steel bar. Blocks of weak concrete mix are suitable. The weight 

should be distributed so that the coffin resists turning vertical when discharge to water. 

 

5. Two mild steel bands must be applied from head to foot end of the coffin and at 

intervals of 30 cm around it to provide extra strength. 

 

 

 

 

 

Practical Considerations 

 

A coffin which is prepared for burial at sea is extremely heavy and cumbersome and so 

considerable thought should be given to preparation and transportation. The coffin should 

be covered with a suitable pall up to the time of committal. 

 

It is wise to contact the Harbour Master at the first instance as he will be able to advise as to 

appropriate and sympathetic skippers. If any difficulty is experienced in finding an 

appropriate minister, a Chaplain of the local Missions to Seamen may be able to help. 
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Learning Outcome 5 

 

Understand the procedures to be followed for a burial at sea. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                PROCEDURES TO BE FOLLOWED 
 

 

 

Step   1  

 

 

Take detailed instructions from the client and ascertain whether the 

service is to be held on land followed by committal at sea or whether the 

whole service is to be held at sea advising the client that burials at sea are 

expensive and may take time to arrange. 

 

(Note the cost of application is £158.00, however the hire of vessels, lifting equipment, cost of coffin         

and time of funeral director and staff will be substantially more than usual) 

 

 
Step 2 

 

Obtaining a licence for Burial at Sea  Applications should be made 

online at www.marinemanagement.org.uk.   
 

The home page will provide full details of how to register and pay online. 
 

 
     
Step 3 

 

The applicant (Funeral Director) will need to register and then submit an application for 

the licence using the online application form. When the form is complete, the applicant 

can pay the fee by credit/debit card, BACS or by cheque. Once complete an 

acknowledgement will be sent via email. The progress of the application can be 

checked at any time by logging onto the service account. 

 

  

Step 4 

 

Once the licence has been granted, an email will be sent to the applicant, which will 

notify them of the decision as to where a licence is granted. The applicant can then 

log on to view the proposed terms and conditions contained within the licence. Once 

the terms have been accepted, the licence will be digitally signed and available to 

download. 
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In the event of the applicant wishing to vary the details of the licence, this can be done online and 

if agreed,  a new licence will be issued. 

 

 

The contact details for the Marine Management Organisation 

are: 
 

Marine Environment Team 

Marine Management Organisation PO Box 1275 

Newcastle upon Tyne NE99 5BN 
 
Email:Marine.consents@marinemanagement.org.uk Telephone: 

0300 123 1032 

 

 

 

Learning Outcome 6 

 

Understand the requirements for the scattering of cremated remains at sea. 

 

 

CREMATED REMAINS - Burial of, or scattering at sea 
 

The MMO encourages burial or scattering of ashes at sea over full body burial at sea. All material put into the sea should 

be biodegradable and weighted so that they sink. No documentation is required to bury or scatter at sea. 

 

If burying a casket containing cremated remains, adequate weights should be placed inside the casket and 

sufficient holes bored to allow the casket to sink. Plastic bags must not be used inside the casket. 

 

One original way of disposing of cremated remains at sea is to place them in an un-kilned pot which when 

thrown, should be twice as thick as normal and the bottom would need to be at least two inches thick in order to 

make sure that it sinks when placed in the sea. The cremated remains can then be placed in the un-kilned pot and 

sealed with a lid of the same material. On entry into the water the pot will gradually disintegrate ensuring that the 

contents are dispersed in a dignified manner. Urns made of various degradable products, including compressed 

salt, are also now available for the dispersal of cremated remains in the sea. 
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The following is a sample letter of declaration 
 

 

                      SMITHS FUNERAL SERVICES, 

CHARTOWN 
 

Telephone & Fax. 0123 4567 
 
The Fisheries Officer, 

Marine Management Organisation 

 

TR18 5JR.      1st April 2013 
 
 
 
Our ref. XYZ/654/33. 
 
 
 
Dear Sir, 
 
This letter is the required declaration from us for the Burial at Sea of the late John Jones of 33, Low Road, Faltown who 

died at Trurin Hospital on March 24th, 2013, aged 99 years. 

 

1. The deceased was placed in his/her coffin in the presence of the undersigned. 

2. The deceased was NOT embalmed. 

3. The deceased was NOT dressed, 

4. The deceased was securely weighted with 200 kg of iron and steel. 

5. There was nothing else whatsoever in the coffin. 

6. There was no plastic in the interior of the coffin. 

7. An identification tag was securely attached to the waist and round the neck of the deceased. 
 
 
 
Please, find enclosed the following documentation: 

• Certified Copy of the Entry of Death 

• ‘Free from Fever and Infection’ Certificate, and 

• Coroner’s acknowledgement to the application to remove a body from England and Wales (Form 103). 

 
 
 
Yours faithfully,  

 

 

John Jones  

Manager
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BURIALS AT 
SEA - 
SCOTLAND 
 

In Scotland burials at sea are controlled by Marine Scotland who does not 

encourage burial at sea. This is mainly because a body buried at sea will be 

subject to movement by currents with the inevitable risk of their being returned 

to shore. Additionally, fishing activity around the Scottish coastline is 

particularly intense and the risk of a coffin being trawled up soon after burial is 

extremely high. Obviously, this can cause considerable distress to relatives and 

friends of the deceased, and in order to avoid that risk, Marine Scotland 

Licensing Operations Team (MS-LOT) would recommend that cremation 

followed by scattering of the cremated remains at sea may be more 

acceptable for all parties involved. It should perhaps be noted that no burials at 

sea have been carried out since 1999. 

 

In the past, however, a limited number of burials in the sea in Scottish 



 

 

National Association of Funeral Directors © September  2013 Dip FD Issue 1  Module 4 Unit 11 Page 

 

waters have been authorised at position 56°45’N 009°15’W which is 

approximately 210 nautical miles due west of Oban. Since selecting this site, 

there has been a considerable increase in deep water trawling activity in 

waters off the coast of Scotland, and it may soon be necessary to consider 

selecting an even more remote site. Another location authorised in the past 

is at position 58°42.70’N 003°23.30’W approximately 15 nautical miles west 

of John O’Groats. 

Current legislation requires that a licence is obtained from this office under 

Part 4 of the Marine (Scotland) Act 2010 before a burial at sea can take 

place. The licence takes the form of a letter to the funeral director and will 

contain, amongst other information, the name of the deceased and the 

date and location at which the burial must take place. 

No licence is required for the scattering of cremated remains at sea and 

the Burial/Scattering of Crematedremains at Sea Guidance should be 

consulted for further details. 

Given below is a copy of the Guidance for Burial at Sea issued by Marine 

Scotland and it can be seen that many of the instructions are the same or 

similar to that for burial at sea off the UK coast. 

 
Introducti

on 
 

Marine (Scotland) Act 2010, Part 4 Marine Licensing enables regulation of the deposit 

of substances or articles at sea or under the sea bed. In determining whether to issue a 

licence, the Act charges the licensing authority, in this instance Marine Scotland (MS), to 

have regard for the need to protect the marine environment, the living resources 

which it supports, human health and to prevent interference with other legitimate uses 

of the sea. The licensing authority must also consider the practical availability of any 

alternatives to the placement of the substance or article in the marine environment. 

Nevertheless, Marine Scotland Licensing Operations Team (MS-LOT) recognises that 

sea burial is a tradition amongst those who have a long association with the sea and 



 

 

National Association of Funeral Directors © September  2013 Dip FD Issue 1  Module 4 Unit 11 Page 

 

will issue a licence provided certain conditions are met and if a suitable burial location 

can be found. 

 
   IN GENERAL 
 

Marine Scotland does not encourage burial at sea. This is due to the fact that a body 

buried at sea is subject to movement by currents, with the inevitable risk of it being 

returned to shore or trawled up in fishing gear. This would cause considerable distress to 

relatives and friends of the deceased, and in order to avoid that risk, MS-LOT recommends 

that cremation followed by the scattering of cremated remains at sea may be more 

acceptable for all parties involved. The scattering of cremated remains at sea can be 

undertaken without a licence. 

 
Obtaining a Licence 
 

1.1 Under the 2011 Act, MS as licensing the authority has powers to issue a licence 

for burial at sea if 

1.2 it is considered appropriate and subject to certain conditions. 

1.3 Before a licence can be issued two declarations must be provided to the 

licensing authority. Firstly, a Certificate of Freedom from Fever and Infection, and 

secondly a declaration stating that the conditions concerning burial at sea have been 

complied with  

1.4 The licence takes the format of a letter to the funeral director and will contain, 

amongst other information,the name of the deceased and the date and location at which 

the burial must take place. 

NB: MS Compliance reserves the right to inspect the coffin prior to burial and will give at 

least one day’s notice of their intention to do so. If, due to adverse weather conditions or 

for any other reason the burial cannot take place on the date prescribed on the licence, 

the funeral director must obtain an amendment from the licensing authority. 
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2. Conditions to be Observed 
 

2.1 Because of the possibility of water-borne infections, a ‘Certificate 

of Freedom from Fever and Infection’ must be obtained from the 

deceased’s General Practitioner (GP) or hospital doctor before a 

licence is issued. Certificates should be provided on headed paper 

where possible. If the doctor is not prepared to issue a certificate, 

burial at sea will not be permitted. 
 
Embalming 
 
The process of embalming is intended to preserve a body by interfering with the 

natural biological processes of decay. In order for MS to comply with its obligations 

under the above Act to protect the marine environment, burial at sea of embalmed 

bodies, will not be licensed. 

 

Identification of the Body 

 

In the event that the body were to be returned to the land or trawled up in fishing gear, a 

simple method of identification is required. Ideally MS would prefer the use of a material 

which, when no longer required, would break down in the marine environment with 

minimal side effects. However, as nothing suitable is readily available, the use of a plastic 

waist band will be permitted. 

The Coffin 

The objective in specifying the coffin construction is to ensure that only natural and 

non-toxic materials are used and hence enter the marine environment. Furthermore, 

the coffin will be subject to considerable stress when entering the sea and during its 

descent to the sea bed. As a result, MS must ensure that it will survive any impact and 

carry the body to its final resting place. 

 

The design of the coffin should be such as to retain the body and weighting for the 

necessary period. With the exception of the identification band, it should not contain any 

persistent plastics or any lead, copper or zinc. 
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The coffin should be made of solid softwood rather than veneered board. All corners 

should be butt-jointed for strength and right angled brackets should be screwed 

internally to strengthen all joints. Two steel bands should also be placed around the coffin 

at right angles to ensure that it survives the impact on the seabed 

 

The coffin should be weighted to ensure that it remains on the seabed. Iron, steel or a 

weak concrete mix are suitable for this purpose, however it should be noted that 

lightweight concrete blocks are not. At least 100kg (2 cwt) are needed. The weighting 

should be evenly distributed and attached to either the coffin or the body to ensure 

impact on the sea bed in the location where burial takes place. 

 

At least 12 holes with a minimum diameter of 20mm should be drilled in each side 

and the top of the coffin. Three further holes should be drilled in each of the end 

boards. This will allow the rapid ingress of water and exit of air so the coffin will sink 

quickly to the sea bed. 

 

The body should not be dressed, but may be surrounded loosely with a cotton or paper sheet. 
 

Some biodegradable, absorbent padding may be placed appropriately to absorb any leakage of body 

fluids. 
 

Marine Scotland contact details are given 

below: Marine Planning & Policy 

Scottish 

Government 

Marine 

Laboratory, PO 

Box 101| 375, 

Victoria Road 

Aberdeen AB11 9DB 
 
Tel: +44 (0)1224 295579 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/marinescotland 
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Past Examination Questions 

 

Q1 Burial at sea is requested 

 

a. What information and documentation is required? 

b. To whom do you apply? 

c. What special precautions must be taken regarding the care of the deceased? 

d. What special precautions must be taken regarding the preparation of the coffin? 

(NAFD Sept 1997) 

 

Q2 What restrictions exist for the burial at sea of cremated remains? 

 

 

Proof of Learning – Assessment Criteria 

Unit 11 ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 

 

 The learner can:  

 

4.11.1 

 

Describe the application  process for a burial at sea. 

 

4.11.2a 

 

 

 

 

 

Describe the licensing requirements for burial at sea in; 

a) England and Wales and Northern Ireland; 

b) Scotland. 

 

 

4.11.2b 

Explain the purpose of the licensing documentation applicable to the UK coastline: 

a) England and Wales, Northern Ireland b) Scotland. 

 

4.11.3 

 

Identify the common entries relevant to the public register. 

 

4.11.4a 

 

Explain the requirements to make in relation to the preparing the body of the 

deceased for burial at sea. 

 

4.11.4b 

 

Identify the current  specifications for the coffin 

 

4.11.4c 

 

Explain the purpose of each specification identified in 4.11.4b 



 

 

National Association of Funeral Directors © September  2013 Dip FD Issue 1  Module 4 Unit 11 Page 

 

Unit 11 ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 

 

 The learner can:  

 

4.11.5a 

 

Identify the organisations to liaise with regarding a burial at sea. 

 

4.11.5b 

Describe the procedures to be followed for a burial at sea. 

 

4.11.6 

Explain the requirements relating to  the scattering of cremated remains at sea. 

 


