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Funeral and Body Disposition Options - Summary 

Funeral Type Body Disposition Notes 

Most Common Approaches  

Immediate Burial - deceased is 
buried shortly after death.   

No embalming or cremation Preferred method for some religions and cultures  

   

Direct Cremation – performed 
immediately after death using 
incineration (also called flame 
cremation).   

Flame cremation uses high heat 
(1900 degrees Fahrenheit).   

Ashes available within days for service, burial or 
disbursal. 
 
Price for direct flame cremation typically ranges 
from $400 to $1000.  Note:  If the services of a 
funeral director are also requested, additional 
costs are incurred. 

   

Conventional (sometimes called 
“Traditional”) – often involves a 
series of events managed by a 
funeral director and cemetery 
to honor and remember the 
deceased person.  Services can 
include embalming, a viewing or 
wake, a funeral service, burial, 
and a reception or gathering.   

Typically involves embalming 
and burial vault. 

No Maryland law requires embalming.  Some 
funeral homes offer alternatives to embalming 
(i.e. refrigeration) to slow decomposition for a 
viewing. Many cemeteries require the addition of 
a burial vault or grave liner for placing casket and 
remains in ground.  Prices vary considerably and 
can be more than $10,000 depending on services 
requested from funeral home and cemetery. 

   

Donate to Science – remains are 
given to a medical or research 
institution.  Organs or entire 
body are used for training and 
research. 

The Anatomy Board assumes 
immediate custody of the body, 
so a funeral service with the 
body present is not possible. 
However, the family may elect 
to have a memorial service at 
any time and the Board holds an 
annual Memorial Service for all 
donors. 

Many medical institutions cover the costs 
associated with donation process. 

Environmentally Friendly Alternatives 

Green/Natural Burial – 
deceased is placed in a 
biodegradable container or 
fabric shroud.  This is the Gold 
Standard of Environmentally 
Friendly Alternatives 

No embalming or cremation.  
No burial vault or grave liner.  
Body decomposes in ground 
naturally.   

Green burial ground or hybrid cemetery 
(conventional cemetery with portion of land set 
aside for green burials). Cost estimates $4,000 - 
$10,000. For more expensive green burials 
portion of cost goes to land conservation.   
 



Green burial is legal in Maryland as well as all 
other states. 

   

Natural Organic Reduction 
(NOR) – also called human 
composting.  

NOR turns human remains into 
soil through microbial 
decomposition.   

Soil available for service, burial or disbursal 
within 6-8 weeks of death.  Costs is typically 
$7000. 
 
Legislation is pending in Maryland to legalize 
NOR. 

   

Alkaline hydrolysis (also known 
as water cremation)  

Body is sealed in container with 
heated solution of 5% alkaline.  
The remains are reduced to 
bone.  

Ashes are available within a few days for service, 
burial or disbursal. Typically costs under $7,000. 
 
Water cremation has a smaller impact on the 
environment than flame cremation. 
 
Legislation is pending in Maryland to legalize 
Alkaline Hydrolysis.  

 

 

Resources: 

 

Cultural Guidelines for Working with Families Who Have Experienced Sudden and Unexpected Death, 

University of Missouri, Disaster and Community Crisis Center, October 2014 

 

Death and Dying – How Different Cultures Deal with Grief and Mourning, The Conversation, January 25, 

2023 

 

8 Tips for Funeral Planning, AARP, December 2021 

 

5 Ways to Reduce Funeral Costs, AARP, December 2023 

 

Funeral Consumers Alliance of Maryland and Environs (FACME) 

 

Green Burial Maryland  

 

Maryland Department of Health, State Anatomy Board 

 

Maryland Department of Labor, Office of Cemetery Oversight 

 

Federal Trade Commission – Shopping for Funeral Services (series of articles/tip sheets) 
 

 

https://dcc.missouri.edu/assets/doc/culture_guide_unexpected_death_dcc.pdf
https://theconversation.com/death-and-dying-how-different-cultures-deal-with-grief-and-mourning-197299
https://www.aarp.org/home-family/friends-family/info-2020/funeral-planning-tips.html
https://www.aarp.org/money/budgeting-saving/info-2023/ways-to-lower-funeral-costs.html
https://mdfunerals.org/
https://greenburialmaryland.org/
https://health.maryland.gov/anatomy/Pages/BECOME-A-BODY-DONOR.aspx
https://www.dllr.state.md.us/license/cem/
https://consumer.ftc.gov/shopping-funeral-services


NEW ALL-GREEN CEMETERIES IN MARYLAND 
         - by Chris Palmer 
 
A few conventional cemeteries in Maryland have green burial sections that eschew embalming, 
fancy caskets, and concrete vaults. But, until very recently, Maryland did not have an all-green or 
natural cemetery devoted solely to conservation and green burials. The first such burial ground is 
Serenity Ridge, a 177-acre plot of land in Windsor Mill near Baltimore.  
 
Green burials are characterized by simplicity: the unembalmed body is wrapped in a shroud or 
placed in a biodegradable casket, then buried without a vault and allowed to decompose 
naturally.  
 
Serenity Ridge is the brainchild of Dr. Howard Berg, the landowner and a retired surgeon. He 
plans to leave the land, currently a mixture of fields, brush, and woods, undeveloped.  
He plans to provide families with lists of native trees and shrubs they can plant near gravesites. 
 
Dr. Basil Eldadah is working on Maryland’s second green burial ground, Reflection Park, in Silver 
Spring, a beautiful and wild 40 acres. 
 
Green burials emphasize conservation and humanity’s closeness to the Earth and may involve 
grieving families in death care. These two green cemeteries plan to have shovels for family 
members who’d like to help dig their loved ones’ graves. Both Serenity Ridge and Reflection Park 
have met the high ecological standards established by the national Green Burial Council that 
certifies green cemeteries. 
 
Green burial is not new. Before the 19th century and the creation of formal burial grounds, most 
people were buried this way. Once a loved one died, their body would be washed and taken care 
of by family and friends, then carried in a simple container and buried on the family property 
somewhere. 
 
Then, with the Civil War, embalming came along to preserve the bodies of soldiers while they 
were shipped back home for burial. The funeral industry was launched with expensive caskets, 
concrete vaults, and large expanses of lawns, all of which utilize significant resources. Embalming 
uses harmful chemicals like formaldehyde, some of which ends up being flushed into sewers. 
Cremation, the most common alternative to traditional ground burial, has high energy 
requirements and releases climate-altering gases and pollution into the air, aggravating lung 
diseases and climate problems.  
 
Green burial is more environmentally friendly, less expensive than traditional in-ground burial, 
and fosters a closer connection to nature. These two new green cemeteries are welcome 
additions to the options open to families in the DC metropolitan and Baltimore areas. 
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