services fee.

If you are not buying a package, you
can choose only what you want (other
than the basic services fee). For ex-
ample, you might want to hold a fu-
neral ceremony, but skip the embalm-
ing and viewing. Or, you might want a
private family viewing without em-
balming. If you want something that is
not listed on the GPL, be sure to ask.
Many funeral directors are glad to ac-
commodate your wishes.

Embalming is one of the most misun-
derstood aspects of funerals; many
people believe that it is required,
though it usually is not. The following
disclosure must be on all GPLs:

“Except in certain special cases, em-
balming is not required by law. Em-
balming may be necessary if you se-
lect certain funeral arrangements,
such as a funeral with viewing ...”

The unfortunate phrase “may be nec-
essary” allows a funeral home to re-
quire embalming for public viewing.
Most do, but some will allow a viewing
without embalming so shop around.
Beware of the unscrupulous salesper-
son who tries to dissuade you using
generalizations about what happens to
dead bodies (as opposed to real
knowledge of your particular situa-
tion). While there are some cases
where a body would not be in a condi-
tion to view, that is not typical. Re-
member that until the early 1900’s,
most Americans did not embalm their
dead. Jews, Muslims, Baha'i and others
still do not embalm and it is not done
in most of the world.

The GPL must also list a range of casket
and vault prices. If the least expensive
casket isn't on display, you can ask to
see it and ask what other colors it
comes in. Remember that the vault is
just a box-for-the-box that won’t be
seen at graveside because it will already
be installed in the ground. The least ex-
pensive option is called a “grave liner.”

Common Violations

The Funeral Consumers Alliance has
“graded” thousands of GPLs over the
years. Unfortunately, compliance is still
spotty and more than 50 percent have
at least one error. Some are minor; oth-
ers are not. GPLs that are seriously out
of compliance could indicate that
you’re dealing with an unethical or in-
ept funeral home. Things that should
raise a red flag include:

< Charging a higher price for immedi-
ate burial if you purchase the casket
elsewhere (a “casket handling fee”)
which is prohibited by the FTC

o Charging extra for “sheltering of re-
mains.” The FTC issued an opinion
that funeral homes cannot charge
separately for this in the first three
days, but it is not a part of the law.
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General Price Lists

Federal law requires funeral homes to
give you a copy of the GPL at the be-
ginning of any discussion of arrange-
ments. The General Price List (GPL) is
one of the most important tools you
have for controlling and understanding
funeral costs as it lists all the goods and
services the funeral home offers, along
with the price of each.

A Brief History

Before The Federal Trade Commission’s
Funeral Rule laws went into effect in
1984, the cost of the casket generally
determined the cost of the funeral. Em-
balming, viewing, a funeral ceremony,
a graveside service, hearse and limou-
sines were “bundled” into the price of
each casket. If the customer decided to
forego any of these services, the bill
wouldn’t necessarily shrink.

The Funeral Rule mandates that funeral
homes “unbundle” their prices and al-
low customers to buy only those things
they want. While discounted packages
are allowed, they must also offer goods
and services a la carte.

Required Items
GPLs must include these disclosures:

< Consumers may select only the
goods and services desired

< Embalming is not required by law
except in certain special cases

< A Basic Services Fee will be added
to any items purchased

« Alternative Containers, such as

those made of cardboard, are availa-
ble for direct cremation

« A Casket Price List is available

- An Outer Burial Container (vault)
Price List is available

The prices of 16 items must be listed
including the basic services fee and cost
of embalming, picking up the body,
viewing, funeral or memorial service,
funeral vehicles, and several other com-
monly offered goods and services. In
addition, four simple options must be
offered: Direct Cremation, Immediate
Burial, Receiving and Forwarding of Re-
mains.

Interpreting the GPL

The number of choices can feel over-
whelming to people who are making fu-
neral arrangements at any time, but
this is especially true if the death has
just occurred.

One gentleman from Washington, D.C.,
called FCA and said he bought a $14,000
funeral for his father from a corporately
owned mortuary. “l assumed that was a
low-end funeral,” he said, “because it
was the least expensive one they had.”

The GPL this man was given buried the
itemized services behind 11 pages of
package deals — he didn’t even know he
had the option to decline some services.

A package may be less expensive than
the items purchased separately, but be
sure to compare with the itemized list
as you may not want all that’s included.

Direct Cremation & Immediate Burial
are the simplest options. These required

packages include pickup of the body,
obtaining permits, filing the death
certificate, transportation and arrang-
ing for the cremation or burial. For
cremation, ask if the package price
includes the crematory fee — if the
funeral home doesn’t own a cremato-
ry, it is considered a cash advance
item and you might not see it until
you get a final bill. For immediate
burial (or the burial of cremated re-
mains), the cost of a graveside ser-
vice, the plot, opening and closing
fees (charged by the cemetery) and
marker (charged by the monument
maker) are extra. With both, an alter-
native container is included in the
package and any upgrade would be
extra.

The Basic Services of the Funeral Di-
rector and Staff is usually the most
expensive item on the price list. It's
kind of like a “cover charge” (but
there's no band) and it’s the one fee
that you cannot decline. Many funeral
homes inflate this fee and charge less
for itemized goods and services. While
the fee was intended to cover services
common to most arrangements such as
filing death certificates, coordinating
with the cemetery or crematory, and
filing for various benefits, it usually
also includes overhead costs. The na-
tional average for this fee is more
than $1,800. Note: If you purchase a
package such as direct cremation or
immediate burial, the funeral director
cannot charge you the Basic Services
fee in addition, as those services must
be included in the package. In fact, at
some funeral homes the charge for
those packages is less than their basic



