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In the Netherlands, approximately 170,000 people die every year.

The Corpse Disposal Act (in Dutch: Wet op de lijkbezorging) states what
may happen to the body of a deceased person. Burial, cremation,
donation to science and in exceptional cases a burial at sea are allowed.
A new form of disposing of the dead is human composting, in which the
body of the deceased is converted into compost. This method is seen as a
sustainable and environmentally friendly alternative to burial or cremation,
because the body of the deceased blends into nature. In 2020, the Health
Council was asked by the Minister of the Interior and Kingdom Relations
(BZK) to assess the admissibility of human composting. The council then
concluded that there was still insufficient data for an assessment.

New data are now available. The minister has therefore again asked the
council to assess the admissibility of human composting. In addition, the
Council has been asked to update an earlier advice on the admissibility of
alkaline hydrolysis on the basis of new data. The advice was drawn up by

the temporary committee on the admissibility of human composting.

Little data available on human composting

With human composting, the body of a deceased person is broken down
in a compost heap of plant materials. The process takes place in an
enclosed container, so that heat, air and moisture can be regulated.
Human composting is currently only allowed in parts of the United States.
In the German state of Schleswig-Holstein, the method has been allowed
to be experimented with temporarily since 2024 and scientific research is
taking place. However, at the moment, there is little scientific data
available on human composting. There is also no standardised process,

so the technology can differ from one provider to another.

Insufficient data to allow human composting

For its assessment, the committee used the Health Council’s 2020
assessment protocol for new forms of disposing of the dead. The protocol
contains conditions regarding safety, dignity and sustainability. In the
assessment, the committee also paid attention to the human remains that

remain after the composting process.
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The committee advises that human composting should not be allowed at
this time because there is insufficient scientific data on the method.

Much is still unclear, especially about safety. Composting takes place in
an oxygen-rich environment, which allows any pathogens (germs) present
to multiply and spread through the air. It is also unclear to what extent
pathogens and other harmful substances relevant to humans are present
in the human remains. Because there is insufficient data to determine the
extent of these types of risks, the safety of the method cannot be

guaranteed.

There is also insufficient data on the sustainability of human composting.
According to the assessment protocol, a new method must be more
sustainable than burial or cremation. However, the sustainability of human
composting is difficult to estimate, partly because of the lack of a
standardised process and a lack of clarity about the destination of

human remains.

In the committee’s estimation, human composting does meet the
conditions for dignity. From this point of view, the human remains could

be used in a way that is similar to burial or cremation.

Admissibility of human composting and alkaline hydrolysis | page 2 of 3

Previous advice on alkaline hydrolysis remains valid

In alkaline hydrolysis (also called: resomation), the body of a
deceased person is dissolved in a warm liquid. The Health
Council concluded in 2020 that alkaline hydrolysis meets the conditions

of the assessment protocol. Since then, concerns have risen about the
environmental impact of the method, especially about the possible
discharge of the effluent (the human remains) via the sewer and a sewage
treatment plant to the surface water. On the basis of new data, the
committee sees no reason to adjust the earlier advice. The committee

does recommend further research into other drainage routes.

Scientific research and standardised process needed

In order to properly assess the admissibility of human composting and
other new techniques in the future, data from independent scientific
research are needed. At the moment there is discussion whether the
Corpse Disposal Act allows scientific research into new funerary
techniques. The committee recommends that this legislation is amended
in such a way that it is clear that scientific research into new funerary
techniques is possible in the Netherlands. It is also necessary for provi-
ders of new techniques to develop a standardised process that provides
insight into possible safety and (environmental) health risks and how to

deal with them. The committee also emphasizes that when assessing the
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admissibility of a new funerary technique, attention must be paid to both
the underlying technology and the human remains that are created in the

process.

This publication can be downloaded from healthcouncil.nl.
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