St Mary’s Churchyard Burial Space - further notes following the Thame Town
Council meeting 23 June 2026
Prepared by Revd Mike Reading (Rector of Thame)

The Law Commission has published the final report of its review of burial and cremation
law.

Proposals published by the Law Commission would mean graves that are over a century
old could be reused in more burial grounds across England and Wales. Grave reuse is
already permitted in London council cemeteries, Church of England churchyards
(through local determination), and some cemeteries. The new reforms would extend
powers to other burial grounds, but only if they are approved by Government following
local consultation — and with new, more stringent safeguards for graves.

The Law Commission’s final report on burial and cremation, with recommendations to
the Government followed a 2024/25 public consultation and recommends modernising
laws, parts of which have remained largely unchanged for over 170 years. The
recommendations address a growing shortage of burial space whilst ensuring robust
safeguards for grieving families.

The report also recommends that Government makes wide-ranging reforms to the way
cemeteries are run.

Addressing burial space shortages through enhanced protections
Reuse of old graves is a sensitive issue, especially in a town with rich family history.
Protections for each grave would be enhanced compared to current grave reuse laws.

e« No grave can be reused until 100 years after the last burial. That protects against
reuse within living memory, and is increased from 75 years in the current law.

+ Relatives have a year within which they can object to reuse, increased from six
months. A relative’s objection stops reuse for a further 25 years.

e There would be protections against reuse of Commonwealth war graves.
Other recommendations would also:

e Allow centuries-old burial grounds closed under Victorian laws to be reopened,
with the potential for local parish churchyards to be used for burials again.

New funerary methods are being considered. These include:

« alkaline hydrolysis, which uses water and alkaline chemicals, and heat, to break
down a body into a liquid and bone fragments
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e human composting, which involves keeping a body in a controlled environment so
that remains are broken down into soil much more quickly than in a burial.

The Law Commission intend to publish by mid-2028 a report on recommendations for
reform of the law in this area, and a draft Bill giving effect to the recommendations has
been published. It is now up to the UK Government to review the recommendations and
schedule the Draft Bills for Parliamentary debate. Because the reforms require creating
entirely new national frameworks and rewriting Victorian-era legislation, actual
legislative change and the roll-out of wide-scale grave reuse are not expected to legally
take effect until at least 2027 to 2029.

The Diocese of Oxford

Our local Diocese, which manages more parish churches than any other diocese in the
Church of England, maintains strict local operational frameworks to navigate severe
regional burial shortages.

In the Oxford Diocese, any major disruption, moving of tombstones, or alteration to a
grave space cannot be done freely. It requires a legal document called a Faculty, issued
by the Diocesan Consistory Court.

Re-using existing burial space is presently both time consuming and potentially
expensive as each case of re-use requires a formal and legal faculty.

TTC and becoming a burial authority

In the full Council meeting, there was some reluctance expressed by the Neighbourhood
Plan Continuity Officer for TTC to be a burial authority —there is no legal obligation for TTC
to be so.

The Diocese has very significant experience of providing and maintaining regulations
concerning burial space. During the coming period of expected change as we wait for new
legislation on funerary practice and burial space, would it not be worth considering the
extension of the present churchyard?

The option of closing the current churchyard

The legal framework for shutting the churchyard is set out in Section 215 of the Local
Government Act 1972.

If our Parochial Church Council (PCC) decided to close the churchyard once full, it would
be done so through an Order in Council. | would expect the PCC to give informal notice,



and we would also determine that the responsibility for maintaining the churchyard -
including the upkeep of walls, fences, gates, paths, and trees — was also transferred.

We would do so by
e Formal Request: serving a formal written request on TTC

e Three-Month Notice Period: Once the request is served, the town council
currently would have three months to either:

o Accept: TTC would become legally responsible for the maintenance upon
the expiry of that three-month period.

o Passiton: TTC could resolve to pass the maintenance responsibility on to
SODC within that same three-month window.

Once the correct legal procedure is followed by the PCC, the local authority (whether the
parish or unitary council) cannot refuse to take on the responsibility. While the
maintenance responsibility transfers, the legal ownership of the land remains with the
Church of England.

To maintain the level of condition and upkeep for the whole community of Thame, it
would be far better for the continued cooperation between the Town Council and
PCC to be maintained. | have serious doubts whether the current upkeep and good
relationship between town, council and church would be maintained if upkeep passed to
a more remote District Council.

A way forward

Influenced by a likely change in national practice and legislation following the Law
Commission reports referred to earlier in this paper, would it not be best to create a
holding solution that will see us through the coming three to four years?

This would suggest two concurrent paths could be considered:

1. Continue to hold Taylor Whimpey to account, through SODC, to carry out next-step
reports for the creation of a new town burial ground (but taking note of the significant
delay that is likely before any new area is commissioned and ready for use).

2. Create an extension to the current churchyard through negotiation to acquire the
land identified on the aerial plan next to the existing extension. A simple Land Registry
enquiry identifies this as belonging to the same owner who agreed to the 2018 extension
of the churchyard.



Meanwhile, there is an urgent need to inform town folk that there is a fast-approaching
problem of reduced space in the current churchyard but also a plan (if the above is
accepted) to provide continuity whilst a town cemetery is secured.

The PCC seek to continue to work in close collaboration with TTC to provide ongoing

space for deceased residents.

Revd Mike Reading
Rector of Thame
25 June 2026



Appendix - Local circumstances (extracted from the report to TTC on 23 June 2026

Despite a recent extension of the churchyard in collaboration with TTC in 2018 (see point
1 on the plan below), available spaces are at a critical level. Due to differences in the
water table, we have limited designated areas for burials in that area: for interment of
ashes; single dug plots for coffins; and, double dug plots (where one coffin is joined by
another in the future, usually for direct family members).

We are getting close to the limits for double depth plots and estimate that we have space
for approximately 10 such plots. About 30 single depth plots are likely to remain available.
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At our current rate, plots in the existing churchyard are likely to be used up by 2027, and
certainly by 2028. For double dug plots St Mary’s churchyard is nearing the end of its life.

We have plenty of room for the burial of ashes and presently the Diocese permit the
strewing of ashes (where ashes are carefully poured onto exposed soil on a current plot).
Cremation is not favoured by some: though permitted, the Catholic Church maintains a
strong preference for burial.

[Areas marked 2 and 3 are two obvious areas for extension to the current churchyard]



