




eople choose funeral homes for.r\ i rr iet) ol teasotrs. i

chose Slorr 's becaLrse uecl helcl ni1 f .r tht 'r 's lrrnt 'r l l

I  hefe l ;  \ 'e.1rs .1go rncl nt\  gr. lndnlother's sevcral Icars

bcirrc th;rt .  I  uas urdtr th( '  inrprc'ssion that I  was

hir ing the s:rnre Iocal lr  ou nt 'd i .rnri lv business th. i t  Hal i lax busi

nessrlarr lohn Sno* stalted back iu 1881. lchose Sno$is k)r the

sanre fersorl  nrost PeoPlc choose a fLlneri l l  hontc: trust.
' ' I i r  .r  thircl  qener. l t ion ftLncral director and embalmer- s.t ts

Chuck Clr r r .  os ner- of CL Cun v Fulrtral St 'rr  icc in Antigonish.
' 'ancl I  think trust is prob.rblr one ofthe biggest. lnd lr tost signi i i

c. lnt .rsprcl\  ol oLrl  business. bcc.tusc PeoPle confide in us. '

Curn is uot orrh lhc'orvner of an inclcPcnalcnl.  l . lnl i l )-owrled

fulcral hr.rnre. he s .r lso t lrc prcsidt 'nt and .r f i runcl i l rg mcnibcr of

the C.ui ldirn Lrclcpendent Crotqr of Fulcral Hrtnres. a loosel l

.r [ [ i l iated nenrork of i ldt 'pt 'nclent f i rner.rL honrc opcri t tors th.rt

l i rrmeci in rg39 in response to.r natiorr\ \ ' idc sufse in the acqLlisi_

r n r  ' t r . r r , r . r l  l r ' , r r r ,  .  '  r  I r s d ,  i  i  p , ' r . r l r L I r \ .

Ht '  rernembers u hcn tht '  conglomer.rtes calnc to Hali fax in the

larc 1980s. Original l l .  thcrc s.rs thc Loeu en Croup out of B.C.,

ancl ther botrght Snow's. Cruikshank s lnd N{attatel l  s encl a feg

o thc f s  t h rouehou t  t l r c  p ro \ i nce .  exp l . r i ns  Cu r r r ' .  I hc  H . r l i l a x

. l cqu i s i t i o r \  s t ' r e  pa r t  o f  f unc ra l  ch lpc l  owne r  Ra t  Locuens

aggressi le North Artrcr ican . lcquisit ion stratt t l  * hich eventLr.r l lv

tur ncd his conrpanv inrc t lrc sc( ond l .rreest tuner al cor rglonrcr.rtc

i n  t hc  s  o r l d .

In . loo6. aftcr l  dr.rnl.uic historv t lLl t  in\olrt 'c l  hosti le t .rkeover'

b i c l s .  n r r rne rous  l ausu i t s .  co rpo r . r t e  res tn t c tu r i ng .  and .  l i na l l 1 .

barkr uptcr. Loer|en s conrpad| \  as taken over b) i ts bi+lcst North

Anrel ic;rn r i \ 'al :  Scr r ict 'Cot poretion Inter Irat iorLl l  oLrt of Hollst(rn.

Texas.

Kno\\n t() industrv insiclers es Big l)cath. .rnd self-clescribed

.rs North.\meric.ts l ,rr-cest proviclet of clc. l th c,1fc PfodtLcts .1n(i

sci\ iccs. Service Corpofi i t iol l  ln t  e fnational is r utt$ork ol 1.25o

l iLncr.r l  l ronres and 164 cemetcr ' ies t ' r tcndinq into. lJ st. l tcs r d

eiqht C;rnacl iarr pr-orinces. inclucl ing to Nov,l  Scoti i ln proPert ir ls.

Thrt ' t '  c lLr.rr ter s of thc \\ .r \  thf oLtgh 2oo9- SCl s rc\ ( 'ntrcs w ( ' f  e i1

l i t t l e  o \ c r  s r . 5  b i l l i on  US  end  g ross  p ro l i t s  r r e re  i us t  ovc r  S loo

n r i l l i on  LS .

Tcxan Robr'r ' t  \ \ ' : r l tr ip iourclccl thc conlp. lnr in 1962. His c()rc

phi losoplr\  \ \ . is .1 concept cal lcd clLlstt ' r ' ing the corpor.rt iol l

bLl s a nunrber of [ult ' r ,r l  honres in .rn arca. thcn cerrt r ' . r l izes end

sharc.s resources. iucludint pcr 'sonnel. I t-s sirnplv ccononrit 's ol

sca le .  c rp l l i ns  Robe r t  B r r cc .  . r r r  Aus l i n .  l exas -based  j o t r r r r a l i s t

24 |  hal i faxmag.com \ ' ! . . *  : . r '1



"When your master is a printout

from head ofrt, that says who
had the most sales... it tends to
impose o bit of a diferent
culture than o fomily business."

Tom Crea n

and former reporter for the Austin Chronicle, who has witten
extensively about SCI. "Waltript great insight was that the funeral
business was really iust a transportation and processing business
and fundamentally, that's true."

But clustering's cost-saving efficiencies dont necessarily lead
to greater savi ngs for the consumer. A survey of prices at Halifax s
funeral homes suggests that the conglomerates' prices are gener-
ally higher than those at the independent funeral homes for a
basic cremation (see page z4). A zoor investigation by Consumer
Reporrs magazine found that American funeral home chains
charge about $r,3oo US more than independent homes for com,
parable funerals. Recent Canadian data is hard to come by, but a
Statistics Canada report on the funeral industry in zooo showed
that the profit margin for small funeral homes was about r.3 per
cent, while the largest f irms earn about ro.r per cent.

In any other business, market forces would simply level the
playing field, but most funeral home customers are not particu-
larly inclined to price shop, ald those who are have almost no
point of reference for what represents good value.

Tom Crean is a third-generation independent funeral director
in British Columbia who says it's important for consumers to be
aware that publicly-traded corporations are ultimately more
responsible to their shareholders than their customers. Crean is
the chair of an advocacy group called the Family Funeralhome
Association, a non-profit he founded back in 1989 to "protect

bereaved consumers." lt has giown to include members from all
across Canada and the U.S. "When your master is aprintout from
head office that says who had the most sales, and who grew and
who didn't," he says, "it tends to impose a bit ofa different culture
thana familybusiness, whose onlymaster is theirname aJtd their
respect in the community."

Name and reputation may be a funeral homet two most valu-
able commodities, which explains why funeral consolidators go
to great lengths to make their takeovers entirely invisible. When
the Loewen group took over'Snow's, Cruikshank's and Mattatallt,
they followed their official practice to the letter, retaining the
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names of the acquired funeral homes and keeping most of the

existing management in place. Those businesses now belong to
SCl, whose pol icies are no dif ferent. The Service Corporation
website proudly proclaims that 

"most 
ofthe Companyi businesses

today feature the Dignity Memorial logoq?e on their signage,
alongwith the localheri tage names underwhich some have oper,

ated for more than roo years."
"Dignity Memorial"-the comfort ing-sounding brand name

underwhich Service Cor?oration International markets its services-

means l i t t le toconsumers. Aweb search for Snow's, Cruikshank's
or Mattatall's brings searchers to Dignitymemorial.com, where

each funeral homet site still makes proud reference its storied

Halifa-r heritage and no mention of its parent company's Texas
lineage.

But independent funeral home operators see an important

distinction between their businesses and the clustered companies.
As Chuck Curry puts it, "lti 

not a nine-to'five job here in this
funeral home. We work long hours." Or more bluntly: "Employees

of a corporate funeral home tend to have a job and employees of

an independent funeral home have a career."

Erin Jennings definitely falls on the career side ofthat equation.

She's the owner and funeral director of the l .  Albert Walker

Funeral Home in Spryfield. She happily shows me around her
chapel and visitation rooms, explaining the benefits ofa smaller

operation. 
" ln 

some of the larger places, because t ime off is dic
tated by a schedule, the cl ient may meet someone for the

arrangements, theymight see someone else during visitation, and

they could have two or three completely different people on the
day of the service," she says.

But she says the key to her success goes back to that one simple

factor. 
"lf 

people don't trust you, you don't have a business," she

says. 
"My clients know that rvhen they walk out that door there

is dignity, there is respect, there is honesty. They know that I live

above the funeral home, and that when they leave, I'm going to
look after their mother as if she was my own."

Perhaps it's exactlythat level ofpersonal commitment that was

the missing ingredient in myown familys unfortunate nightmare.

Did the information about my motheri rings get lost in a shift'
change? Would a 

"career" 
funeral director have made the same

mistale? Jennings offers some perspective. "No 
matterwhoyou're

dealingwith, whether they are a congJomerate or a little tiny guy

like me, we are all, at the end ofthe day, human," she says. 
"We're

not infallible. The unfortunate part is that it happened to you:'
She's right, of course. But. given that it did happen, would I

have preferred tosort out the ensuing messwith lohn Snow, owner
and operator ofJA Snow Funeral Home, rather than a corporate
lawyer working for Service Corporation International down in

Houston?

As theyd say in Texas: "You betcha." l l
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