
Cemeteries and Crematoria
Creating inclusive public spaces in Eskilstuna and Umeå 

 

RIGHT :  A funeral service provider 
facilitating streaming during the 
pandemic. Umeå, Summer 2020. 

International examples of best practice

• In the Netherlands, Ireland, and Scotland people can 
take the ashes home, or spread them in nature, or even in 
the home garden. It is also possible to split the ashes, and 
use it in jewellery. This is currently prohibited in Sweden 
or Norway, but should be considered in future.

• In some Dutch cemeteries, such as Selwerderhof in Gro-
ningen, there is a ‘free field’ next to traditional sections 
for those who feel confined by the aesthetic or belief 
conformity of other sections. 

Cemeteries and Crematoria as public spaces of 
belonging in multicultural Europe (CeMi)
Cemeteries and crematoria are important public spaces and services serving 
all citizens – as highlighted by the Covid-19 pandemic. The CeMi project 
studied cemeteries and crematoria in 8 medium-sized municipalities in 6 
countries: Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Scotland and 
Sweden. Each municipality included long-standing ethnic or religious minority 
communities and more recent migrants. Researchers talked with municipal 
cemeteries and crematoria providers, planners, faith and community 
groups. It is hoped that summary feedback will enhance understanding of 
cultural practices, prompt dialogue between local government providers 
and communities, and inform future planning locally and internationally.

ABOVE: The future of Scandinavian 
cemeteries? – Collective memorial 
and different cemetery sections for 
religious communities. An example 
of diversity within the cemetery. St 
Eskil cemetery,  Eskilstuna, October 
2020.

LEFT :  The ‘free field’ in 
Selwerderhof Cemetery, 
Groningen (the Netherlands) 
 July 2019.  

Pandemic-specific issues and strategies

• A neutral space, devoid of religious connotations, for 
outdoor ceremonies, with seating, roof, sound equipment 
is an important addition to cemeteries in light of Covid-19 
outbreak. In Eskilstuna, there is a Muslim outdoor cere-
mony space which has been used by people from the 
majority group during the Covid-19 outbreak. In Umeå, 
they have built a temporal outdoor ceremony room.

• Some funeral service providers facilitate for stream-
ing. Digital solutions should be integrated in the current 
solutions available at the cemeteries and chapels should 
allow for streaming of ceremonies.
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Proposed solutions
• A national plan to address diversity in death practices is 

needed. 

• Information dissemination is needed, e.g., people are 
not aware that they are allowed to be present during 
cremation, or that they can take part when the ashes are 
buried in the collective memorials. A leaflet, available in 
different languages, with information about local burial 
and cremation practices would help transparency.

• More flexible and inclusive regulations for choice of 
gravestone, framing, decoration etc. is needed. For 
example, many Muslims want frames around graves 
or preferably raised beds. At some cemeteries, they 
are allowed to mark the corners of the grave with small 
stones which is a pragmatic solution, and does not 
prevent mowing. 

• Different activity zones within the cemeteries are 
important so that recreational visitors do not disturb 
mourners. 

• Use the cemetery as a pedagogic platform for botanical 
explorations e.g. vegetation signposts. It could also be an 
arena for cross cultural understanding. Some cemeteries 
have guided tours and open days. It is also possible to 
invite associations, schools and universities as a way to 
inform about practices around burial and cremation. 

• Use social media to advertise local activities as a means 
to reach the general public.

Issues and challenges
• Cemetery managers seemed to be cautious about 

meeting the needs of all, independent of religious or 
cultural belonging. This is also mirrored in a general 
satisfaction expressed by the sample of community 
leaders and lay people interviewed. A question could 
be whether people have low expectations, or if issues 
around cooperation and inclusion works well? 

• Cooperation between religious communities and cem-
etery management is not routinized. Instead, contact is 
initiated on an ad hoc basis, when for example estab-
lishing specific (religious) cemetery sections. 

• The funeral advisors (begravningsombud) are obliged 
to review how the parish includes the interests of people 
who do not belong to the Swedish Church. However, 
the extent to which this is done varies, and as their role 
is rather unknown to the general public. 

• Several migrants and community leaders referred to 
“the municipality“ as the responsible unit for cemetery 
management. This indicates that the Swedish Christian 
Church has managed to separate burial and cremation 
services from other parish activities.

• There is a need to develop flexible solutions around 
cremation and handling of ashes. For example, possi-
bility to scatter ashes at cemeteries, facilities for next of 
kin to actively take part during cremation, and not least 
different kinds of memorials or columbaria.

• We noted some particular challenges or needs related 
to Muslim burial, like the wish for local Muslim funeral 
service providers that is lacking today, concerns for not 
having facilities for washing rituals, and a wish to mark 
and decorate the full grave length which is at some 
locations limited today. 

• People appreciate the green, peaceful atmosphere 
at Swedish cemeteries and acknowledge the level of 
maintenance. 

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT :

The Muslim section of St Eskil 
cemetery, Eskilstuna, graves 
are oriented towards Mecca 
and are decorated in full 
length. October 2020.

A temporary religious neutral 
space for outdoor ceremonies, 
with seating, roof, sound 
equipment at Backen cemetery 
in Umeå. July 2020.

Location

This policy brief covers results from Eskilstuna and 
Umeå, two Swedish towns and municipalities. 
Eskilstuna located in the middle of Sweden, 
about one hour from Stockholm, has nearly 
107 000 inhabitants of whom 26.3 % are born 
in another country. Umeå, in the northern part of 
the country, has about 130 000 inhabitants of 
whom 12.8% are foreign born. The largest groups 
of minorities are presented in the table below.

  Eskilstuna Umeå
Iran    0.62%
Eritrea  0.98%   
Somalia   1.82%  0.60%
Finland  3.65%  1.62%
Syria   4.02%  0.56%
Iraq  5.42%  0.75%

LEFT: A woman biking 
through the Norra cemetery, 
Umeå,  October 2019.


