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The American Veteran’s Guide to VA Funeral, Burial, & Memorial Benefits
What You Need to Know About the VA Claims Process

T here are some funeral, burial & memorial benefits that virtually all Veterans qualify for, and there are 
others that have very particular requirements. Some Veterans benefits are received automatically, such as 

when a military service member dies on active duty, but many times Veterans and/or their families need help 
understanding benefits, determining whether or not they qualify, obtaining all the necessary documentation, 
filling in all the requested information, and then applying using the prescribed procedures. Having an 
experienced funeral director by your side can make the whole process not only easier but more likely to result in 
obtaining all the available benefits.

In recognition of  the service that Veterans and their families have rendered, Congress has imposed several 
special duties and requirements on VA to ease the burden on veterans seeking benefits. You need to be aware of  
these special considerations because they provide a veteran with significant advantages in seeking their benefits. 

There is a basic principle of  the VA claims process that claims will be processed and adjudicated in an informal, 
non-adversarial atmosphere, and that to ensure a just outcome under this principle VA will assist claimants in 
any way necessary.

A key difference between the VA benefits system and other federal benefits systems is how strong the evidence 
has to be in order to support a claim. Most people are familiar with the very high standard of  proof  of  “beyond 
a reasonable doubt” applied in criminal cases. 

In VA benefits cases the standard of  proof  is a “preponderance of  the evidence.” This means that an award 
should be granted when the evidence supporting a claim is even slightly stronger than the evidence against it. In 
other words, the law says that the VA must give the Veteran or their family the benefit of  the doubt every time.

“Perhaps the analogy most helpful to an understanding of the “benefit of the doubt” rule is that the 
standard is similar to the rule deeply embedded in sandlot baseball folklore that “the tie goes to the 
runner.”   If the ball clearly beats the runner, he is out and the rule has no application; if the runner 
clearly beats the ball, he is safe and, again, the rule has no application; if, however, the play is close, 
then the runner is called safe by operation of the rule that “the tie goes to the runner.”  Similarly, if a 
fair preponderance of the evidence is against a veteran’s claim, it will be denied and the “benefit of the 
doubt” rule has no application; if the veteran establishes a claim by a fair preponderance of the evidence, 
the claim will be granted and, again, the rule has no application; if, however, the play is close, i.e., “there 
is an approximate balance of positive and negative evidence,” the veteran prevails by operation of 38 
U.S.C. section 5107(b).  Gilbert v. Derwinski, 1 Vet. App. 49, 55-56 (1990).”

A significant advantage for veterans seeking benefits is that VA has no formal “pleading” requirements. This 
eliminates the need for a claimant to identify the specific benefits and the specific legal bases for an award 
when submitting a claim. Instead, VA claimants only have a general (but extremely important) duty to file a 
“substantially complete” claim. If  you can document that your claim was filed as required, when required, 
where required then you are 90% of  the way home if  there’s an issue regarding your submission itself.

In requiring the VA benefits system to be a “non-adversarial” process, Congress has imposed on VA a “duty 
to assist” claimants. The most significant VA duties are discussed below. In general, VA is required to notify a 
claimant of  what information is required to obtain an award of  the benefits requested. VA also has a duty to 
obtain a veteran’s service records, service medical records, VA treatment records, and any other government 
records (such as Social Security Administration records) that reasonably may contain information supporting the 
claim. These duties significantly ease the burden on claimants in assembling the evidence needed to support a 
claim.

VA has other duties that can be helpful to Veterans and their families in certain circumstances. If  an award is 
made, VA has a duty to look for ways to maximize the benefit paid to a claimant based on the evidence. This 
means that VA has to consider all the possible diagnostic codes that could apply and base an award on the code 
or codes that result in the highest payment. VA also has to identify and grant awards for “inferred” claims, 
which are claims that the evidence supports but the claimant did not specifically request. Both of  these duties 
make it easier for Veterans and their families to receive the greatest benefit possible without having to be an 
expert in VA law.

Veterans and their families also need to keep in mind that, the duty to assist aside, VA also has responsibilities 
to follow the law and to prevent improper awards. As a practical matter, this means that the system eventually 
becomes “adversarial” when VA decides that an award cannot be granted. Further, the huge backlog of  claims 
has strained VA’s resources and continues to result in a high rate of  errors. For these reasons, Veterans and 
their families should remain actively involved in their claims and maintain a healthy skepticism of  VA decisions 
throughout the process to avoid a wrongful denial.

You have an initial responsibility to file a substantially complete application. If  you don’t do so, VA does not 
have to process the application. This is perhaps the best of  all reasons to have an experienced advocate on your 
side, like a funeral director who has handled or assisted with many other benefit claims on behalf  of  families.

VA does, however, have a “duty to notify” you that there is a problem and specifically what information is 
needed to make the application complete enough to process.

Although exactly what makes an application substantially complete is not defined, VA usually requires at least 
the following minimum information for a substantially complete application: (1) claimant’s name and, if  not the 
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veteran, the relationship to the veteran upon whom the application is based; (2) the medical condition(s) claimed; 
and (3) the claimant’s signature.

Whatever the reason, if  VA determines that your application is not substantially complete, VA has to notify you 
regarding exactly what information is needed to complete your application and to provide you with assistance in 
obtaining the information if  requested.

Once a substantially complete application has been submitted, VA has a second “duty to notify.” This time 
VA has to tell the claimant (1) what information is needed to substantiate the claim, (2) what part of  that 
information VA will try to obtain; and (3) what information that the claimant is responsible for providing to 
VA. Each time a new issue or claim arises, VA has the same duty to notify the claimant of  what information is 
needed and who (VA or claimant) is responsible for obtaining it.

The duty to assist, however, does not mean that you have no responsibility for making a successful claim. Even 
if  a claim satisfies the minimum threshold for the duty to assist to apply, the law requires VA only to “assist” a 
veteran with the development of  the evidence in support of  his or her claim: there are limits on what VA has 
to do to help a veteran. A claimant seeking a benefit, still has a responsibility to be an active participant in the 
claims process if  he or she wants to be successful.

Many funeral directors are well-versed in the processes for obtaining full benefits for Veterans and their families. 
Particularly during pre-planning it’s very helpful to seek out the expertise of  a caring funeral director with plenty 
of  experience helping other Veterans and their families. Just keep in mind that if  you and your family have a 
particular vision of  the events and arrangements, you can save time and money and get better results if  you go 
into the process as informed about your VA benefits and options as you can be.

Helpful Veterans Advocacy & Support Organizations
Any spouse, child, family member or friend who needs help advocating for VA funeral, memorial, financial and 
burial benefits for a Veteran can find that help through one of the organizations listed below.

• Air Force Association
• Air Force Sergeants Association
• American G.I. Forum
• American Legion
• American Veterans for Equal Rights
• Army and Navy Union of the United States of America
• Association of the United States Army 
• Blinded Veterans Association
• Catholic War Veterans
• Combat Veterans Motorcycle Association
• Disabled American Veterans 
• Fleet Reserve Association
• Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America
• Jewish War Veterans of the USA
• Marine Corps League

• Military Officers Association of America
• Navy League of the United States
• National Association for Black Veterans
• National Guard Association of the United States
• Navy Mutual Aid Association Paralyzed Veterans of 

America 
• Polish Legion of American Veterans
• Retired Enlisted Association
• State Guard Association of the United States
• Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States
• Vets1st
• Vietnamese American Armed Forces Association
• Vietnam Veterans of America
• Wounded Warrior Project

Communicating Effectively With the VA
from vetsfirst.org

W hile handling Burial & Funeral-related benefits claims are relatively routine for the VA, it is the second 
largest agency in the federal government. With over 250,000 employees in hundreds of  facilities, just 

figuring out who in VA you need to contact and how to reach him or her can be difficult. Another problem is 
that even with recent updates, VA remains a paper-driven and paper-choked organization. As a result, getting 
the right piece of  paper to the right person is not easy. This is an area where working with an experienced 
funeral director (who may even have VA contacts) can be invaluable.

Here are some “good practices” that have been shown to improve the effectiveness of  communications 
with the VA.

• Never rely on verbal communications (phone call, discussion at the regional office). “If it’s not on 
paper, it never happened” is a good rule to follow so put all communications in writing.

• If it’s worth mailing to VA, it’s worth mailing certified with a return receipt. The burden is always on 
a claimant to prove he or she sent required information to VA. Since regular mail cannot be tracked, 
spending $6 for certified letter is a small investment to protect hundreds or possibly thousands of 
dollars Burial and Funeral-related benefits.

• Never send original documents to VA and keep a copy of exactly what you send in each piece of 
correspondence. VA is not secure storage: assuming that your documents are not lost in transit, VA 
employees stamp, write on, punch, fold, and otherwise abuse documents sent to them. VA does not 
generally need original documents, if VA does request to see an original, arrange a meeting at the 
regional office and show them the original and then take it home with you.

• If you choose not to send certified letters, at least backup a regular mail letter by faxing a copy to the 
same location. Most VA fax numbers are available online or by asking someone at the location for the 
nearest fax machine number. Save a copy of the fax transmission record as proof that you sent the 
document.

• If you do have a phone call or a meeting with a VA employee and you receive assurances or promises, 
as soon as possible write a letter stating exactly what was said or promised and send it to VA with 
a request that they tell you if anything in the letter was wrong at least you will have a chance of 
“reminding” VA of what it promised you.

MANAGING THE CLAIMS PROCESS
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The best place to look for the correct address to send a letter to VA is the letter or other document to which you 
are responding. You should always carefully read all parts of  every VA letter sent to you because VA sometimes 
instructs you to reply to a different address than on the letterhead (and often buries deadlines for responses in the 
fine print at the end of  letters). If  no special address is identified, a response to the address on the letterhead is 
usually acceptable. If  all else fails, most VA mailing addresses are available on the VA website.

VA has established some electronic communications tools, including the Inquiry Routing & Information System 
(“IRIS”), https://iris.custhelp.com/ and the infamous “800 number.” While these tools can be helpful on rare 
occasions, experience has shown that the accuracy and quality of  the responses and information returned by 
these sites can vary widely. VA is notoriously slow to update status information in its various computer systems. 
Further, the person responding to inquiries is unlikely to be in the same state, much less the same office, as where 
your claim is being worked. It is also risky to rely on these systems as there is no accountability and no realistic 
way of  confirming the accuracy of  the information that is reported.

Best Practices When Filing a VA Claim
In some cases you may have to file a VA claim yourself, even though you can and should always have the help of 
an experienced advocate. You can improve the chances of a smooth experience by considering some good practices 
that have proven to be useful by other self-filers.

• Never, never, never send VA original documents. VA loses documents all the time and it makes 
no difference who lost an original if it is needed to support a claim if the authenticity of a copy is 
questioned.

• The only way to prove that a mailed document reaches VA is to send it by “certified” mail with a 
“return receipt” requested or use some other traceable method such as FedEx or UPS. Although 
these are more expensive than regular mail, regular mail provides no proof that VA actually received 
what you sent and if a document is not in the C-file, the claimant, not VA, suffers unless proof of 
delivery exists.

• Always make and save a complete copy of everything sent to VA. Combined with the proof of 
delivery, this is the only way to protect against VA losing a document and the claimant being 
penalized.

• Obtain the latest version of the VA form for the benefit sought from the VA website or a VA regional 
office.

• Although an application filed with supporting documents is usually the best way to start a claim, it is 
not necessary to delay an application to gather all information that may be required to support an 
award. If you believe that you may be eligible for VA benefits, file an application as soon as possible 
because benefits, if awarded, generally start paying from the first day of the month after the 
application was filed.

• If any of the following documents are available or can be obtained without a long delay, it is best to 
attach copies to the initial application: (1) discharge or separation papers (DD214 form or equivalent); 
(2) dependency records (marriage license, children’s birth certificates); other information required to 
demonstrate eligiubility.

• File the completed form with the correct VA office generally the nearest VA regional office.

• Read all correspondence from VA completely and carefully. Important information, including short 
mandatory response times (30-60 days), is often found in obscure places.

• Respond to all VA requests for information as soon as possible. In most cases, if the requested 
information is not submitted within 12 months, VA will deem the claim to have been abandoned. 
Shorter response times (30-60days) may also be required for certain responses.

Whatever else happens, a claimant should not hesitate to get help if  he or she does not 
understand what the VA is requesting or if  a claim is denied.

MANAGING THE CLAIMS PROCESS

65



Important Forms for Documenting Military Service

T he documents listed below may be used to establish honorable active military service. NCA will accept the 
following documents, with some exceptions, to verify eligibility when requesting a headstone or marker.

A “Report of  Separation From the Armed Forces of  the United States” (discharge papers) is most commonly 
used to verify military service. In most cases, this report is the “DD 214.” If  this report or its equivalent is not 
available, a “Request Pertaining To Military Records, Standard Form 180” can be sent to the Military National 
Personnel Record Center in Saint Louis, Missouri.

A copy of  the Report of  Separation will be mailed to the veteran, deceased veteran’s next of  kin or other per-
sons or organizations that are authorized to receive it.

Other valid forms of  ID, as well as forms that can be used to establish military service in lieu of, or in addition to 
the DD 214, include:

DA 1569, Transcript of Military Record
DD 2A, Armed Forces Identification Card (Active, Army)
DD 2AF, Armed Forces Identification Card (Active, Air Force)
DD 2CG, Armed Forces Identification Card (Active, Coast Guard)
DD 2MC, Armed Forces Identification Card (Active, Marine Corps)
DD 2N, Armed Forces Identification Card (Active, Navy)
DD 2NOAA, Armed Forces Identification Card (Active)
DD 2 (Retired), US Uniformed Services Identification Card
DD 13, Statement of Service
DD 214 Certificate of Release or Discharge from Active Duty***
DD 217, Discharge Certificate
DD 256A Honorable Discharge Certificate – Army *
DD 256AF Honorable Discharge Certificate – Air Force *
DD 256CG Honorable Discharge Certificate – Coast Guard *
DD 256MC Honorable Discharge Certificate – Marine Corps *
DD 256N Honorable Discharge Certificate - Navy *
DD 257A General Discharge Certificate - Army *
DD 257AF General Discharge Certificate – Air Force *
DD 257CG General Discharge Certificate – Coast Guard *
DD 257MC General Discharge Certificate– Marine Corps *
DD 257N General Discharge Certificate - Navy *
DD 303, Certificate in Lieu of Lost or Destroyed Discharge
DD 303AF, Certificate in Lieu of Lost or Destroyed Discharge – Air Force
DD 303CG, Certificate in Lieu of Lost or Destroyed Discharge – Coast Guard
DD 303MC, Certificate in Lieu of Lost or Destroyed Discharge – Marine Corps
DD 303N, Certificate in Lieu of Lost or Destroyed Discharge - Navy
DD 1300, Report of Casualty
ADJ 545, Discharge Certificate
Army DS ODF, Honorable Discharge from the United States Army
AGO 525, Discharge Certificate
AGO 755, Discharge Certificate
AGO 01252, Discharge Certificate
AGO 01254, Transcript of Military Record

AGO 01502, Discharge Certificate
WD AGO 53, Enlisted Record and Report of Separation Honorable Discharge
WD AGO 53-55, Enlisted Record and Report of Separation Honorable Discharge
WD AGO 53-58, Enlisted Record and Report of Separation General Discharge
WD AGO 53-90, Certificate of Service
WD AGO 53-98, Military Record and Report of Separation Certificate of Service
WD AGO 55, Honorable Discharge from The Army of the United States
WD AGO 280, Certificate of Service, AVS
WD AGO 525, Honorable Discharge from the United States Army
WD AGO 755, Honorable Discharge, Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps
WD AGO 0729, Honorable Discharge from Army of the United States of America
WD AGO 01502, Certificate in Lieu of Lost or Destroyed Discharge Certificate
WD AGO 01504, Discharge Certificate
Bureau of Investigation No. 6, Discharge Certificate
Bureau of Investigation No. 53, Discharge Certificate
Bureau of Investigation No. 118, Discharge Certificate
Bureau of Investigation No. 213 Discharge from U. S. Naval Reserve Force **
Form No. 6, U.S.N., Discharge Certificate
Navy (No number), War Service Certificate
NAVCG-553, Notice of Separation from U.S. Coast Guard
NAVCG-2510, Honorable Discharge, U.S. Coast Guard
NAVMC-455, U.S. Marine Corps Certificate of Service, In Lieu of Lost or Destroyed Discharge Certificate
NAVMC 70-PD, Honorable Discharge, U.S. Marine Corps
NAVMC 78-PD, U.S. Marine Corps Report of Separation
NMC 258 A&I, Discharge Certificate
NMC 2571 A&I, Honorable Discharge, U.S. Marine Corps
NAVPERS-553, Notice of Separation from U.S. Naval Service
NAVPERS-563, Navy Discharge-Notice of Separation from U.S. Naval Service
NAVPERS-566, Standard Statement of Service
NAVPERS-660, Honorable Discharge from U.S. Navy
NAVPERS-661, Certificate of Discharge, U.S. Naval Service
NAVPERS-663B, Discharge Certificate
NGB 22 Report of Separation and Record of Service, Departments of the Army and the Air Force, National 

Guard Bureau ****
GSA 6851, Service Information
GSA 6954, Certificate of Military Service
NAR 529, Certification of Military Service
NA 13038, Certification of Military Service
NA 13041, Statement of Service
VA Adjudication 545, Summary of Record of Active Service
VA 3101, Request for Army Information

* A DD Form 256 or DD Form 257 must indicate a period of active duty service dates to be a valid document for eligibility 
determination purposes.

** Valid only if active duty service dates are indicated.
*** The DD Form 214 has been issued by all military services since January 1, 1950. Before January 1, 1950, several similar 

forms were used by the military services.
**** NGB Form 22 can be used to verify eligibility if it indicates prior active federal service other than for training or a minimum 

of 20 years total service for pay.
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S E C T I O N  O N E
VA BURIAL & FUNERAL BENEFITS ESSENTIALS

VA Funeral/Cremation Benefits for Honorably Discharged Veterans

M any people sincerely believe that they know for certain that the VA pays for all the funeral or cremation 
arrangements of  an honorably discharged veteran, but that’s normally not the case with retired Veterans. 

There are certain monetary, recognition and service benefits that may be available to some and, in some cases, 
even most veterans. However, reimbursement for funeral or cremation service expenses is limited in every case 
where it is granted.

SECTION ONE

To get VA-paid funeral or cremation service expense benefits, the Veteran must 
not have received a dishonorable discharge, and must meet at least one of the 
following conditions:

1. The Veteran died as a result of a service-connected disability, or
2. The Veteran had been getting a VA pension or compensation when they died, or
3. The Veteran had chosen to get military retired pay instead of compensation, or
4. The Veteran died while getting VA care, either at a VA facility or at a facility contracted by VA, or
5. The Veteran died while traveling to approved VA care, or
6. The Veteran died with a reopened claim for VA compensation or a pension that would have qualified 

them to get benefits, or
7. The Veteran died on or after October 9, 1996, while a patient at a VA-approved state nursing home

You may see ads for so-called “veterans’ specials” by commercial cemeteries. These cemeteries 
sometimes offer a free plot for the veteran, but charge exorbitant rates for an adjoining plot for 
the spouse, as well as high fees for opening and closing each grave. Evaluate the bottom-line 
cost to be sure the special is as special as they want you to believe.

An Important Caution
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SECTION ONE

A flag is provided at no cost to drape the casket or accompany the 
urn of  a deceased veteran. Generally, the flag is given to the next 

of  kin. Only one flag may be provided per veteran. Upon the request of  
the family, an “Application for United States Flag for Burial Purposes” 
(VA Form 21-2008) must be submitted along with a copy of  the veteran’s 
discharge papers. Flags may be obtained from VA regional offices and 
most U.S. Post Offices, and experienced funeral directors can easily 
relieve a family of  this part of  making funeral arrangements.

» Here is the official VA form: https://www.vba.va.gov/pubs/
forms/VBA-27-2008-ARE.pdf

Note: Many families choose to purchase their own American Flag so that 
the Veteran’s body is draped appropriately at the time of  its removal from 
the place of  death, whether that is the home, a hospital, a nursing home, 
a hospice, or any other location. There is something very special about 
seeing a veteran’s body being taken from the place of  death under the 
colors that they served so faithfully in life, rather than in a plain “body 
bag” on a gurney.

How to Obtain a Complimentary US Flag

Scheduling Military Funeral Honors Ceremonies

Be Cautious
There are other 
non-VA websites 
that offer this form 
and then use your 
information to 
bombard you with 
sales pitches!

U pon the family’s request, the law requires that every eligible veteran receive a military funeral honors 
ceremony, which includes the folding and presentation of  the United States flag and the playing of  “Taps.”

The ceremony is performed by a military funeral honors detail consisting of  two or more uniformed 
military persons and at least one person who is a member of  the veteran’s branch of  the Armed Forces. This 
Department of  Defense program calls for the funeral director to request military funeral honors of  behalf  of  the 
veteran’s family.
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C ontrary to what many believe, neither the VA nor any of  the branches of  service provide a free casket for 
a deceased veteran, unless death occurs while on active duty. However, many funeral homes and other 

vendors of  caskets do provide discounts, and in some places in the country there are local casket-makers who 
will provide a casket for a Veteran at their cost. Finding these resources is another advantage of  pre-planning 
with a trusted funeral home counselor.

Only Active Duty Deceased Veterans’ Caskets are Free

I nitiated in March 1962 by President John F. Kennedy, a “Presidential Memorial Certificate” is an engraved 
paper certificate, signed by the current President, to honor the memory of  honorably discharged, deceased 

veterans.

Eligible recipients of  the certificate include the deceased veteran’s next of  kin and loved ones. More than one 
certificate may be requested. Eligible recipients, or someone acting on their behalf, may apply in person at any 
VA regional office or by U.S. mail. The form and instructions are also available online.

When applying online use only official VA websites for obtaining this and other forms. There are 
businesses that offer the forms and then use your information to bother you with sales calls.

You can also download the form, complete it, and submit by mail to:

Memorial Products Service (41B)
Dept. of  Veterans Affairs
5109 Russell Road
Quantico, Virginia 22134-3903

How to Obtain a “Presidential Memorial Certificate”
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SECTION ONE

Benefits for Private Cemetary Burial
Veterans buried in a private cemetary may be eligible to receive partial reimbursement for their burial costs.

1. For non-service related deaths, a burial expense allowance (up to $300) and a plot 
allowance (up to $300) may be given. 
2. If a death is service related, benefits up to $2,000 may be paid for burial expenses.

In order to be eligible to receive a VA burial allowance you must meet the following conditions:

1. Payment for the veteran’s burial was made without any reimbursement from a 
government agency or other source, and

2. The veteran was discharged under conditions other than dishonorable.

3. In addition, at least one of the following conditions must be met:

4. The veteran died because of service-related disability, or

5. The veteran was receiving VA pension or compensation, or

6. The veteran died in a VA hospital or nursing home under VA contract.

In order to determine the final reimbursement amount, an “Application for Burial Benefits” (VA Form 21-530)
must be submitted within two years from the date of  the veteran’s permanent burial. This form & instructions
are available online.

T he Department of  Veterans Affairs (VA) furnishes upon request, at no charge to the applicant, a 
government headstone or marker for the unmarked grave of  any deceased eligible Veteran in any cemetery 

around the world, regardless of  their date of  death.

Headstones and markers are furnished for eligible spouses and dependents of  Veterans, only when they are 
buried or memorialized in a national, military post/base or state Veterans cemetery. Spouses and dependents 
buried in a private cemetery are not eligible for a government-furnished headstone or marker.

Veterans whose only active duty service was for training while in the National Guard or Reserves are not eligible 
unless there are special circumstances (e.g., death while on duty or as a result of  training.)

Persons with 20 years of  service in the National Guard or Reserves who are entitled to retired pay are also 
eligible for a government headstone or marker. A copy of  the Reserve Retirement Eligibility Benefits Letter must 
accompany the application. Active duty service (other than active duty for training) while in the National Guard 
or Reserves also establishes eligibility and does not require retiree pay eligibility.

You can apply for this benefit if  you’re representing the deceased Veteran in any of  the below relationships or 
professional roles:

How to Obtain Official Headstones or 
Markers for Private Cemetery Burial

1. You are a family member of the deceased Veteran, or

2. You are a personal representative (someone who officially represents the 
deceased), or

3. You are a representative of an accredited Veterans Service Organization, or

4. You are an employee of a state or local government whose official 
responsibilities include serving Veterans, or

5. You are the person who is legally responsible for making arrangements for 
unclaimed remains or for details having to do with the deceased’s interment or 
memorialization, or

6. You are the individual representing the deceased, if their service ended before 
April 6, 1917
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Note: For memorial headstones and markers that honor the memory of  the deceased, the person who applies 
must be a member of  the deceased’s family. Experienced funeral home staff who know the process can often 
help get an applicant qualified and walk them through the application.

Full information and the application forms are available at the following official .gov website – do not be lured 
to a commercial website when seeking this information:
https://www.benefits.gov/benefits/benefit-details/27

Qualifications for a Veteran to receive an official headstone, marker, or niche cover at no cost are:

1. Any Veteran who died on or after November 1, 1990

2. Any Veteran buried in an unmarked grave who served before September 7, 1980

3. Any Veteran buried in an unmarked grave who served for 24 months or longer, or who died 
while on active duty (including training) after September 7, 1980

4. An eligible spouse or other family member buried in a national cemetery, state/tribal Veterans 
cemetery, military post cemetery, or military base cemetery

SECTION ONE

Y ou must put a legal name, service branch, and birth and death year on a headstone or marker. State and 
national cemeteries also require the section and grave number. You can choose to inscribe the deceased’s 

full birth and death dates, the highest rank attained, awards, war service, and an emblem of  belief. The VA 
usually approves requests for nicknames, terms of  endearment (for example, “Loving Father”), or special unit 
identification.

What Information Can Be Included 
on the Headstone or Marker?

Who Can Be Honored 
with a Medallion?
1. Any Veteran who died before November 1, 1990

2. Any Veteran who served on or after April 6, 1917

3. Any Veteran whose grave is privately marked

Headstones & Markers:
Special Circumstances

T he VA provides memorial headstones and markers for qualified Veterans when their remains are missing, 
not identified, donated to science, buried at sea, or scattered.

For Veterans, dependents, and Servicemembers who qualify for a memorial headstone or marker under these 
circumstances, the words engraved on the memorial item must begin, “IN MEMORY OF,” and the headstone 
or marker must be placed in a national cemetery, state Veterans cemetery, or military base cemetery.

https://www.vba.va.gov/pubs/forms/VBA-21p-530-ARE.pdf

This is the official VA website for obtaining this form and related information. DO NOT use 
any other non-VA website – there is a very high incidence of  scam artists who 
operate in this area.

I n general, any member of  the Armed Forces of  the United States who dies while on active duty or any 
veteran who was discharged under conditions other than dishonorable is entitled to burial in a VA National 

Cemetery.

Under certain conditions, the un-remarried surviving spouse and minor children of  an eligible person are also 
entitled to this benefit.

VA will also provide an allowance for the cost of  transporting a qualified Veteran’s remains for burial in a 
national cemetery.

Qualifications for Burial in
a National Cemetery

1. an assigned gravesite (if space is available)
2. opening and closing of the grave
3. a grave liner for casketed remains
4. a Government headstone or marker
5. perpetual care at no cost to the family

Burial in a VA National Cemetery includes:
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SECTION ONE

Cremated remains are buried or inurned in VA National Cemeteries in the same manner and with the same 
honors as casketed remains.

You may not reserve space in a VA National Cemetery ahead of  time. VA national cemeteries only allow 
arrangements to be made at the time of  death. This means that if  you are not choosing burial in a private 
cemetery, there is no guarantee that spouses or other family members will be interred side-by-side, or even 
nearby, in a national cemetery.

Burials in VA National Cemeteries are usually not conducted on weekends.
When there are relatives or funeral dignitaries who are attending from out of town, it is important to note 
that the weekend arrangements private cemeteries will almost always make are not generally provided by VA 
National Cemeteries.

How to Have Medals, Awards, and
Decorations Issued or Replaced

Arranging Military Honors for Veteran Funerals

M ilitary service medals, awards and decorations are available from the National Personnel Records Center 
(NPRC), which is under the jurisdiction of  the National Archives and Records Administration.

Family members may request medals and awards for living veterans only if  they have obtained their signed 
authorization. For deceased veterans, requests will be accepted from the next-of-kin (un-remarried widow or 
widower, son or daughter, father or mother, brother or sister of  the deceased veteran.) Many funeral homes are 
very familiar with this process, having assisted veterans’ families with obtaining their loved ones’ medals and 
awards in the past.

Requests are submitted in writing to the appropriate military service branch division of  the NPRC using 
Standard Form (SF 180). Generally there is no charge for medal or award replacements.

For more information, or for the mailing address of  the military branch office to submit your request to, please 
call 1-86-NARA-NARA (1-866-272-6272) or visit the NPRC website at https://www.archives.gov/st-louis/
military-personnel.

• To apply for a headstone, marker, or niche cover, you will need the Claim 
for Standard Government Headstone or Marker (VA Form 40-1330);

• To apply for a medallion to be placed on a privately purchased headstone or 
marker, you will need the Claim for Government Medallion for Placement in 
a Private Cemetery (VA Form 40-1330M).

T he rendering of  military funeral honors is a way to show the nation’s deep gratitude to those who, in times 
of  war and peace, have faithfully defended our country. This ceremonial paying of  respect is the final 

demonstration of  a grateful nation can provide to our veterans’ families.

The tradition of  providing military funeral honors, in some form, began in ancient Greece and Rome. The 
funeral honors protocol of  today traces it roots to these ancient ceremonies as well as to historical American 
experience. Experienced funeral directors are well-versed in both the military honors protocols and the practical 
aspects of  arranging for them.

Military funeral honors have always been provided whenever possible. However, the law now mandates the 
rendering of  military funeral honors for an eligible veteran if  requested by the family, provided at no cost by the 
Department of  Defense.

As provided by law, an honor guard detail for the burial of  an eligible veteran shall consist of  not less than two 
members of  the Armed Forces. One member of  the detail shall be a representative of  the parent Service of  
the deceased veteran. The honor detail will, at a minimum, perform a ceremony that includes the folding and 
presenting of  the American flag to the next of  kin and the playing of  Taps. Taps will be played by a bugler, if  
available, or by electronic recording.

Please note that today there are so few buglers available that the Military Service often cannot provide one. Any 
good funeral director can provide an official recording of  Taps or assist in locating area buglers – often area 
High school ROTC/Band members.

If  you have eligibility questions, or would like to learn more about military funeral honors, please visit 
www.militaryfuneralhonors.osd.mil

Who is eligible?

Who is not eligible?

1. Military members on active duty
2. Military retirees
3. Members and former members of the Selected Reserve
4. Eligible U.S. veterans of any war
5. Other U.S. veterans who served at least one term of enlistment and separated under 

conditions other than dishonorable

1. Individuals discharged from the Armed Forces under dishonorable conditions
2. Individuals sentenced to death or life imprisonment without parole for a federal or 

state capital offense
3. Other explicit circumstances
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SECTION TWO

S E C T I O N  T W O
MILITARY BURIAL AT SEA – WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

Introduction

Be sure to choose a funeral home that has experience in arranging burials at sea for military families because 
besides the paperwork there are a lot of  very specific arrangements that have to be made. When considering 

burial at sea from a US Navy vessel, families might also want to consider a private burial at sea which has none 
of  the restrictions of  a ceremony on a US warship. 

Official Burial at Sea is an especially symbolic means of  final disposition of  the earthly remains of  Veterans that 
is performed on United States Navy vessels. The committal ceremony is performed while the ship is deployed. 
Therefore, family members are not allowed to be present. The commanding officer of  the ship assigned to 
perform the ceremony will notify the family of  the date, time, and longitude and latitude once the committal 
service has been completed. Again, in a private burial at sea the family and friends can be at the actual site, and 
not merely receive official notification. It all depends on what is desired – and of  course the fact that official 
Burial at Sea is performed at no cost to the eligible Veteran’s family.

Eligibility
Individuals eligible for this program are: (1) active duty members of  the uniformed services; (2) retirees and 
veterans who were honorably discharged. (3) U.S. civilian marine personnel of  the Military Sealift Command; 
and (4) dependent family members of  active duty personnel, retirees, and veterans of  the uniformed services. 

How to Get Started
After the death of  the individual for whom the request for Burial at Sea is being made, the Person Authorized 
to Direct Disposition (PADD) should contact the Navy and Marine Corps Mortuary Affairs office at 1-866-787-
0081 to request a packet and for additional information. While a family member can take the PADD role, most 
often it is the family’s designated representative, perhaps their funeral director or military liaison officer, who 
makes these arrangements.

Supporting documents that must accompany this request are: 
1. A photocopy of  the death certificate
2. The burial transit permit or the cremation certificate
3. A copy of  the DD Form 214, discharge certificate, or retirement order.

The Burial at Sea Request Form and the three supporting documents listed above make up the Burial at Sea 
Request package.
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A Burial Flag is required for all committal services performed aboard United States Naval vessels, except 
family members, who are not authorized a burial flag. Following the services at sea, the flag that 

accompanied the cremains/remains will be returned to the PADD. If  the PADD does not wish to send a burial 
flag for the service, a flag will be provided by the Navy for the committal service, but will not be sent to the 
PADD.

US Flag for Military Burial at Sea

Cremated Remains & Military Burial at Sea

C remains must be in an urn or temporary container (preferably Bio-degradable) to prevent spillage in 
shipping. Recent changes in law prohibit the discharge of  plastics at sea. Families are encouraged to 

have the cremains inurned directly, or transferred to a sturdy biodegradable urn at their local funeral home to 
facilitate burial at sea.

Burial at Sea Coordinators at the ports of  embarkation are available to field any questions regarding the urns. 
The cremains, along with the completed Burial at Sea Request package should be forwarded to the Burial at Sea 
Coordinator at the desired port of  embarkation (listed below). 

Prior to shipment, it is recommended that a phone call be made informing the coordinator of  the pending 
request. ONLY Priority Mail Express Service is authorized when shipping cremains and it is recommended that 
that Tracking and Signature On Delivery is used to ensure the package is delivered to the correct individual in a 
timely manner.

S pecific guidelines are required for the preparation of  casketed remains. All expenses incurred in this process 
are the responsibility of  the PADD, who will select a funeral home in the area of  the port of  embarkation. 

After this selection has been made and notification has been provided to the coordinator, the casketed remains, 
the request form, supporting documents, and the burial flag are to be forwarded to the receiving funeral home. 
The coordinator will make the inspection and complete the checklist for the preparation of  casketed remains. It 
is recommended that funeral homes responsible for preparing and shipping intact remains contact the Mortuary 
Services office at Navy Casualty in Millington, TN to receive the preparation requirements.

Intact Remains (Casketed)

Ports of Embarkation
Norfolk, Va.
Commander, Naval Medical Center
ATTN: Code 0210C
620 John Paul Jones Cir.
Portsmouth, VA 23708-5100 
Phone: (757) 953-2617\2618

San Diego, Calif.
Commanding Officer
Naval Medical Center
Decedent Affairs Code: 09O4
34800 Bob Wilson Drive
San Diego, CA 92134-5000
Phone: (800) 290-7410

Jacksonville, Fla.
Officer in Charge
Naval Hospital Branch Clinic
P. O. Box 280148
Naval Station
Mayport, FL 32228-0148
Phone: (904) 270-4285

Bremerton, Wash.
Commanding Officer
Naval Hospital Bremerton
Code: 015-BAS/HP01 Boone Road
Bremerton, WA 98312-1898
Phone: (360) 475-4313

Honolulu, Hi.
Navy Liaison Unit 
Tripler Army Medical Center
Tripler AMC, HI 96859-5000
Phone: (808) 433-4709
(808) 577-7590

If  you a veteran or family member and have questions concerning Military Burial-at-Sea, you can call 
for assistance M-F, 0730-1600 CST Toll Free - 1-866-787-0081 or DSN - 882-8576.
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SECTION THREE

S E C T I O N  T H R E E
VA ACTIVE DUTY DEATH BURIAL/FUNERAL BENEFITS

Overview

Notification of Primary Next of Kin

F amilies of  military service members who die on active duty have momentous decisions to make and 
emotions to cope with in a short time. The military branch involved assigns a resource person to help the 

family cope in every way possible, but especially filing for all of  the benefits that the service member earned by 
answering the country’s call to duty.

This section will cover briefly what you may want to know about the decisions to be made, the procedures 
involved and the forms and information resources you will need.

T he military support provided to the next of  kin exceeds that provided in most civilian communities. This 
support begins with the casualty notification and will continue beyond the funeral. A uniformed military 

service representative will have already personally notified the next of  kin of  the death. Each servicemember 
routinely updates his or her Record of  Emergency Data (DD Form 93) that lists names and addresses for the 
servicemember’s spouse, children, and parents. This information serves as the basis for providing the casualty 
notification. The primary next of  kin (PNK) is the person most closely related to the casualty and will be the first 
person provided the casualty notice (unless the servicemember had designated an alternate person owing to the 
age or ill health of  the PNK).

The order of  precedence in determining the PNK is: spouse, children, parents, in loco parentis, legal custodians, 
brothers and sisters, grandparents, and finally other relatives as determined by state law. Others listed on the 
DD Form 93 are considered secondary next of  kin and will be formally notified in order of  precedence after 
the PNK has received notice, although in practice the entire family and network of  friends knows almost 
immediately after the PNK has been notified.

Within 24 hours of  the official notification, the Casualty Assistance Officer (CAO) will contact the PNK. 
The CAO, who may actually be an officer, warrant officer, or senior noncommissioned officer, provides a link 
between the PNK and the military, assists throughout the funeral process, helps the PNK apply for military 
benefits, and attempts to resolve other problems. While the role of  the CAO is to assist the PNK, the CAO will 
provide as much information and assistance as possible to other next of  kin, such as parents or children by a 
prior marriage. The PNK should expect to work with the CAO for several months.
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SECTION THREE

O ne of  the first concerns of  the family will be the servicemember’s remains. The CAO will be able to 
explain to the family the process and timetable for returning the remains. The current spouse of  the 

deceased servicemember is the individual authorized to direct disposition of  the remains. If  the deceased 
servicemember is not married, the priority to direct disposition will be: a designated blood relative, an adult 
child (prioritized by age), or a parent (prioritized by age). The military will transport the remains to the 
destination directed. A military escort accompanies the remains throughout this process.

If  the death occurs within the United States, the military will arrange for the preparation of  the remains for 
internment. If  the death occurs outside the United States, the military will transport the remains to a military 
mortuary facility at Dover Air Force Base, Delaware, or Travis Air Force Base, California. The mortuary will 
prepare the remains for internment prior to transporting them to the final destination. Should the family desire 
to arrange private preparation and/or transportation of  the remains, they can be reimbursed up to $1,750. The 
CAO will assist the PNK in filing for reimbursement.

Often the family will request to view the remains. While the ultimate decision rests with the PNK, it is always 
recommended that the funeral home director view the remains first and advise the family whether viewing is 
appropriate.

Disposition of the Remains

Full Range of Burial Options

T he CAO will advise the PNK of  burial options and the extent of  reimbursement for internment expenses; 
however, the PNK will make the final decision concerning internment. This includes the place of  burial, 

the religious ceremony, and whether the funeral will be a military or civilian ceremony. If  requested, the military 
ceremony may include full military honors. Full military honors include an officer or noncommissioned officer 
in charge, pallbearers, a firing squad, and a bugler. In either a military or civilian ceremony, an internment flag 
is provided to the PNK. An additional flag will also be provided for the parents. If  the parents are divorced, a 
flag is authorized for each parent.

Servicemembers who die on active duty are eligible for burial in Arlington National Cemetery, any other 
National Cemetery with available grave space, or any military installation cemetery with available grave space. 
There is no cost for a grave at these facilities. The PNK may choose to have the funeral at a private cemetery. 
The government will provide some reimbursement for burial at a private cemetery. The current maximum 
reimbursement for internment expenses is $3,100. The CAO will assist the PNK in filing for reimbursement.

Separately, the deceased servicemember’s unit will appoint a Summary Court. This individual is responsible for 
collecting all of  the deceased’s personal property and forwarding it to the PNK.

After the funeral, the CAO will continue to assist the PNK in applying for benefits from the military, the 
Department of  Veterans Affairs (VA), and Social Security. This will include scheduling appointments at the 
appropriate offices and accompanying the PNK to the regional Social Security, Veterans Affairs, and military 
offices.
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S U M M A R Y
ESSENTIAL STEPS FOR OBTAINING VA BURIAL BENEFITS

In most cases it is very important to choose an experienced funeral director to help you file for all available benefits and 
plan the funeral, cremation or burial, and explore other possibilities like Military Burial At Sea. 

There are three basic areas where action will need to be taken by the Veteran, if still living and involved in pre-planning, the 
Veteran’s spouse and family, if applicable, and the funeral director.

1. Gather the information and documents you’ll need to 
identify the deceased

You’ll need:

• The DD214 or other discharge documents of  the deceased or the Servicemember or Veteran 
whose military service will be used to decide if  the deceased qualifies for burial in a VA national 
cemetery. If  you can’t find these documents, please ask for our help to get them. Find out which 
discharge documents we accept along with your application.

You’ll need the deceased’s:

• Name
• Gender
• Social Security number or Military Service Number (Military ID)
• Date of  birth
• Relationship to the Servicemember or Veteran whose military service will be used to decide 

eligibility
• Marital status
• Date of  death (and zip code and country at the time of  death)

SUMMARY
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You’ll need information about the deceased’s next-of-kin (the deceased’s closest living relative), including the 
person’s:

• Name
• Relationship to the deceased
• Social Security number
• Phone number
• Address

You may also need more information in certain cases:

• If  the deceased was married, you’ll also need the surviving spouse’s status as Servicemember, Veteran or 
family member.

• If  the deceased has any children with disabilities, you’ll need the status and detailed information for 
any disabled children who may be buried in the future in a national cemetery.

• If  the deceased’s spouse died previously and was buried in a VA national cemetery, you’ll need 
the full name of  the predeceased spouse as well as the cemetery section and site number where they’re buried.

2.
3.

Decide on the burial details and gather all 
related information

Contact the National Cemetery 
Scheduling Office

You’ll need to tell us:

• The cemetery where you’d prefer the deceased to be buried 
- Find a VA national cemetery
- Find a state Veterans cemetery

• The type of  burial you’d like for the deceased (casket or cremation) and the size of  the casket or cremation urn
• The type of  gravesite memorial you’d like to help honor the deceased (such as a headstone or marker)
• Whether you’d like a burial flag or Presidential Memorial Certificate for the deceased
• If  you’re interested in other possible military honors beyond the playing of  Taps and flag 

folding and presentation
• Request gravesite memorials and burial honors

SUMMARY

The funeral director you’ve chosen can help you with these steps too:

• For burial in a national cemetery, fax any discharge papers to the National Cemetery Scheduling Office at 
1-866-900-6417. Or, scan and email the papers to NCA.Scheduling@va.gov with the deceased’s name in the 
subject line.

• Then call 1-800-535-1117 to confirm the burial application. Be sure to have all the information handy 
that’s listed above in the “Prepare” section.

If  you have questions about the Burial at Sea program, please contact 
the United States Navy Mortuary Affairs office toll-free at 1-866-787-0081, 
Monday through Friday, 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. (ET).

Native American Tribes - People registered on the Tribal register of  certain Tribes who have served in the US Armed Forces can 
qualify for burial benefits.

Hospitals, Churches & Mosques - In some cases there may be a funeral expenses assistance program.
Marshall Islanders - Residents of  the Marshall Islands who have served in the US Armed Forces can qualify for burial benefits

Canadian Veterans - US Citizens who served for the Canadian Armed Forces during WWII can qualify for funeral assistance up to 
$3500. Surviving spouse can qualify for ongoing pension payments. 
http://www.lastpostfund.ca/EN/faq.php

Mexican Nationals - In certain situations, Mexican Nationals who have served in the US Armed Forces can qualify for death bene-
fits. This benefit can be paid directly to the funeral home.

Fraternal Organizations - Certain fraternal organizations assist with funeral costs.




