
Dear subscriber:

Dan Isard, the elder statesman of the Funeral Service Business Plan Conference (he’s spoken at each
one since the conference began 11 years ago), will be exploring “The Critical Steps of Strategic
Planning” at this year’s event, Dec. 8-9, at the Hilton New Orleans Riverside in New Orleans.

“You are performing 200 calls a year. How can you predictably take it to 240 calls within five years?”
asks Isard, who is the president and founder of The Foresight Companies in Phoenix. 

He points out that those 40 calls would equate to about $250,000 more per year in new revenue – and
he vows to show attendees how to predictably get those additional calls within five years. “Suppose I
told you it would take less than $40,000 per year to do this?” he says. “Is that a good return on
investment? You bet it is!”

Isard says he’s also looking forward to learning from the eight other speakers who’ll be at the event –
especially Paul Seyler, the president of Competitive Resources; and Quinn Eagan, president of Preneed
Funeral Program. “Paul is a geek’s geek,” Isard says. “His insight is gained from analysis, and it is
extremely accurate and leads to predictable benefits. Quinn is the old white-haired horse that has
produced more preneed year in and year out than anyone in North America. I love the intellect he
displays.”

Isard will also be speaking at the Cremation Strategies Conference, Dec. 7 at the same hotel – and
attendees can maximize their savings by signing up for both conferences. To see who else will be
speaking at each event and to learn more, visit www.katesboylston.com/events.

Chinese Casket Maker Aims to Boost Business in USA, Canada 
Ten years ago, a small family-run furniture factory in China found itself

struggling to remain successful. Suddenly, it was going head to head against
new competitors, and while it was still turning a profit, its owners knew they
had to do something.

So the owners of the family-run business turned to the next generation to
solve the problem – specifically Sirius Chan, who returned to China from
Canada to bring new life to the enterprise. He suggested something bold:
Instead of making wine racks, baby high chairs and other products, it should
focus on making something entirely new: Caskets.
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Sich Casket Co., which gets its name from the first two letters of Chan’s first and last names – started
producing wooden caskets in 2004, and now it has a distributor network throughout the United States
and Canada.

We recently had the chance to interview Chan about his background, how he became involved in
funeral service and how he’s tried to answer objections from funeral professionals who once thought
they’d never do business with a casket company based in China. 

For those who may not be familiar with your company, how do you pronounce the name of your
company?

Sich. Rhymes with ‘rich’ or ‘switch.’

You were born in China but educated in Canada. What led you there?

I was born in China and immigrated to Hong Kong with my family at the age of 6. I always wanted to
study abroad to see the world, to learn English and to experience different cultures. Then, at age 16, I
moved to Toronto, Canada, where I completed high school, got my college degree in aerospace
engineering and entered the business world.  I remained in Canada until returning to China in 2003.

Did you always know you were going to go back to live in China and take over the family
furniture business?

It wasn’t really my plan to return to China anytime soon. I loved the West. But between my interest in
becoming an entrepreneur and the opportunity to take over my family’s business, I felt compelled to
return and give it my best shot.

Where is your factory located, and where do you spend most of your time?

My factory is located in Ningbo, Zhejiang Province. Ningbo has one of the largest ports in China,
which greatly benefits our exporting.  

I live in China roughly six months a year and spend the rest of my time traveling throughout America
and Canada to visit customers and study the industry.
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What type of furniture did your family make in China, and when did your family start the
business? Why did business start to slow down?

My family’s business started in the 1990s. Basically they made all kinds of wooden products, such as
cabinet doors, baby high chairs, dining room chairs and wine racks. All the products were very high
quality, and my family was justifiably proud of the business.  But because the products were quite diver-
sified, it was a challenge to manage so many production lines, while at the same time, competition from
much larger manufacturers was fierce. My father rightly realized that changes were needed in order to
see the company prosper.  

What was the hardest part about transitioning your family furniture business into a casket
making operation?

Realistically speaking, the hardest part, aside from the major reinvestment, was the leap of faith in
committing to transforming from one category of wood products into an altogether different one. It was
especially challenging as it was a new category of business that nobody had done before in China. There
were all kinds of unknowns and uncertainties waiting ahead. The financial burden and risks were very
high. Fortunately, the burdens and risks proved to be well worth taking.

Does your factory still make furniture?

We don’t make any furniture now. But on occasion, we will create some unique pieces just for our own
offices and my home. 

Do you have any other family members that work alongside you at your business?

The only family member still working with me is my sister-in-law, Xinna, and she is awesome.  It’s
been eight years since her graduation from university. She is our IT specialist as well as my assistant in
the factory, making sure everything’s in order. Her philosophy is ‘work hard and talk less,’ and who
could ask for better than that from one’s sister-in-law?

You have a bachelor’s degree in aerospace engineering … do you ever stop and think that you’d
like to oversee the design of other things? What do you find satisfying about funeral service?

Actually, casket-making takes up the bulk of my creativity. We’re always looking for new and inter-
esting ideas in caskets, and the evolving changes in the American funeral consumer keeps us constantly
on our toes. I really do enjoy this industry a lot. I enjoy making caskets because they’re something
special and memorable. At one of the most important moments in any family’s life, the casket holds
absolute center stage. What could be more meaningful than that?

Do you personally design the Sich company caskets? Is there a casket you’re most proud of?

I am not a design professional myself, but I do make decisions on the needs, specifications and
appearance of every casket to ensure they have all the right ingredients. Basically, we listen to our
customers’ opinions, plus advice from our own production engineers, to create products that fit the
market needs and that we can produce efficiently and cost effectively. As for the caskets I’m proudest of,
we have some exciting new models coming down the pipeline soon I think will be very well reviewed.

What’s the price range for your caskets?

The price to funeral directors for a metal Sich casket in the U.S. ranges from $400 to $3,000 and $500
to $3,500 for wood. We have a few models that sell for more than that, but that’s really the exception.

How many caskets do you sell on an annual basis in the U.S. and Canada?
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Oh, tens of thousands is not an exagger-
ation. We’ve been steadily growing our
business in North America for over a decade. 

Where are you stronger? In the United
States or Canada?

Definitely it’s the U.S. market. Not only is
there a much larger population in the States
over Canada but a much higher burial rate as
well.

Many American consumers do not want
to buy products from a company where
workers labor in overly tough conditions
or from companies that do not pay their
workers a living wage. How many people
work at your factory, and how would you
describe the conditions?

Currently, we have 130 employees. The
turnaround rate is very low in our company
compared to other manufacturing companies
– a fact I’m most proud of. When we plan
our production line upgrades, we always
allocate budgets for upgrading the working
environment as well. One of my favorite
company events is our Christmas party for
our employees’ children. Christmas is not a
traditional holiday in China, and most of our employees are from rural areas so they know very little
about it. As a company doing business with North America, I wanted to share the culture and the joy of
Christmas with them. We set up a large Christmas tree in the main office surrounded by toys. We invite
our employees and their kids to come and enjoy the food and gifts, and seeing those smiles from the kids
is priceless. I think if you were to ask our employees how they feel about working at Sich, you’d be as
pleased as I am.

From a cultural standpoint, how is doing business in China different from the United States –
and how beneficial has it been for you to have been educated in Canada and speak fluent English
in building your business?

First, visitors to China are surprised to see Chinese people conducting business Monday to Sunday and
morning to night. The work ethic seems different in China. Maybe it’s because China is still a devel-
oping country and there’s the feeling that they need to catch up with other leading nations in very little
time. But also, I think relationship-building takes on greater importance in China than in the U.S. In
China, If I have a good relationship with someone, then things get streamlined and get done with fewer
obstacles or boundaries.  

Being educated in Canada helps me blend my traditional work ethic with an appreciation of western
culture and understanding how business works in North America. It also helps to have a western sense of
humor as I build relationships around the country.  My ability to understand both cultures allows me to
maintain a perfect balance between managing a busy factory in China and developing our market in
North America.   

You source wood globally: What are some of the top countries you get materials from?

Sich Casket Facts

In 2004, Sich Casket Co. began selling wooden
caskets to funeral homes in the United States and
Canada, and in 2011, it began producing a line of
metal caskets to provide a complete single supply
source for funeral homes. Here are some other facts
about the company:

• The company makes 250 models and styles of
solid hardwood, wood veneer and metal caskets. 

• The company makes a full line of 20-gauge steel,
18-gauge steel, stainless steel, copper and bronze
caskets. It offers four different lids and 11 body
shells with choices of more than 30 colors. 

• The company’s warehouse can hold as many as
3,000 units of inventory.

• Its factory is located in Ningbo City, Zhejiang,
China. This is also where Chan lives with his wife
and two children.

• Sich Casket is one of the largest casket manufac-
tures in China.
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Most of our woods are from America like walnut, cherry, maple, cedar, oak, alder and pecan. After all,
we’re making products that have to appeal to a North American market. 

What made you expand to offering metal caskets in 2011 … would you say they are much harder
to make than wooden caskets or is the level of difficulty the same?

We certainly had the corner on wood caskets during our first decade, but we knew that for us to be a
serious player in the casket industry, we had to expand our inventory to include metal caskets as well.
Both wood and metal caskets have their own degrees of difficulty, from sourcing the best materials to
managing consistently high quality along the production lines. But neither is inherently more difficult
than the other.  

Will you be expanding to manufacture other funeral products such as urns?

Currently, we also produce a small volume of urns just to fill several customers’ requests. But at this
time, our chief focus is on caskets. Even then, there’s a lot of opportunity to develop new caskets to
address unmet needs, and that’s one of my key interests.

What are some of the most prominent “unmet needs” you want to fulfill?

Over the last decade, the cremation rate has increased tremendously. One of the main reasons is the
continuously rising cost of burial – and especially caskets. We want to address the issue by providing
fine quality caskets for families who prefer a traditional burial and funeral service but without the deep
financial burdens. Also, within the cremation market, because price is an issue, consumers have not had
a great selection of handsome-looking cremation caskets. So we’re looking to offer a new selection of
stylish but still-affordable cremation caskets to fill that void.

Other than the United States and Canada, do you also sell caskets in other countries?

We currently only sell to the USA and Canada. North America is where my interest and my experience
lie. But that doesn’t mean that we might not one day expand our distribution if the right opportunity
comes our way. 

What is the No. 1 objection you get from funeral directors in the United States who are skeptical
about doing business with you?

The number one objection we hear is, ‘This is not made in America.’ But then, think about it, neither is
your cell phone, your computer, your television, and very possibly your car. The fresh roses in your vase
probably came from Colombia or Ecuador. And truth be told, many of the caskets sold by the major U.S.
manufacturers are actually built in Mexico. I think it’s very limiting to think in such terms.

We sometimes hear that the quality of caskets made in China does not compare with the quality
of the caskets made in America. Do you think this is a fair criticism?

Not every American casket maker makes top-quality products, and not every Chinese casket manufac-
turer makes poor-quality caskets. I cannot speak for other manufacturers in China but ours are
comparable in quality to the products funeral directors expect from the big U.S. casket makers. The fact
is, our products have been widely accepted by funeral directors across the U.S. who used to buy from
the big casket makers, and they’ve not gone back. 

How is business at Sich Casket going – particularly your business in the United States? Is it
going up significantly each year, staying the same, etc.?

Our overall business has been growing every year with double digit increments. This year, we’re
making a concerted effort to make Sich a known and respected brand throughout the entire American
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funeral profession, and we expect that the company will grow accordingly. 

How many distributors do you work with based in the United States? Is there a particular region
here where you’re doing better than elsewhere?

We have about 20 distributors serving funeral homes across the U.S. and Canada, and we’re adding
more. While most of our sales are currently in the Midwest and southeastern portions of the United
States, that is already beginning to change as we are now speaking with more funeral homes in both the
Western states and as well as the East Coast. It’s quite satisfying as we started with only two regions
barely a decade ago.

If an individual funeral home wants to buy only a few Sich caskets, how would it go about it:
Would the owners have to buy them through a distributor or could they purchase them your
company directly? Is there a minimum number of caskets a firm must buy to make a purchase
directly from Sich Caskets?

We have a nationwide distributor network carrying Sich products. Funeral homes can purchase any
quantity from their closest distributors. To find the distributor closest to you, just visit our website at
www.sichcasket.com.

You offer a $5 million product liability insurance policy on each of your products … how does
that work, and why did you make that available?

The major casket makers in the USA provide $3 to $5 million dollars of liability insurance on their
products. We wanted to provide the same level of security and protection for our customers as well.  

How is funeral service in China different than in the United States?

In China, the funeral regulations are set by the national government. It’s by law that one must be
cremated regardless of his or her culture or religious beliefs because land shortage is becoming a serious
problem in China.  There are, after all, 1.38 billion people living there.

How do you feel about that cremation requirement?

Today, with the size of the population, which is more than four times larger than the USA, and land
use at a premium, I cannot think of a better solution than cremation.

Visit www.SichCasket.com to learn more about Sich Casket.

Get Cremation Certified in Charleston, South Carolina, on Nov. 15

The Cremation Association of North America is teaming up with Kates-Boylston
Publications to bring a Crematory Operations Certification Conference to Charleston, S.C., on
Nov. 15. 

The conference features some of the top cremation experts in funeral service: Bill
McQueen, a partner with McQueen & Siddall; Erin Whitaker, a senior executive with
Foundation Partners Group; and John Mitchell, service director at U.S. Cremation Equipment.

Sign up by Sept. 16 to Save $100. Learn more at www.katesboylston.com/cremation or call
800-500-4585 
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The Latest Headlines from Throughout the World of Funeral Service
It’s been another busy week or two for funeral service. Here are some of the latest headlines you may

have missed ...

‘The Funeral Director's Memorialization Guide’ Available for Presale at a Special Price

Get the tools you need to celebrate the life lived of every person you
serve – or will serve in the future, with “The Funeral Director’s
Memorialization Guide,” available for the pre-sale price of $99.

If baby boomers have taught us anything, it’s that there’s no such
thing as “traditional” anymore ... and that includes memorializing a
loved one. Today a loved one may just as likely be remembered in a
service held on a football field as in a funeral home’s chapel. Services
today include favorite foods, laughter and even the occasional can of
Mountain Dew – or shot of tequila.

Topics covered in the “The Funeral Director’s Memorialization
Guide,” which is sponsored by SuperNova International, include:

• Embracing celebratory language in services.
• Starting the memorialization conversation with families.
• Improving your bottom line by offering memorialization products.
• Encouraging permanent memorialization to all families.
• And much more!

Visit the Bookstore page at www.katesboylston.com/memorialization to order the book online or call
Kates-Boylston’s Customer Service Department at 800-500-4585.

Foundation Partners Group Makes Another Acquisition

Foundation Partners Group, a leading provider of innovative funeral, cemetery and cremation experi-
ences and products based in Orlando, Florida, has acquired Funeral Alternatives of Washington state,
according to a news release.

Funeral Alternatives, which was launched in November 2002 by Clair Ferris and his wife, Sharon, has
locations in Centralia, Lacey and Tumwater. In addition, the purchase includes South Sound Manor, a
full service banquet and event center adjacent to the Tumwater location. 

“When I first met Clair at a funeral service conference earlier this year, I was intrigued by the concept
he had created,” says Brad Rex, FPG president and CEO.  “Clair has seen funeral service from the
ground up, having started in the profession more than 40 years ago digging graves and mowing the
grounds of the family’s cemetery operation. He has truly seen and done it all. We are very pleased that
Clair Ferris and his team have elected to become part of the Foundation Partners family.”

Clair Ferris says, “Since we opened the doors of Funeral Alternatives more than a dozen years ago, our
goal has been to provide every family in the South Sound area with a ceremony that honors their tradi-
tions. I look forward to now offering our families the innovative products and services available from
Foundation Partners Group.  This will allow our families to acknowledge the uniqueness of their loved
ones to an even greater extent than before.”

Funeral Alternatives was developed as a new business model for funeral service in 2002.  The
operation is based on the concept of not “selling” families, but simply walking them through the funeral
process.   
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The Queen of Empire State Funerals Passes the Torch

Bonnie L. McCullough, the popular executive director of the New York State Funeral Directors
Association (who is profiled in the July issue of American Funeral Director), has passed the torch to
Michael A. Lanotte, former senior vice president of association services at the New York Credit Union
Association, according to a news release.

Lanotte took over McCullough’s duties June 24.

“Based on my interactions with Mike and feedback from people who have worked with him, I believe
he will be an outstanding addition to NYSFDA,” says Douglas R. Brueggemann, NYSFDA board
president.

While working at the New York Credit Union Association, Lanotte was responsible for compliance,
community development, education and training, governance, governmental affairs, member services,
the New York Credit Union Foundation, and legal and regulatory affairs. Previously he has served many
roles at NYCUA including associate counsel in 1993 and general counsel in 1997.

Prior to joining the association, Lanotte received his juris doctor from Albany Law School of Union
University after graduating cum laude from Union College in Schenectady, New York.

As the new executive director, Lanotte will oversee several distinct entities including Funeral Director
Support Services Inc., which administers PrePlan, the association’s master trust; the Directors Choice
Credit Union; and the New York State Tribute Foundation, a charitable organization pursuing goals of
charity, knowledge and education for both consumers and funeral directors.

Ray Brent Marsh Is a Free Man

Ray Brent Marsh, 43, who operated Tri-State Crematory in Noble, Georgia,
where 334 decaying bodies were found in 2002, was released from prison
June 29.

Marsh served a 12-year sentence and was freed from Central State Prison in
Macon, the Georgia Department of Corrections told The Associated Press.

In 2004, 58 funeral homes throughout the South agreed to pay $36 million
to the families of the victims who were found throughout the crematory’s
grounds. The insurer for Tri-State Crematory agreed to pay the families $3.5
million. The settlement also stipulated that the Marsh family preserve two
acres as a tribute to the victims. The settlement was a result of a federal class-
action lawsuit the families of the victims filed. 

Funeral homes that did business with Marsh were given cement dust instead of cremated remains –
and they failed to verify that the crematory was operating correctly.

Marsh was picked up from prison and taken to his mother’s house by his attorney, Ken Posten,
according to WXIA-TV, an NBC station in Atlanta.

When Marsh pleaded guilty in 2004, he addressed the families, reading from a slip of paper: “The
answers that many of you have come here today to hear, I cannot give you. Not for a lack of desire to
give those answers, but for a lack of answers. For those individuals I’ve harmed emotionally as a result
of my actions, I apologize.”

While in prison, Marsh earned several degrees in theology while in prison, the Times Free Press in
Chattanooga reported.

Ray Brent Marsh
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Matthews Aurora Funeral Solutions Announces Shift in Production

Matthews Aurora Funeral Solutions recently announced it will be shifting production of its legacy
Aurora hardwood caskets from its plant in Piney Flats, Tennessee, to its plant in York, Pennsylvania.
According to its statement, “The move will allow us to improve our product quality and to create an
upgraded, integrated Matthews Aurora wood casket product line. For 85 years, the York plant has
produced wood caskets which are second-to-none in the industry. As the premier wood casket
producer, York’s capacity is more than five times that of Piney Flats.”

The company noted that it had has recently made multi-million dollar investments in state-of-the-art
finishing systems, lumber curing and wood processing to drive innovation and pre-eminent quality
standards.  “As we create an integrated wood casket product line, nearly all products currently
produced in Piney Flats will continue to be produced at York,” according to the statement. “The
integrated line will combine the best features from both legacy companies’ lines, offering enhanced
functionality to create the best wood caskets in the market.”

When notifying funeral home customers of the impending transition, the company has reiterated its
commitment to ensuring they receive seamless service throughout the integration process. “The
transition will begin this fall and will be completed by early 2017,” according to the statement. “We
also recently announced that we will continue to operate the Aurora, Indiana, metal casket plant as part
of our ongoing integrated manufacturing network.” 

Doretha ‘Dottie” Hector Dies at Age 74

Doretha “Dottie” Hector, the co-founder and longtime president of the
100 Black Women of Funeral Service as well as the owner of Phillips
Funeral Home on North Monroe Street in Baltimore, has died at age 74.

Hector decided to pursue a career in funeral service in the 1970s – and
it was not an easy task. “Her choice to go into the funeral service was a
passion, but it was also a struggle for her as a woman – and as a woman
of color,” her daughter, Robyn Hector, told The Baltimore Sun. “She
had several doors slammed in her face. And years later, those same
people were at her door, asking for her help.”

She graduated from the Catonsville campus of the Community
College of Baltimore County and went on to become an apprentice with
Arlington Phillips. She began managing the funeral home with Phillips’
widow after his death, becoming its owner in 2011.

“She loved the funeral profession,” Elleanor Davis Starks, executive director of the 100 Black
Woman of Funeral Service, told the newspaper. “Over the years, she mentored a lot of students in the
field. She wanted them to feel kindred. She sponsored scholarships and made it a point to speak to
those students who were entering our profession.”

Sincerely,

Thomas A. Parmalee, Editor
tparmalee@katesboylston.com
www.linkedin.com/in/thomasparmalee
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Every funeral home needs a marketing plan – and
you’ll get hundreds of tips on creating one in Volume
2 of “The Funeral Director’s Guide to Marketing.”

The book begins with 176 funeral professionals shar-
ing their ideas on best practices in our marketing
survey. In the survey, you’ll find out how funeral
homes analyze the marketing of competitors, the
most effective marketing tactics and much more.

The guide also includes articles from thought lead-
ers on everything from using humor in funeral home
marketing, tips on turning website clicks into prof-
its, guidance on mastering search engine optimiza-
tion and much more.

You can offer families the best service in the world,
but it doesn’t mean anything if they don’t know your
name. Make sure they know it by applying the
strategies in this guidebook.

Sponsored exclusively by:

ENHANCE
FUNERAL HOME

MARKETING

Order your copy today! Call 800-500-4585 or visit www.katesboylston.com/marketing
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