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UNIT 8 

Burial at Sea  

Unit Purpose: 
This unit describes the knowledge and performance outcomes required to 
develop learners’ understanding of current regulation and procedures to follow 
for burial at sea. This unit has seven learning outcomes and four activities.
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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. 
In Nelson’s day they sewed the deceased up in a 
hammock, with the last stitch through the deceased’s 
nose including a couple of round shot at the 
deceased feet to ensure the body sunk.

Today, everything is carefully regulated by Marine 
Scotland or Marine Management Organisation, 
and due to the logistics relating to the vessel used, 
normally a maximum of 12 people are allowed on 
the boat. 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.

UNIT 8 - Burial at Sea

Introduction 

Learning outcome Unit criteria

1 Know the principle organisation responsible for regulation and planning of marine 
activities

2 Know the designated locations for burial at sea

3 Understand the licencing process to arrange a burial at sea

4 Understand the documentation and information required

5 Understand the purpose of the public register

6 Understand the specifications for the coffin

7 Understand the practical considerations for burial or for scattering of ashes at sea 
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Created by the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009, 
the Marine Management Organisation (MMO) 
licenses, regulates and plans marine activities in the 
seas around England, Wales and Northern Ireland so 
that they’re carried out in a sustainable way.

In Scotland, burials at sea are controlled by Marine 
Scotland which 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 it 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. It should perhaps be 
noted that no burials at sea have been carried out 
since 1999.

UNIT 8 - LO1.0 Know the principle organisation responsible for regulation
and planning of marine activities
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England, Wales and Northern Ireland
There are three designated burial at sea areas for 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland 

  Off the Needles, Isle of Wight
  Between Hastings and Newhaven on the south 
coast
  Off the Northumberland coast, near Tynemouth.

In addition, it is possible to secure a licence for 
additional inshore areas of England or in certain 
offshore areas of Wales and Northern Ireland.

Scotland
Notwithstanding the points above, 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 will issue a licence 
provided certain conditions are met and if a suitable 
burial location can be found.

There are two Scottish sites designated for burials  
at sea:

  210 miles due west of Oban (56º 45’N 009º 15’W)
  15 miles west of John O’Groats (58º 42.70’N 003º 
23.30’W).

UNIT 8 - LO2.0 Know the designated locations for burial at sea
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Arranging a Burial at Sea England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland
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. 

It is important to advise the client that burials at 
sea can be expensive and may take time to arrange, 
given the need to secure a licence, the specialist 
coffin and the need for the hire of a vessel, lifting 
equipment etc.

Applying for the Licence
Apply online for the licence at:
www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-get-a-licence-for-a-
burial-at-sea-in-england

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.

Burials at Sea fall under the following licensable 
activities:

  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.

  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
  To deposit any substance or object anywhere in 
the sea or on or under the seabed from 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 terms and conditions of licence applies off any 
part of the UK coast except Scotland.

There will always be certain conditions attached to a 
burial at sea licence and in particular circumstances 
there may be additional conditions. For example:

  The licence holder must give one day’s notice to 
the MMO of a burial at sea
  The MMO reserves the right to inspect the body 
and coffin and will give at least one day’s notice of 
intention to do so
  Bodies must not have been embalmed, to facilitate 
the speedy decomposition of body tissues
  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
  The body may be lightly clad, commensurate with 
modesty in biodegradable materials

  Identification of the deceased - a band of plastic, or 
other durable material, should be locked around 
the neck of the deceased and this band should 
be indelibly marked with telephone number or 
reference number that would allow the remains to 
be positively identified, should the need arise.

Costs 
A licence for burial at sea costs £50 if you want the 
burial to be off The Needles, Isle of Wight, between 
Hastings and Newhaven or off Tynemouth, North 
Tyneside.

If you want the burial to be somewhere else in 
England or in the offshore areas of Wales or 
Northern Ireland, the licence will cost £175. 
Please note, if the burial will be more than 3 months 
after you apply for a licence, the licence will 
cost £175.

UNIT 8 - LO3.0 Understand the licencing process to arrange a burial at sea

www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-get-a-licence-for-a-burial-at-sea-in-england
www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-get-a-licence-for-a-burial-at-sea-in-england
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Arranging a Burial at Sea Scotland
A licence must be obtained from Marine Scotland 
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. 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.

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.

Burial at sea of embalmed bodies will not be 
licensed.

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

To apply for a licence, please contact:
Death Certification Implementation Team
Scottish Government
St Andrew’s House (3EN)
Regent Road
Edinburgh
EH1 3DG

certificationofdeath@scotland.gsi.gov.uk

0131 244 2711

UNIT 8 - LO3.1 Understand the licencing process to arrange a burial at sea

Activity 1

Visit the following website and learn about how to 
obtain a licence for burial at sea:
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-get-a-
licence-for-a-burial-at-sea-in-england 
Create your own checklist.

Create your own checklist and upload to your 
portfolio

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-get-a-licence-for-a-burial-at-sea-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-get-a-licence-for-a-burial-at-sea-in-england


National Association of Funeral Directors NAFD Funeral Directing DipFD

V1/DipFD

England and Wales / Northern Ireland

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

  Name and contact details of the applicant
  Name and contact details of the Funeral Director
  Proposed date of burial
  Proposed burial site
  Certified Copy of an Entry
  Freedom from Infection Certificate (FFI) from GP/
Hospital
  Acknowledgment from the Coroner to move a body 
out of England or Wales or Northern Ireland with 
the Registrar’s Certificate for Burial or Cremation.

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 two 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.

Once the licence has been granted, an email will be 
sent to the applicant, notifying them of the decision 
and any conditions. Once the terms have been 
accepted, by logging in online, the licence will be 
digitally signed and available to download. In the 
event of the applicant wishing to vary the details 
of the licence, this can be done online and, if the 
new arrangements are agreed, a new licence will be 
issued.

All applications are published on the public register 
of marine licence applications and decisions.
If an applicant does not have access to the internet, 
they should contact the MMO at: 

Tel: 0300 123 1032

Email: info@marinemanagement.org.uk

Scotland
Application for licence must be obtained from 
Marine Scotland 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.

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.

To apply for a licence, contact should be made via:

Death Certification Implementation Team
Scottish Government
St Andrew’s House (3EN) Regent Road
Edinburgh EH1 3DG

Telephone:  0131 244 2711

Email:certificationofdeath@scotland.gsi.gov.uk

All applications are published on the public register 
of marine licence applications and decisions.
If an applicant does not have access to the internet, 
they should contact the MMO at: 

Tel: 0300 123 1032

Email: info@marinemanagement.org.uk

UNIT 8 - LO4.0 Understand the documentation and information required

Activity 2

There will always be certain conditions attached 
to a burial at sea licence and in particular 
circumstances there may be additional conditions. 
Think through what these might be and what 
practical considerations / actions you will need to 
take prior to arrangement.

Discuss with your tutor and consult with your 
employer prior to upload.

Upload to your portfolio
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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:

  Applications for licences
  Licence granted
  Variations of licence
  Revocation of licences
  Information supplied in connection with a licence
  Convictions for any offence
  Any other enforcement action taken
  Occasions on which any remedial action has  
been taken
  Such other matters relating to licences or the 
licensed marine activities as may be prescribed.

UNIT 8 - LO5.0 Understand the purpose of the public register
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Specifications for the Coffin
The body and coffin may be inspected by the MMO 
before the burial takes place.

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, the 
authorities must ensure that it will survive any 
impact and carry the body to its final resting place.

A coffin which is prepared for burial at sea is much 
heavier than a normal coffin 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.

England and Wales / Northern Ireland
The coffin must be made of solid softwood and must 
not contain any plastic, lead, copper or zinc.
It must have:

  Between 40 and 50x50mm (2 inch) holes drilled 
throughout

  Corners butt-jointed and strengthened with mild 
steel right angle brackets screwed internally, or 
substantial wooden bracing struts 50 x 38mm
  About 200kg of iron, steel or concrete clamped to 
the base of the coffin with brackets of 10mm mild 
steel bar, or blocks of weak concrete mix
  Weight distributed evenly to prevent the coffin 
from turning to the vertical
  2 long mild steel bands running from the top to the 
bottom of the coffin
  Several mild steel bands across the coffin at about 
30cm intervals along its length.

The coffin and any inner box or liner must be made 
from natural, non-toxic and biodegradable materials. 
They must both be able to withstand any impact and 
be able to carry the body quickly to the seabed.
There are several organisations offering burial at 
sea services. Alternatively, you can contact the local 
Harbour Master, who may be able to advise you of 
suitable vessels for hire.

Scotland
Marine Scotland reserves the right to inspect the 
coffin prior to burial and will give at least one day’s 
notice of its intention to do so.

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.

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) is 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.

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

UNIT 8 - LO6.0 Understand the specifications for the coffin

Activity 3

Learn about the government guidance for 
specification of coffin requirements
Download a copy of the specification:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/
burial-at-sea-further-information

Upload your findings to your portfolio

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/burial-at-sea-further-information
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/burial-at-sea-further-information
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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 it sinks. 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.

Scotland
Marine Scotland recommends cremation, followed 
by scattering of the cremated remains at sea, as an 
alternative to burial at sea. No licence is required 
for the scattering of cremated remains at sea, but 
the Burial/Scattering of Cremated remains at Sea 
Guidance should be consulted for further details.

UNIT 8 - LO7.0 Understand the practical considerations for burial or for 
scattering of ashes at sea

Activity 4

How would you plan for arranging the scattering of 
ashes / cremated remains at sea? 

Upload to your portfolio
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UNIT 8 - Self Reflection

Self Reflection
Do you know who the principle organisation is 
responsible for regulation and planning of marine 
activities?

Can you identify the requirements for the deceased 
for burial at sea?

Can you identify the specifications required of the 
coffin including the locations of the designated burial 
at sea sites?

Do you know the documentation required including 
the process to obtain a licence and arrange for burial 
at sea?

Explain the practical conditions and considerations 
for burial or for scattering of ashes at sea?

If you are in doubt, speak to your tutor for 
additional guidance and advice and include in your 
development plan.

Summary of Activities - Upload all to your portfolio

Activity 1 Visit the following website and learn about how to obtain a licence for burial at sea. Create 
your own checklist.
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-get-a-licence-for-a-burial-at-sea-in-england 

Activity 2 There will always be certain conditions attached to a burial at sea licence and in particular 
circumstances there may be additional conditions. Think through what these might be and 
what practical considerations / actions you will need to take prior to arrangement.

Discuss with your tutor and consult with your employer prior to upload.

Activity 3 Learn about the government guidance for specification of coffin requirements
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/burial-at-sea-further-information

Activity 4 How would you plan for arranging the scattering of ashes / cremated remains at sea? 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-get-a-licence-for-a-burial-at-sea-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-get-a-licence-for-a-burial-at-sea-in-england
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