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Context 
Denman Island is a small island with a population of 1100, lying in 
the Strait of Georgia just off Vancouver Island, about 20 km south 
of Courtenay, British Columbia. Denman Island has been in need 
of a new cemetery for many years. The Denman Island Cemetery, 
operated by volunteers since 1904, has long been full, with all of the 
300 or so burial plots either sold or committed by the mid-1970s. 
Since then, only those with pre-purchased or inherited plots have 
the opportunity to be buried locally. All others must be transported 
off-island for burial. As a result several islanders have been denied 
the option of being buried on Denman over the last thirty years. In 
the 1990s, when two young children died and both sets of parents 
insisted on burials close to home, the cemetery’s lack of space 
became an issue. Lack of a final resting place close to home 
represents not only a loss to the family, but a loss to the community. 
This event was the impetus for the community’s entry into Canada’s 
natural burial movement. Currently, this project will create the first 
exclusively natural burial ground in Canada.

The project seeks to restore and manage the ecological 
communities on the site, while addressing the social and cultural 
needs of the community. This includes several unique opportunities 
to interpret community history. A historic rail bed will be maintained 

as the main axis of the cemetery, and the site plan preserves 
several old growth cedar stumps whose deep springboard cuts 
showcase the logging practices of early settlers on the island. The 
project approach is based on the belief that a collaborative design 
process can provide a unified vision, build social capital, and help 
attract political and financial support.

Design Premise
Our design premise is that green or natural graveyards should 
be rich in symbolism and rituals and thus become a distinct part 
of the fabric of a community. One of the challenges in green 
burials is to draw on traditional symbolism using plantings, without 
compromising the ecological needs of the site. This will help us 
to visually mark gravesite areas and define the boundaries of the 
cemetery so that future generations will recognize that the site is a 
sacred space, even if that is not self-evident due to the absence of 
monuments and headstones.

Community studio is dedicated to supporting and 
initiating grassroots projects that restore, revive and 
rejuvenate our neighbourhoods. We bring together 
landscape architects, planners, architects, and 
engineers to provide design and planning services 
for non-profit community-based projects. This 
collaborative approach equips community energy 
with professional expertise through an engaging and 
enjoyable process to create a shared vision.

Photos: to date, the process has included two community workshops, community presentations, numerous site visits, and many late-night drawing sessions.

The cemetery is within Canada’s most endangered 
ecosystem - the Garry Oak ecosystem. The design of 
the cemetery celebrates this through plant choices, 
particularly the central spine of the site, which will 
become a Garry Oak Allee. This is the strongest 
formal move within the design, and the concept has 
been embraced by local residents who are keen to 
get the allee planted this summer.


