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Baby Boomers: Encase Me in Concrete and 
Dump Me in the Ocean 
 
Burial services place ashes in concrete balls on the ocean floor 
 

 
Workers for Eternal Reefs prepare to lower an artificial reef into the Gulf of Mexico off the coast 
of Sarasota, Fla. Photo: Chris O'Meara/Associated Press 

 
 
HONOLULU— When he dies, Tom Sullivan doesn’t want to be buried at sea, shoveled 6 feet 
underground or have his remains cast into a melancholy breeze. 
 
Mr. Sullivan hopes instead to be preserved on the ocean floor as a “reef ball.” 
 
These artificial spheres of cement mixed with cremated remains are laid to rest on the sea floor by 
teams of professional divers, and meant to look and act like a coral reef. 
 
 



 
 

 
Reef ball 

 
Becoming a reef ball would be Mr. Sullivan’s way of 
helping the environment, he said. The 59-year-old tour-
boat operator envisions becoming a “whole little 
ecosystem” or “at least the bottom layer of one,” with 
sea life swimming and growing between his 
reincarnated nooks and crannies. 

 
  
“You become part of the foundation for something in the future that’s going to be there for what you 
hope is millions of years,” Mr. Sullivan said from his table at the Hawaii Yacht Club, overlooking 
the Ala Wai Harbor, where he docks his 44-foot cutter. 
 
 

 
Richard Filanc III, left, and Steve Berkoff are trying to get a memorial reef company off the ground 
in Hawaii. Photo: Alejandro Lazo/The Wall Street Journal 
 
The owners of Hawaii Memorial Reefs hope to sell the concept to others in Mr. Sullivan’s 
generation. They envision an artificial coral bed molded out of environmentally conscious baby 
boomers, eager to leave their own ecological legacies. The company anticipates charging from $5,000 
to $7,000. 
 
Cremation is already popular on the island, said one of the partners, Richard Filanc III, 59, who said 
he got “a pulse of the funeral industry” working as a cemetery manager in Oahu. 
 



 
 
For boomers who want to leave their mark on the world, reef balls offer a lasting monument. The idea 
is part of a niche movement of eco-burials intended to support artificial reefs, which proponents say 
could help restore sea life and coral. The practice has found some permanence in other waters. 
 
Eternal Reefs, based in Sarasota, Fla., has already placed human reef balls off various states along the 
Atlantic and Gulf coasts including Maryland, Texas and Florida. On its website, the company 
advertises reef balls—priced from $2,995 to $7,495—as a “gift to the environment and generations 
yet to come.” 
 
George Frankel, 66, a founder of Eternal Reefs, said the concrete reefs attract fish and other sea life 
and remain stationary through hurricane-force weather. 
 
“The baby boomers, who are big on causes, they like the idea of a memorial that gives back,” Mr. 
Frankel said. “And reef balls are just amazing—they stay where they are supposed to stay, and they 
do what they are supposed to do.” 
 
Reef balls, which can weigh from 750 pounds to 2,500 pounds, look like hollowed-out concrete 
moons, with several holes to allow animal life shelter and space to grow. 
 
Turning a human into a reef ball is a process that often stretches over several days, he said. 
 
First, what Mr. Frankel’s company calls a “pearl” is cast out of concrete and the cremated remains of 
the deceased. That pearl is attached to a larger prefabricated reef ball. Family members can add 
handprints, personal messages and even a memorial plaque on top of the reef ball when a fresh layer 
of concrete is added. 
 
Once those personal touches are embedded into the dried concrete, the ball is lowered into the ocean, 
with the family watching from a separate vessel nearby. 
 
Family members also drop a separate, smaller, tribute reef ball made of concrete. Precise GPS 
coordinates are given to the families so they can visit the memorials on their own. 
 
 

 
Tom Sullivan, who wants to be turned into 
a reef ball when he dies, operates a tour 
boat in Hawaii. Photo: Alejandro Lazo/The 
Wall Street Journal 

Parents with small children like the concept, Mr. 
Frankel added, as the process turns a solemn 
burial into an arts-and-craft project. 
 
“Grandpa might not be coming back, but look 
what he’s going to be doing next,” Mr. Frankel 
said parents can tell their children. “It’s a very 
big thing.” 
 
Charlene Creel, 53, of Sarasota, Fla., lost her 
husband, Tom, earlier this year. For more than a 
decade, she knew he wanted to be made into a 
reef ball and sunk into the Gulf of Mexico’s 
waters because of his love of the ocean. 

 
She and three grown children and six grandchildren left their handprints in the concrete, and 
embedded mementos from her husband’s life. “You talk about a personal, together, hands-on process, 
very special,” she said. 



 
 
About 2 miles offshore, the family watched Mr. Creel’s reef ball dropped into a large, pre-existing 
artificial reef, about 30 feet below. She plans to visit her husband soon with a dive master. 
 
In Honolulu’s Hawaii Kai neighborhood, initial plans to sink reef balls in Hawaii’s waters could be 
torpedoed by local residents and politicians who oppose Hawaii Memorial Reefs’ intent to make 
nearby Maunalua Bay a reef ball testing ground. 
 
A crowd gathered in the cafeteria of the Haha`ione Elementary School to debate the project at one 
recent neighborhood board meeting. 
 
Leighton Tseu, a retired merchant mariner and Hawaiian cultural practitioner, began his comments 
that evening with a 30-second chant in Hawaiian. 
 
“Why do we have to build a superficial, phony reef to bring back our fish?” Mr. Tseu said. “Ain’t 
gonna happen.” 
 
Scientists from the University of Hawaii jumped into the fray. Robert H. Richmond, director of the 
Kewalo Marine Laboratory, said reef balls would do nothing to rehabilitate reefs and could hurt sea 
crabs, crustaceans and sea cucumbers. Eric DeCarlo, an oceanographer, said reef balls can be 
beneficial. 
 
A month later, the board voted against supporting the project. 
 
Hawaii Memorial Reefs partners say they won’t be deterred, and are looking at other parts of the 
island, as well. 
 
Bennett Dorrance, Jr., who is backing the venture, calls it “a new form of burial.” Steven Berkoff, 61, 
one of the partners, wishes to be made into a reef ball himself—along with his dog Redford, who is 
part Chihuahua. 
 
“We are going to be together forever, aren’t we Redford?” Mr. Berkoff said, scooping the pup up into 
his arms. “Aren’t we boy?” 
 


