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Parish Cemeteries: A Hidden Liability
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6,000+ Parish Cemeteries exist nationwide

Challenges

• Canonically they are parish property (i.e. assets/liabilities)

• Standard care would be graded below average at  “C-” or “D+” (A-F scale)

• 90% don’t have adequate perpetual care

• Parishes don’t have the expertise to manage and likely violate state standards that other 
cemeteries must meet

• Pastoral leadership wishes to offload the burden, other than the occasion that a cemetery is 
profitable in their eyes.

• Bishops and diocese are laden with a management and funding issue as parish 
consolidation brings forth hidden liabilities
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Case Study: Diocese of Youngstown
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Governance and Funding Considerations
• Parish cemeteries are canonically a part of the 

parish.
• Canonically, ownership may be transferred, but it 

is a timely process. Operating agreements should 
be a first step.

• National studies show that parishes often charge 
50% or less of the retail value for cemetery 
services depriving them of a key funding source 
for future liabilities.

• Cremation rates now exceed 55% nationally
• Parish columbaria programs can address 

cremation and create a funding source, but only 
under a diocesan managed model.
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Parish Cemetery Study Components & Report Card 
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Example of Parish Cemetery Data Review
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Parish Cemetery perpetual care liability

Operating 
Revenues

Operating 
Expenses

Operating Accounts

Perpetual Care 
Endowment

Maintenance
Expenses

Other 
Distributions *

This situation is true both in the aggregate
and at the individual parish level

When the cemeteries fail to 
operate efficiently or cease to 

have ongoing operating 
potential, the Perpetual Care 

Endowment must stand on its 
own. Only when the internal earnings 

of the PC Endowment exceed its 
sustainable corpus amount, 

should the funds be disbursed 
for maintenance.
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The math around requirements for each parish is relatively 
straightforward

Operations
to fulfill

Pre-need 
contracts

Short-term 
annual 

maintenance

Salaries 
and

Administrative 
expense

Long-term 
periodic 

maintenance

$ 2,500

$ 75

$     100

Perpetual Care 
endowment

3% return 
retained for 

inflation

4% return 
distributed 
to spend
annually
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Youngstown parishes show a diverse reality

This is the rock of a future combined operation

a

Operating decisions need to be made

a
a

Too many unknowns

Operating decisions need to be made

Operating decisions need to be made

Should be able to earn out of the shortfall

a – these need confirmed PC Requirements
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Collectively a $2M-$4M shortfall; requires a funding 
strategy
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Management  Strategies

Operating 
Models

Consult
Hire Parish Cemetery Director: The Diocese 
could fund a position to “consult” with the 
parishes.

Manage
Build Parish Cemetery Department: Place all 
of the cemeteries in one department. Could be 
phased by deanery…joint-funding by parishes 
and the diocese?

Incorporate 
Parish Cemeteries Non-Profit 501(c)3: A 
formal approach to build the legacy of parish 
cemeteries (examples: Diocese of Pittsburgh, 
Jewish Cemeteries of Greater Cincinnati)

Benefits
•Operating Agreements

•Standard Rules and 
Regulations

•Market Pricing

•Perpetual Care 
Accountability

•Risk Management

•Economies of Scale
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Fundraising Strategies

Funding 
Models

Parish Assets & Cemetery Endowments

Parish Capital Campaign

Diocesan Capital Campaign




