
Non-destructive Methods for Locating Unmarked Burials  

Methods have advanced significantly in recent years, leveraging technology to minimize 
disturbance while maximizing detection accuracy. Some of the most effective techniques 
include: 

1. Ground-Penetrating Radar (GPR) 

● Uses high-frequency radio waves to detect subsurface anomalies. 
● Effective in sandy and clay soils but may struggle in rocky terrain. 
● Can create 3D images of potential burial sites. 

2. Electrical Resistivity (ER) 

● Measures how well the soil conducts electricity. 
● Differences in moisture levels and decomposition byproducts can indicate graves. 
● Works well in a variety of soil types. 

3. Magnetometry 

● Detects disturbances in the Earth's magnetic field caused by grave digging. 
● Best suited for areas with minimal modern metal interference. 

4. LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) 

● Aerial scanning method using lasers to detect subtle changes in surface elevation. 
● Can reveal sunken grave shafts, even in dense vegetation. 

5. Thermal Imaging & Infrared Sensors 

● Detects temperature differences between buried remains and surrounding soil. 
● Best used at night or in controlled conditions for maximum contrast. 

6. Drone Surveys 

● Equipped with LiDAR, multispectral, or infrared sensors. 
● Covers large areas efficiently, identifying subtle landscape changes. 

7. Soil Chemical Analysis 

● Detects elevated levels of elements like phosphorus, calcium, and nitrogen from 
decomposition. 

● Can be used to confirm findings from other methods. 



8. Historic Human Remains Detection Dogs 

● Specially trained dogs can detect the scent of human remains even decades after burial. 
● Works well in conjunction with technological methods. 

 
 

Estimating the costs of non-destructive methods for locating unmarked burials in Canada can be 
challenging due to variables such as site size, terrain, accessibility, and specific project 
requirements. However,  below provides a general insight into the relative costs and 
considerations for each method: 

1. Ground-Penetrating Radar (GPR) 

● Cost: Moderate to High. 
● Considerations: GPR is widely used for detecting unmarked graves. Costs depend on 

the survey area's size and the complexity of data interpretation. 

2. Electrical Resistivity (ER) 

● Cost: Moderate. 
● Considerations: ER measures soil resistance to electrical currents, which can indicate 

buried features. Costs vary based on equipment used and survey extent. 

3. Magnetometry 

● Cost: Moderate. 
● Considerations: This method detects magnetic anomalies caused by soil disturbances. 

It's effective in certain soil types and conditions. 

4. LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) 

● Cost: High. 
● Considerations: LiDAR is effective for mapping surface features, especially in 

vegetated areas. Costs are higher due to specialized equipment and data processing. 

5. Thermal Imaging & Infrared Sensors 

● Cost: Moderate. 
● Considerations: These methods detect temperature variations in the ground. They are 

less commonly used for grave detection and may require specific conditions. 

 



6. Drone Surveys 

● Cost: Moderate to High. 
● Considerations: Drones equipped with various sensors can cover large areas 

efficiently. Costs depend on the technology used and the survey area's size. 

7. Soil Chemical Analysis 

● Cost: Moderate. 
● Considerations: Analyzing soil chemistry can indicate decomposition products. This 

method may involve laboratory costs for sample analysis. 

8. Historic Human Remains Detection Dogs 

● Cost: Variable. 
● Considerations: Using trained dogs can be effective but may be influenced by 

environmental conditions and the time elapsed since burial. Costs include handler fees 
and logistics. 

Additional Considerations: 

● Project Scope: Larger areas require more time and resources, increasing costs. 
● Terrain and Accessibility: Challenging terrains may necessitate specialized equipment 

or methods, affecting overall expenses. 
● Data Analysis: Some methods generate complex data requiring expert interpretation, 

adding to costs. 

For precise estimates tailored to specific projects in Canada, it's advised to consult with 
professionals specializing in archaeological or geophysical surveys.  
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