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Summary

An update was requested by O&S with regards to the underperformance
of Bereavement Services in the 2024/2025 Quarter 3 budget report to
Cabinet on 19t March 2025.

Background of the service

Bereavement services are part of the Neighbourhood Services Portfolio,
managing Oakley Wood Crematorium, Oakley Wood natural woodland
burial area, Leamington Spa Cemetery, Warwick Cemetery, Kenilworth
Cemetery and Old Milverton Cemetery.

The service keeps and maintains statutory burial and grave ownership
registers and plans dating from 1859. Statutory cremation registers for
Oakley Wood date from 1972. Records prior to 1993 are manual ledgers
kept at Oakley Wood in fireproof safes.

The natural woodland burial area at Oakley Wood was opened in 2008.
There are strict rules enforced to ensure burials have a minimal impact on
the natural biodiversity of the ancient woodland. Only single burial is
permitted; coffins must be natural and biodegradable for example wicker
or wool. There are no headstones. There are 480 graves plotted out in
the woodland, however there are only around 10 or so burials each year
so this area is expected to last for more than 50 years based on the
current demand.

Kenilworth is the only cemetery where the chapel is still in use. There are
approx 4,500 graves, but most are used. A new section XII has been
plotted out with 350 graves, based on current demand this will last approx
10 years. The cremated remains section has plenty of room.

Leamington cemetery two disused chapels, they are used for equipment
storage. There are approx 25,000 graves, most are used. There are two
newer sections, one lawn section where headstones only can be erected
on preinstalled concrete plinths , the other offering the opportunity to
have a full traditional memorial with headstone and kerb surrounds.
These newer sections are expected to last 10 — 12 years. The existing
section for cremated remains is reviewed each year due to an adjacent
badger sett. There is a large area in the newer part of the cemetery that
is unsuitable for full burial, this can be used for cremated remains graves
and will provide at least 50 years worth of new ashes graves. There is
additional land, designated for cemetery use, currently being used as
allotments.

Warwick cemetery is approaching being full, and does not have any room
to expand. There are fewer than 150 new graves available for full body
burial. Based on current demand they may last approx 5 years. It will
still be possible to re-open family graves. There is plenty of room for
cremated remains graves.
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Milverton cemetery is full, however two tarmac paths have been removed
and restored to turf. It will be possible to create additional cremated
remains graves on those back-filled paths.

Cemetery fees and charges are increased by 200% for non-resident
burials to mitigate the limited space being available for residents of
Warwick District. The non-resident fee policy will be reviewed and
programmed into the forward plan for a decision in early 2026.The
Bereavement Services team are a small team with 10 members of staff
delivering burial and cremation services, they are based at Oakley Wood
crematorium.

Service area measures were extended in 2024 to include percentage
market share. This compares the number of burials undertaken to the
number of deaths in Warwick district and the number of cremations taking
place compared to the number of deaths in Warwickshire.

Generally deceased people requiring burial will be buried in the town or
district where they live, however, there may be requirements due to
religious belief, desire for a less traditional burial than is offered in a
municipal cemetery or desire to be reunited in their hometown. For this
reason, the market share calculations for burial are based on the Warwick
District death registration.

The choice of cremation venue is influenced by several factors; priorities
will differ for each individual funeral. For those having a funeral ceremony
or wanting to attend the service of committal convenience of location is an
important consideration, this may explain why many people who live in
Kenilworth may choose to be cremated at Canley crematorium in
Coventry, and why many people who live in Stratford-upon-Avon which is
not in the district choose Oakley Wood. People are generally more
geographically mobile. Being able to choose a convenient day and time
for those travelling is often an important consideration. Where there is no
ceremony, such as in the case of a direct cremation location becomes less
important; price appears to be one of the driving factors.

Commercial bereavement sector

In recent years WDC has seen increased competition from new crematoria
opening nearby.

The bereavement landscape is evolving, provisional figures for 2024
indicate that nationally 82.6% of people were cremated. The first British
crematorium opened in Surrey in 1885, by the time of the
Cremation Act 1902 there were 8 crematoria, but cremation was
not popular. In 1932 still only 1% of funerals were cremation, by
1947 this increased to 10%. Oakley Wood was built in 1971 and
was the 207t crematorium by which time 52% of funerals were
cremations. There are now 336 crematoria in the British Isles.

In 2014, a joint committee of Rugby BC and West Northamptonshire
Council opened Rainsbrook Crematorium. They carried out 576
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cremations in the first year; to end of 2024 they had carried out 10,234
cremations.

The Westerleigh Group, a private operator with over 40 crematoria
nationally opened The Vale crematorium bordering Pershore and Evesham
in December 2018. They carried out 43 cremations that year; to the end
of 2024 they had carried out 8,982 cremations.

Comparison of cremation numbers (by calendar year) for Oakley Wood
and neighbouring crematoria can be found at appendix 1

There is growing demand for “direct” cremation. The deceased is
collected from the place where they passed away to a funeral directors
mortuary facility, they are placed into a coffin and taken directly to the
crematorium, there is no ceremony, and no mourners are present; the
cremation takes place and then cremated remains are returned to the
family or scattered. National statistics indicate around 20% of cremations
that took place in 2024 were direct cremations.

Pure Cremation, an external third party, are marketing direct cremations
nationally, the deceased person is taken into their care from anywhere in
the UK, cremated at one of the Pure Cremation crematoria and cremated
remains returned to the family for private disposal as desired.

Corporately owned and cooperative funeral directors with branches in the
district are offering fixed price direct cremation as a bundled package.
The date, time and venue are chosen by the funeral director.

ONS information for deaths registered by area of usual residence indicate
that in 2024 there were 6,155 deaths for Warwickshire County, of which
1,354 resided in Warwick District. (additional ONS data is set out in
appendix 6)

As a discretionary service providing surplus to the Council’s general fund,
Bereavement Services are challenged to ensure income maximisation.

Fees & Charges are reviewed each year, with due regard to the targets
issued by finance, in accordance with the Financial Strategy and Code of
Financial Practice, specifically considering:- The level of prices the market
can bear and including comparisons with neighboring and other local
authorities (examples of the benchmarking comparisons for 2025 can be
found in appendix 2)

Since 2020 the standard adult cremation fee at Oakley Wood has
increased by 43.75%. The Bank of England inflation calculator, which
uses Consumer Price Index (CPI) data from the Office of National
Statistics indicates the change in value over the same period is 27.8%. -
Historical price data is set out in appendix 3

The Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) final report issued in 2020
found that the markets for funeral directors and crematoria were not
functioning well. A legally binding Funeral Market Investigation order was
introduced in 2021. Although they stated that the Covid-19 pandemic
severely restricted the CMA’s ability to design and calibrate all the
remedies that it might otherwise have introduced under more normal
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circumstances, the 2025 annual outcomes report confirms they are not
considering further measures at this point in time

Challenges for the service

In 2024 an external review of fees & charges was undertaken by
Commercial Gov, who provide support and expertise to public sector
organisations and expertise to public sector organisations to help develop
commercial growth. Their conclusion was that there wasn’t a lot of
wriggle room as the fees are already right near the top of benchmarking
comparators both with other councils and private sector competitorsis:
There was only one possibility indicated, to increase the grant of Exclusive
Right of Burial from 50 years to 60 years as a means of increasing the
price, however this was flagged by them as likely to have a negative
reaction from the public and funeral directors. It was therefore not put
forward as a recommendation for the fees and charges. Comparisons for
this are set out in appendix 4

In February 2025 the South chapel, at Oakley Wood, developed a leaking
roof, the chapel had to be closed for 8 weeks, whilst repairs were carried
out. This resulted in a loss of income estimated in the region of £72,000
to £84,000. Calculations for the impact of the closure are set out in
appendix 5

Popularity for book of remembrance entries and other “on-site” cremation
memorials is in decline. This may be partly attributed to the increasing
numbers of cremated remains that are removed from the crematorium for
private disposal rather than being scattered in the woodland gardens of
remembrance, coupled with lack of aggressive marketing for memorial
options.

Service developments and remedies

Live streaming and visual tributes were introduced into the North and
South chapels at Oakley Wood in 2023 following the installation of fibre
broadband, this provision continues to grow in popularity

Bereavement Services are working with internal colleagues in the
Marketing and Media team to improve existing promotional and marketing
literature.

The Marketing and Media team are also assisting with redesigning the web
pages. An initial proposal to develop a completely stand-alone website
was considered; however improvement packages for the existing Warwick
District Council website have recently been agreed. These improvements
will modernise the whole website themes, providing more design options.

The new web pages will then be migrated to the new themes and will have
the illusion of being a separate website. It is anticipated the web pages
will be live in quarter 2 of 2026. The designs of the new web pages will
aid customers who are seeking information, and will offer memorials and
other items in a more attractive setting.
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The advantages of using the same website platform are lower initial costs
and avoiding additional fees for hosting or ongoing maintenance. It will
be easier to update and ensure high accessibility standards are
maintained.

Further developments and opportunities being considered are set out in
the Confidential Appendix 7 to this report.

Links to external statistical information

Quarter 3 budget report 2024 2025

Sunlife cost of dying report 2025

ONS death registration figures

Cremation society figures

Fees & charges budget review 2025

Competition & Markets Authority funerals sector annual review of market
outcomes 2025
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