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UNIT 12 

Exhumation of Human Remains

Unit Purpose: 
This unit describes the knowledge and performance outcomes required to 
develop learners’ understanding of the regulation and process of exhumation 
of human remains. This unit has nine learning outcomes and four activities.
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Definition
Exhumation is defined as being the removal of a 
coffin containing human remains, or cremated 
remains, from the place where they were interred.

Both ecclesiastical and secular law start from the 
point that once human remains (including those 
remains that have been cremated) are buried they 
should not be disturbed. Should there be any cause 
to move or examine the remains after this point, an 
exhumation license is required.

Exhumations happen very rarely and cannot go 
ahead without the necessary legal authorisation. 
Funeral Directors are often contacted for guidance 
and support should a family wish an exhumation to 
take place, and should ensure they follow the steps 
below.

It is important to ensure the cemetery is contacted in 
the first instance to ascertain what their procedures 
are relating to an exhumation, as there are no 
legally-required standards and they may vary from 
cemetery to cemetery.

UNIT 12 - Exhumation of Human Remains
Introduction 
Learning outcome Unit criteria

1 Understand why a request may be made for exhumation of human remains

2 Know the purpose of regulations relevant to exhumation

3 Know who can formally request exhumation

4 Understand the conditions for a Warrant to Exhume

5 Understand the Ecclesiastical facility stipulations regarding removal of the deceased 
from consecrated ground

6 Understand the procedures and documentation relevant to exhumation of human 
remains

7 Know what equipment is required to carry out exhumation

8 Understand the need for controlling the risks of infection at work from human 
remains

9 Understand how to ensure exhumation is managed effectively

Activity 1

If you receive a request to exhume a body – what 
would you do? Who would you consult with? Who 
will give you permission? How much will it cost? 
Who will be involved? When can exhumation take 
place? What do you do with an exhumed body or 
ashes? 

Before reading any further, work with your tutor 
and your employer to find the answers to the 
questions above.  

Upload to your portfolio

Activity 2

How will you protect yourself and colleagues? Who 
else needs protection? How would you manage the 
whole process? What challenges do you think you 
may have to address?  

Upload to your portfolio
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Exhumations are generally rare and tend to be 
traumatic for the family involved. They can take a 
long time to arrange and are usually expensive. For 
these reasons, it is always best to consult with all the 
relatives before proceeding.

An exhumation may be requested for a variety of 
legitimate reasons:

  To identify a body
  To transfer a body from one grave to another
  To cremate a body
  To recover jewellery, documents or other artefacts
  For the purpose of holding a first, or further, 
inquest
  For purposes of health
  To enable road schemes to proceed
  As part of criminal proceedings.

UNIT 12 - LO1.0 Understand why a request may be made for exhumation 
of human remains
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Regulations - England and Wales
Under the Church of England (Miscellaneous 
Provisions) Measure 2014, Section 25 of the Burial 
Act 1857 was amended to simplify who should issue 
an exhumation licence depending on whether the 
deceased or cremated remains were interred in 
consecrated or unconsecrated land.

This means:

  Exhumations from land subject to the authority 
of the Church of England will need the Church’s 
permission (a faculty or the approval of a proposal 
under the Care of Cathedrals Measure 2011). 
This would include consecrated ground in 
Cemeteries; and
  Exhumations from land which is not subject to the 
Church of England’s authority will need a licence 
from the Secretary of State. This can be done by 
completing an application issued by the Ministry of 
Justice (MOJ).

If the Coroner requires an exhumation, this would 
fall under Schedule 5 of the Coroners and Justice Act 
2009.

For multiple exhumations required by a local 
authority, or the Department for Transport for 
example, the Town and Country Planning (Churches, 
Places of Worship and Burial Grounds) Regulations 
1950 would apply. 
 
Regulations - Scotland
There is provision in the Burial and Cremation 
(Scotland) Act 2016 for the Scottish Government to 
make regulations around the exhumation procedure, 
but currently the Government has only issued 
precise guidance, which should be followed and 
which begins with the deceased person’s next of kin 
contacting a solicitor.

Regulations - Northern Ireland
The Burial Ground Regulations (Northern Ireland) 
1992 states: ‘a person shall not cause or permit 
a body or the remains of a body, other than the 
cremated remains, to be removed from one place 
of burial to another or to be exhumed unless that 
person –

  First obtains the written consent of the 
Department and
  Carried out the removal or exhumation in 
accordance with Part III of Schedule 1’.

Part III of Schedule 1 states:

  The removal or exhumation of a body, or the 
remains of a body, shall be conducted with 
due care and attention to decency under the 
supervision of an environmental health officer 
appointed by the council and in accordance with 
such conditions as he may, after consultation with 
the Director of Public Health, impose with respect 
to matters affecting or likely to affect the public 
health
  The sub-divisional commander of the [Police 
Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI)] sub-division in 
which the burial ground is situated shall be notified 
of the date and time of the exhumation by the 
person who applied for the written consent of the 
Department.

Section 11(4) of the Coroners Act (Northern Ireland) 
1959 provides that a Coroner ‘may direct the 
exhumation of a body which has been buried within 
his district and the consent of any other authority or 
person to any exhumation so directed shall not be 
required’.

UNIT 12 - LO2.0 Know the purpose of regulations relevant to exhumation
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England and Wales

Personal Representative of the Deceased
The consent of the next of kin is normally required, 
unless under exceptional circumstances (e.g. they 
are unable to give consent through illness or frailty, 
or the whereabouts of the next of kin are not 
known). For the purposes of an exhumation licence, 
order of kinship is detailed below:

  Spouse or civil partner
  All children and both parents
  All brothers and sisters
  All grandchildren and grandparents

Note: A divorced partner or unmarried partner is not 
considered next of kin.

The Coroner
The Coroner may order an exhumation of a deceased 
person who is buried within their area, where it 
appears necessary for the body to be examined. This 
may be for the purpose of holding an inquest into 
the person’s death, or for any criminal proceedings in 
respect of the death. A Coroner’s warrant to exhume 
would be required in this circumstance.

  The Local Authority
  The Department for Transport
  The Incumbent of the Church (local priest).

The cost of an exhumation can be substantial, so the 
financial implications should be clearly established 
from the outset. This can include:

  Memorial removal costs
  Funeral director’s charges including the cost of a 
new coffin or cremated remains casket
  Cemetery fees and charges for exhumation and 
re-interment.

Scotland
In Scotland, the next of kin is usually required to 
apply.

However, if there are exceptional circumstances as 
to why the next of kin cannot apply (such as illness or 
the next of kin is unable to be found), the cemetery 
and/or Sheriff will determine whether the Warrant to 
Disinter can be issued.

Northern Ireland

Personal Representative of the Deceased
The consent of the next of kin is normally required, 
unless under exceptional circumstances (e.g. they 
are unable to give consent through illness or frailty, 
or the whereabouts of the next of kin are not 
known). For the purposes of an exhumation licence, 
order of kinship is detailed below:

 Spouse or civil partner
  All children and both parents
  All brothers and sisters
  All grandchildren and grandparents.

A divorced partner or unmarried partner is not 
considered next of kin.

The Coroner
The Coroner may order an exhumation of a 
deceased person who is buried within Northern 
Ireland where it appears necessary for the body 
to be examined. This may be for the purpose of 
holding an inquest into the person’s death, or for 
any criminal proceedings in respect of the death. A 
Coroner’s warrant to exhume would be required in 
this circumstance.

UNIT 12 - LO3.0 Know who can formally request Exhumation 
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Authorities That Enable an Exhumation - England 
and Wales
Coroner’s Warrant to Exhume. Schedule 5 of the 
Coroners and Justice Act 2009 states:
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2009/25/
schedule/5

A senior coroner may order the exhumation of a 
person’s body if sub-paragraph (2) or (3) applies.

(2) This sub-paragraph applies if:

  The body is buried in England and Wales (whether 
or not within the coroner area for which the 
coroner is appointed), and
  The coroner thinks it necessary for the body to be 
examined.

(3) This sub-paragraph applies if:

  The body is buried within the coroner area for 
which the coroner is appointed, and
  The coroner thinks it necessary for the body to 
be examined for the purpose of any criminal 
proceedings that have been instituted or are 
contemplated in respect of:
  The death of the person whose body it is, or
  The death of another person who died in 
circumstances connected with the death of that 
person.

Ministry of Justice
Under the Burial Act 1857, Section 25 (as amended), 
a licence is required to exhume a body or cremated 
remains from unconsecrated land. Both the 
application for a licence and attached guidance notes 
are available at the following link:
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/326818/
application-exhumation-licence.pdf  

Authorities That Enable an Exhumation - Scotland
  A licence issued by the Sheriff ’s court
  An ecclesiastical faculty.

Authorities That Enable an Exhumation - 
Northern Ireland
The current law relating to authorisation to exhume 
from council owned burial grounds states that 
according to Regulation 12 of the Burial Grounds 
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1992:

“A person shall not cause or permit a body to be 
removed from one place of burial to another or to be 
exhumed unless that person first obtains the written 
consent of the Department”

In this case the ‘Department’ means the Department 
for Communities. The Department will require 
some information and documentation from the 
applicant (and other parties) and details of the 
deceased. Applicants are required to complete an 
Application for Consent for the Removal of Human 
Remains (Other Than Cremated Remains) From 
Council Owned Burial Grounds in Northern Ireland 
before sending the form to the relevant council for 
completion of Part B.

Fully completed forms should be sent to:

Local Government & Housing Regulation Division
Department for Communities
Level 4
Causeway Exchange
1-7 Bedford Street
Town Parks
Belfast
BT2 7EG

UNIT 12 - LO4.0 Understand the conditions for a Warrant to Exhume

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2009/25/schedule/5
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2009/25/schedule/5
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/326818/application-exhumation-licence.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/326818/application-exhumation-licence.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/326818/application-exhumation-licence.pdf
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It is an offence to remove any human remains from 
consecrated ground unless the following is complied 
with:

  The body or remains is or are removed in 
accordance with a faculty granted by the consistory 
court of the diocese
  The body or remains is or are removed in 
accordance with the approval of a proposal 
under the Care of Cathedrals Measure 2011 by 
the Cathedrals Fabric Commission for England 
or a fabric advisory committee. If an exhumation 
from a churchyard is requested, the Incumbent 
of the churchyard should initially be contacted for 
guidance on the procedure to follow to obtain a 
Faculty Licence. A fee will apply.

War Graves
The website of the Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission (CWGC) can be found here:
http://www.cwgc.org. Contact details are available 
through the site. Any enquiries regarding an 
exhumation from a war grave should initially be 
made through the CWGC.

Town and Country Planning
For multiple exhumations, where relatives or 
representatives of the deceased person are not 
involved, generally a single licence will suffice for 
each burial ground. Normally these grounds tend to 
be unused and over a century old. Where relatives 
wish to exhume members of the family under the 
above regulations, single licences are required for 
each grave - though not necessarily for each person 
in that grave each case being treated on its merits. 
The Ministry of Justice requires that the remains are 
interred in as similar a manner as possible to the 
original interment.

Before removing any human remains, or disposing 
of any tombstone, monument or other memorial 
of a deceased person, Regulation 7 of the Town 
and Country Planning (Churches, Places of Worship 
and Burial Grounds) Regulations 1950 requires the 
person in whom the land is vested to:

  Publish, in a local newspaper, a notice of intention 
so to do at least once during each of two 
successive weeks with an interval between each 
publication of at least six days and display a like 
notice in a conspicuous place in the burial ground
  Serve a like notice on the appropriate 
denominational authority
  If the remains were interred in, or the memorial 
placed on, the land within twenty-five years prior to 
the date of the first publication of the said notice, 
serve a like notice on  the personal representatives 
or next of kin (or in the event of their being 
untraceable any known relative) of the deceased 
person.

Scotland
In the case of any exhumations required by a local 
authority for planning purposes or, for example, the 
Department for Transport, the Town and Country 
Planning (Scotland) Act 1997 would apply.
Section 197, subsection (3) of the Act states;
‘No authority shall be required for the removal 
and re-interment of any human remains, or for the 
removal or disposal of any monuments’.

Northern Ireland
If an exhumation is required from a cemetery 
owned by a Church Authority consent will need to 
be obtained from the Church Authority together 
with written authorisation from the Head of 
Environmental Health of the local district council.

UNIT 12 - LO5.0 Understand the Ecclesiastical Faculty stipulations regarding 
removal of the deceased from consecrated ground 

Activity 3

Discuss with your employer how to create a risk 
assessment schedule in preparation for a request 
for exhumation.

Upload to your portfolio

http://www.cwgc.org.
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Procedure - England and Wales
Funeral Directors are often contacted for guidance 
and support should a family wish an exhumation to 
take place. 

It is important to ensure the following:

  A letter of authorisation from the applicant 
requesting the exhumation is obtained. The 
wording should clearly state that the Funeral 
Director is able to act “in all matters relative to the 
proposed exhumation” on their behalf
  Guide the applicant (if requested) through the 
application form to ensure all accurate details are 
obtained
  Ascertain positive reasons for exhumation
  It should be explained that if the owner of the 
grave is not the applicant, they will also need 
to provide their permission for the grave to be 
disturbed. Deeds should be made available to 
ensure the accurate location of the grave
  Advise that if the remains are to be exhumed from 
a ‘public’ grave, the consent to the disturbance 
of the other remains and their subsequent re-
interment must be obtained in writing from the 
nearest surviving relative of each person buried in 
the grave
  If exhumation is requested to enable the remains 
to be cremated, the law requires that statutory 
forms Cremation 4 – Medical Certificate and 
Cremation 5 – Confirmatory Medical Certificate be 
completed, if the remains have been buried for 
less than one year.  In view of the difficulties that 
may be experienced in obtaining these forms, it 
may be prudent to defer any action until the year 
has elapsed after which only the exhumation  
 

license will be required.  In addition, a Cremation 1 
- Application for Cremation of the Body of a Person 
who has Died will also need to be completed and 
submitted to the crematorium

  Once Part A of the application has been completed, 
the application must be sent to the burial authority 
involved, who completes Part B of the form. The 
completed form is then returned to: Coroners, 
Burials, Cremation and Inquiries Team, 102 Petty 
France, London SW1H 9AJ. There is no fee required 
to accompany the application
  The application would normally be decided within 
20 days of receipt. The Ministry of Justice however 
will consider, with a valid reason, the application as 
a matter of urgency
  Once permission for the exhumation has been 
granted, the Superintendent of the cemetery or 
the Church Incumbent will set a time and date 
and advise the Funeral Director who should, in 
turn, communicate this information to their client. 
Normally, the first condition of the licence is that 
‘the removal shall be affected with due care and 
attention to decency, early in the morning’. It may 
be prudent to notify the police of what is to occur, 
rather than have someone reporting unusual 
happenings in the cemetery at first light
  The exhumation itself is normally carried out by 
the cemetery staff and, generally, the coffin/casket 
becomes the responsibility of the Funeral Director. 
The Funeral Director will be asked to ensure that, 
on attendance at the exhumation, they provide 
a new coffin of sufficient size to accommodate 
the original coffin that is to be removed from 
the grave.  If the original coffin is still intact, the 
deceased’s body is not removed from that coffin  
 

but both the body and coffin are lifted out of the 
grave and placed into the new coffin, ready to be 
transported

  The local Environmental Health Officer must be 
notified as the cemetery/churchyard may insist 
they be present, particularly in view of Health and 
Safety at Work Regulations. Adequate protective 
clothing and on-site washing facilities may also be 
a requirement

  The area of exhumation must be screened from 
public view for privacy purposes, allowing access to 
authorised personnel only

  If the re-interment is to be at another place, that 
grave should also have been prepared, making 
allowance for the size of the new coffin

  If the exhumation is to recover jewellery or other 
valuables, it is a wise precaution to have a witness 
present e.g. the cemetery superintendent

  The cemetery or churchyard should ensure that 
enough time is allowed for the work involved and 
that adequate lifting materials are available

  An exhumation may be witnessed by a personal 
representative appointed by the next of kin/
applicant.

It is important that, throughout the exhumation 
procedure, the privacy and respect for the deceased 
person is maintained at all times. It is equally 
important to ensure that members of the public are 
not caused distress through the witnessing of an 
exhumation.

UNIT 12 - LO6.0 Understand the procedures and documentation relevant to 
exhumation of human remains 
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Procedure - Scotland 
There is provision in the Burial and Cremation 
(Scotland) Act 2016 for the Scottish Government to 
make regulations around the exhumation procedure, 
but currently the Government has only issued 
precise guidance, which should be followed and 
which begins with the deceased person’s next of kin 
contacting a solicitor.

What a Solicitor Does
The solicitor will ask a sheriff to grant a licence to 
exhume and contact a cemetery administrator to 
confirm where the person you want to exhume is 
buried.

They will then request, from the cemetery 
administrator, a ‘Feasibility Certificate’ – this confirms 
all information is complete and correct.

The sheriff will then issue a Warrant to Disinter/Re-
inter – this means the exhumation can go ahead.
Once the licence is granted, the next of kin, or 
Funeral Director, will need to contact the cemetery 
administrator to arrange the moving of a body from 
one lair to another, and then discuss any ceremony 
the next of kin requires. Should exhumation take 
place, the current procedure in Scotland for the 
exhumation of human remains is as follows:

  The next of kin or Funeral Director will ask the 
cemetery administrator if it is feasible for the 
exhumation to be carried out. The Cemetery 
administrator will obtain all the relevant details 
from the next of kin and advise if it is feasible for 
the exhumation to be carried out

  The next of kin will have to contact their solicitor to 
petition the Sheriff to grant a licence to exhume
  The Solicitor then contacts the cemetery 
administrator to confirm that the deceased 
is buried in the cemetery. The Cemetery 
administrator will confirm the section, lair number 
and the owner of the exclusive rights of burial for 
that lair
  The Cemetery administrator will confirm if 
the body was the last burial in the lair. If the 
exhumation does not relate to the last interment 
then additional exhumation licences will be 
required to legally disinter those buried above the 
deceased to whom the initial enquiry refers
  The Solicitor will ask the cemetery administrator 
for a Feasibility Certificate. The Feasibility 
Certificate contains information regarding the lair 
number, the lair owner and who is interred in the 
grave. The Solicitor will petition the Sheriff for a 
licence to exhume the body and stating where the 
body is to be re-interred
  The Sheriff will then issue a Warrant to Disinter/
Re-inter. The cemetery administrator will now 
be required to report back to the Sheriff Quam 
Primum following the exhumation and 
re-interment.

UNIT 12 - LO6.1 Understand the procedures and documentation relevant to 
exhumation of human remains 
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Procedure - Northern Ireland
Ireland) 1992 detail all conditions relating to the 
removal or exhumation of a body, or the remains of 
a body, which should be conducted with due care 
and attention to decency under the supervision of 
an environmental health officer appointed by the 
council and in accordance with such conditions as 
he may, after consultation with the Director of Public 
Health, impose with respect to matters affecting or 
likely to affect the public health.

Any application for exhumation should be completed 
using the Application for Consent for the Removal 
of Human Remains (Other Than Cremated Remains) 
From Council Owned Burial Grounds in Northern 
Ireland.

“Director of Public Health” means the Director of 
Public Health of the Health and Social Services Board 
for the area in which the removal or exhumation 
takes place. 

The sub-divisional commander of the Royal Ulster 
Constabulary sub-division in which the burial ground 
is situated, shall be notified of the date and time of 
the exhumation by the person who applied for the 
written consent of the Department. 

It is important that, throughout the exhumation 
procedure, the privacy and respect for the deceased 
person is maintained at all times. It is equally 
important to ensure that members of the public are 
not caused distress through the witnessing of an 
exhumation.

UNIT 12 - LO6.2 Understand the procedures and documentation relevant to 
exhumation of human remains 
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As a general rule, the following equipment may be 
required:

  A coffin large enough to hold the first coffin and all 
contents
  A sieve, to ensure any small parts that have broken 
away can be captured
  Personal protective equipment (PPE) e.g. gloves; 
hazmat suit, mask, visor, overshoes
  Appropriate outdoor clothing/footwear
  Shovels
  Webbing
  Appropriate vehicle to transfer the deceased 
person, either back into the care of the Funeral 
Director or to the secondary location
  Privacy screen
  Sawdust
  On site washing facilities
  Disinfectant – to cover the surrounding area of the 
open grave.

UNIT 12 - LO7.0 Know what equipment is required to carry out exhumation
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The Health and Safety Executive issue guidance 
on ‘Controlling the risks of infection at work from 
human remains’ This guide is for those involved in 
funeral services (including embalmers) and those 
involved in exhumation.

Please refer to the supplementary information 
available on this topic for more information.

UNIT 12 - LO8.0 Understand the need for controlling the risks of infection at work 
from human remains
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An environmental health officer and cemeteries 
officer can be present at the exhumation. They will 
supervise the event to ensure that:

  The correct grave / lair is opened
  The exhumation commences as early as possible in 
the morning to ensure maximum privacy
  The plot is screened (if necessary) as appropriate 
for privacy
  Health and safety of all workers is maintained - 
protective clothing including masks and gloves, 
task lights and all other necessary equipment
  Everyone present shows due respect to the 
deceased person and to adjoining graves
  The nameplate on the casket corresponds to that 
on the licence
  The new casket has been approved
  All human remains and all the pieces of casket are 
placed in the new casket
  The new casket is properly sealed
  The area of exhumation is properly disinfected
  Satisfactory arrangements are in place for the 
onward transmission of the remains.

If the conditions of the licence cannot be met, or 
there are public health or decency concerns, the 
exhumation may not proceed. All exhumation 
applications and requests are dealt with individually.

UNIT 12 - LO9.0 Understand how to ensure exhumation is managed effectively

Activity 4

Prepare a procedure on behalf of your employer 
based on the above checklist. Include in the 
procedure how you would personally ensure each 
of the requirements are managed effectively. What 
would you do?

Gather feedback from your tutor and from your 
employer prior to uploading your procedure.

Upload to your portfolio



National Association of Funeral Directors NAFD Funeral Directing DipFD

V1/DipFD

UNIT 12 - Self Reflection

Self Reflection
Are you aware of who can request exhumation, why 
a request for exhumation may be received and how 
to respond?

Do you understand the conditions of which a Senior 
Coroner issues a Warrant to Exhume including the 
Ecclesiastical Faculty stipulations regarding removal 
of the deceased from consecrated ground?

Would you know what PPE and other equipment 
is required and how would you conduct a risk 
assessment and what procedures are relevant to 
follow?

Let’s not forget the legislation! What is the purpose 
of regulations relevant to exhumation?

If you are in doubt, speak to your tutor or employer 
for additional guidance and advice.

Summary of Activities - Upload all to your portfolio

Activity 1 If you receive a request to exhume a body – what would you do? Who would you 
consult with? Who will give you permission? How much will it cost? Who will be 
involved? When can exhumation take place? What do you do with an exhumed body or 
ashes? 

Before reading any further, work with your tutor and your employer to find the 
answers to the questions above.

Activity 2 How will you protect yourself and colleagues? Who else needs protection? How would 
you manage the whole process? What challenges do you think you may have to 
address?  

Activity 3 Discuss with your employer how to create a risk assessment schedule in preparation 
for a request for exhumation. 

Activity 4 Prepare a procedure on behalf of your employer based on the above checklist. Include 
in the procedure how you would personally ensure each of the requirements are 
managed effectively. What would you do? 

Gather feedback from your tutor and from your employer prior to uploading your 
procedure.
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