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THE BASICS ABOUT NATURAL BURIAL 

ON PRIVATE PROPERTY

Tucson, Arizona

In Arizona, people may choose to care for their own dead and have a private cemetery* on their land. 

The property must be registered with the Pima County Recorder’s Office under miscellaneous applications. Two pages must be filed: first, the document title naming the property owners and physical location (address and parcel number), second showing a map of the location, showing access from a public roadway. 

The recorded document for the private cemetery must be submitted to the Arizona Department of Health’s local Vital Record’s Office, where death certificates are also filed. If a person plans for natural burial on his or her property, it is helpful if the cemetery is recorded prior to death and on file with the Vital Records staff.

When a family member or a friend is the responsible agent for a death, he or she needs to contact the Office of Vital Records to obtain and complete the required documents prior to disposition of the decedent’s body. The death certificate (available online) must be registered within 72 hours of the time of death. Completion of a Human Remains Release Form and/or Disposition Transit Permit may be necessary, depending on the location of the decedent’s body at the time of death. All of these forms are available from the Office of Vital Records. 

With natural burial, the body is laid to rest directly into the earth; no grave liner or concrete vault is involved. The body is covered either in a natural fiber shroud or a box, which will readily decompose. In the Sonoran Desert, we often encounter caliche when digging into the ground. As a result, hand-digging a grave takes tremendous effort. Since the suggested grave depth is four to six feet; digging with a backhoe is recommended. The grave may be back filled by hand as a part of the burial ceremony. Large rocks may be placed over the grave or a tree planted, to mark the site naturally. GPS coordinates may also be identified and recorded.

*Definition of private cemetery:

SB 1140 Defines “private cemetery” as an unlicensed place for burials or interment of human remains that does not occur more than ten times a year and is not available to the public. 
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