UK urban burial space crisis sparks rise of digital graveyards and eco-friendly burials
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As urban populations continue to swell, concerns about a looming crisis in burial space have taken centre stage in the UK. Experts are acknowledging a potential shift towards digital graveyards, a concept that may become inevitable as traditional cemeteries reach capacity. The United Nations has projected a significant increase in global mortality, with deaths expected to surge to nearly 90 million by 2048. This forecast, coupled with the sobering statistics revealing over 568,000 deaths in England and Wales alone in 2024, underscores the urgency of exploring innovative methods for interring the deceased.
In a recent alarm raised by the Law Commission, it was highlighted that many urban areas in England and Wales are experiencing a rapid depletion of burial grounds. The commission suggested revitalising old graves and reopening long-closed Victorian burial sites to alleviate the immediate pressure. They assured that such measures would include stringent protections, ensuring that any grave reassignment could only occur after at least 75 years from the last internment. The necessity for these drastic measures indicates not only a practical need but also a shift in how society views death and remembrance.
In this context, Dr Farzan Baradaran Rahimi from MacEwan University has proposed intriguing alternatives. His work, captured in the Necropolis 4.0 report, envisions a future where the deceased continue to engage with the living through digital representations. The report articulates that advancements in technology can transform how we remember our loved ones. Picture this: individuals could upload memories into a vast database, while artificial intelligence creates holograms that enable interactions between the living and their deceased relatives. This digital engagement might offer solace, making memories more accessible and tangible.
Moreover, new burial methods proposed by Dr Rahimi include interring bodies in biodegradable pods containing seeds, which would grow into trees or shrubs, thereby fostering a more nature-friendly and sustainable approach to burial. This method could facilitate the generation of energy through thermal processes, intertwining life, death, and environmental responsibility. Such innovative practices not only serve a practical purpose but also challenge traditional perceptions of death, which many predict will resonate more with younger generations.
While technological solutions are emerging, some regions have already initiated responses to the scarcity of burial spaces. The City of London Cemetery has introduced an innovative policy where graves that have been unused for over 75 years can be reused, allowing for new burials while ensuring families can still feel connected to their loved ones. Similarly, Sheffield City Council has launched a comprehensive review of its cemetery space, identifying the urgent need for modern, greener burial sites. The council foresees some cemeteries depleting their capacity within just five years, prompting a citywide consultation to explore potential solutions.
Yet the issue isn't confined to metropolitan areas. A report on Cornwall’s burial spaces revealed alarming data suggesting some regions had only 20 years of remaining capacity if no new cemeteries were developed. Families are increasingly forced to seek burial plots beyond their local areas, highlighting broader systemic issues in the allocation of cemetery spaces.
Even with these developments, the challenge remains that legislative changes are necessary to fully utilise grave reuse practices. Discussions are ongoing about updating Victorian-era laws that currently restrict such measures. The implications of rising burial costs and limited availability necessitate a reevaluation of existing laws to adapt to contemporary societal needs.
As municipalities grapple with approaching crises in burial space, the melding of innovative ideas with regulatory change could pave the way for a future that honours the dead while utilising resources sustainably. Digital graveyards may not just be a concept of the future but a necessary adaptation to ensure that memories endure in a rapidly changing world. 
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