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  DEPARTMENT OF STATE – DIVISION OF CEMETERIES 
     MEMORANDUM 
 
 
TO:    New York State Cemetery Board 
 
FROM:  Michael D. Seelman, Investigator II  

 
SUBJECT:   Woodlawn Cemetery, #34-053 

 
RE:   Application for Cemetery Renovation – Additional Retort 
 
DATE:  July 10, 2020 
 

Exhibits 
 

A) Report from Division Senior Accountant Chris Cosco 
B) Request from Woodlawn Cemetery 
C) Notice of Non-Compliance Dated July 10, 2020 
D) Reply to Notice of Non-Compliance Dated July 16, 2020 
 
Introduction and Recommendation 
 
Woodlawn Cemetery in the City of Syracuse seeks approval of a major alteration to expand its 
cremation capacity by adding a second cremation unit.  They propose to purchase and install a 
Matthews Power Pak II Plus cremation unit in their existing building at a total cost of 
$157,819.68.           
 
The Division recommends approval of this application.   
 
The Cemetery 
 
This cemetery was established in1881 and is approximately 150 acres, of which 50 acres are 
developed and 40 acres are sold.  In 2015, Woodlawn Cemetery completed a major renovation 
of their cemetery facility adding a 7,280 square foot building that houses a crematory, 
columbarium and reception center.  The cemetery is well maintained; it has adopted a conflict of 
interest policy and appears to be in compliance with all Division requirements. Two issues were 
identified during the Division’s recent inspection of the crematory. It was found that the 
crematory had modified their identification plan but had failed to update the written document. 
Also, several minor omissions were noted on authorization forms.  The plan has been properly 
documented and the cemetery has implemented a procedure to assure that authorization forms 
are not accepted unless properly completed.  These issues have been resolved. 
 



The building has enough floor space to accommodate 2 retorts, however, the Cemetery Board 
approved only one.  The 2015 Division report stated as follows: “there is clearly no present need 
for additional crematory capacity in Onondaga County”.   
 
Most recently, the cemetery has seen an increase in cases due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
conducting 182 cremations of known COVID 19 deaths between April and June of 2020.  In 
addition to local cases, Woodlawn cremated cases from the New York City area.  They have 
stated that they cannot keep pace with one retort and the addition of the new retort would 
reduce strain on the existing unit. The number of cremations in Onondaga County has 
increased slowly but steadily since the crematory opened.  The crematory views the increased 
need during the COVID 19 pandemic and the need to reduce strain on the existing unit as 
reasons to add a second unit. The crematory has an adequate number of employees to operate 
the facility with the increased capacity.  The price for one Matthews Power Pak II Plus 
cremation unit will be $130,819.68, including delivery. Installation, including rigging and 
Crane; Stack, and Construction will total $27,000. 
 
 
Effect on Region 
 
Cremations in Onondaga and the surrounding four counties are as follows: 
 

  

Woodlawn-

Onondaga 

 

Oakwood 

Onondaga 

 

Traub 

Oswego 

 

Central 

Cortland 

 

Cayuga 

Tompkins 

Chenango 

Valley 

Madison 

 

 

Totals 

 

% 

Increase 

2015 n/a 2,478 761 451 526 1,719 5,935 N/A 

2016 63 2,385 817 446 578 1,782 6,071 2.3 

2017 457 2,423 720 390 584 1,592 6,166 1.6 

2018 689 2,288 655 282 584 1,709 6,207 0.7 

2019 672 2,421 849 372 535 1,792 6,641 7.0 
 
Woodlawn Cemetery has seen an increase in the number of cases per year, from 457 in 2017, to 689  
in 2018 and 672 in 2019.  The addition of the crematory at Woodlawn appears to have had an  
effect on the number of cremations performed at nearby Oakwood Cemetery.  Oakwood had conducted  
2,478 cremations in 2015, the year that Woodlawn began cremating. Oakwood immediately had a  
decrease of 93 cremations in the first year that Woodlawn was in operation.  Oakwood’s numbers have  
fluctuated or decreased, as Woodlawn’s have generally increased.  Oakwood performed 2,421  
cremations in 2019, almost back to its 2015 number.  
  

Project Details 
 
The accompanying memorandum (Exhibit A) from Senior Accountant Cosco contains additional 
background information about the cemetery.  
 
Cemetery compliance with NYCRR 201.16: 

 
Whether the alteration will result in or avoid the destruction, damage to, modification or interference 
with existing graves, markers, crypts, mausoleums, roadways and pathways. 
The new unit will be installed inside the crematory. It will not interfere with existing graves, markers, 
crypts, roadways or pathways. 
 
The location, design and duration of the major alteration. 
The new Matthews Power Pak II Plus cremation unit will be located in a space designed for this 
purpose in the new crematory addition. The installation will take approximately one week and will be a 
permanent. 
 



The financial impact on the applicant. 
The cost of the unit is $130,819.68 and installation is expected to cost $27,000. (for further information 
please reference Senior Accountant Cosco’s memorandum). 
 
Whether the alteration will interfere with the lots or the interest of lot owners. 
As the new unit will be installed inside of an existing facility that needs no modification, it will not 
interfere with the interest of the lot owners. 
 
Whether the alteration will be appropriate for cemetery purposes. 
The continued operation of a crematory is entirely appropriate for cemetery purposes. 
 
Whether the alteration will have an impact on the surrounding community. 
The cemetery has operated a crematory on the grounds for many years without negatively impacting 
the surrounding community. 
 
Whether the alteration will have the potential to adversely affect the public health and safety, the 
environment or natural resources. 
The addition of a second retort will not adversely affect the public health and safety as the crematory is 
subject to regulation by the Department of Environmental Conservation. 
 
The degree to which measures will be taken to minimize or eliminate these impacts. 
N/A 
 
Required Permits 
Upon approval by the Cemetery Board, Woodlawn will apply for a local building permit and the 
Department of Environmental Conservation Air Quality Certificate will be amended to reflect this new 
unit. 
 
Certification by a licensed architect or engineer. 
N/A 

  

 Recommendation 
  

The number of cremations at Woodlawn Cemetery and Oakwood Cemetery (the only two 
crematories in Onondaga County) have fluctuated and/or increased over the past several years.  
The region, including surrounding counties, has seen a slow but steady increase in cremations.  
The additional unit will help limit strain on the existing unit and eliminate service disruptions due 
to routine maintenance.  There is a risk that the increased capacity at Woodlawn will negatively 
affect the number of cremations at Oakwood Cemetery, but, although Oakwood clearly has lost 
some business to Woodlawn over the past few years, the volume of business lost has been 
small.  This risk should be measured against the positive effects of having additional capacity in 
a health emergency and the limiting of service disruptions due to retort maintenance. 
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TO:  LEWIS POLISHOOK, Director 

 

FROM:  CHRIS COSCO, Senior Accountant 

 

DATE:  AUGUST 3, 2020 

 

SUBJECT:  WOODLAWN CEMETERY, Onondaga County, No. 34-053 

 

RE:   Application Additional Retort Installation May 29, 2020 

 

 

SUMMARY 
 The cemetery has submitted an application to install an additional retort. Their crematory facility opened 
in 2016 with one retort. The number of cremations increased from 457 in 2017, the first full operating year, to 
672 in 2019. Cremations through April of this year projects to a total of almost 900 cases. Total installation cost 
is submitted at $157,819.  
 
 

FINANCING - RETURN ON INVESTMENT 
 The project will be paid directly from the general fund which totaled $8,241,000 at the end of 2019. The 
cemetery is citing a payback period of five years based on 25% of cremation revenue from the new machine 
dedicated to recouping their cost. However, their projection is using an estimated 1,000 cremations on the new 
machine in five years. Supposedly this number of cremations would also be in addition to additional cremations 
to bring the first machine to capacity. This number seems highly optimistic. Still up to 500-600 additional cases 
in five years seems very likely and would only increase the payback by no more than several years. 
 
RECOMENDATION 
 As evidenced by total assets in excess of $26,000,000, the cemetery has received excellent 
management over the years. Their mausoleum projects have been among the most successful in the region if 
not the entire state. Even though over the near term the project does not seem to be provide much of a return, 
based on the general rise in the number of cremations, the current health crises and their specific need for 
backup capacity, the plan is recommended for approval. 

 


















































































































































