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About Eternal Reefs, Inc.

Eternal Reefs offers man-made memorial reefs that are an ecological alternative to cremation products and services. Cremated remains are mixed with concrete during the formation of "Reef Balls" -- structures that resemble natural reef formations and are designed to last more than 500 years. Eternal Reefs has joined numerous Reef Balls to create reefs in Florida, Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia. Reef Balls can weigh up to 4,000 pounds and incorporate the cremains of as many as four people or pets. The firm partners with Reef Ball Development Group Ltd. to develop scientifically designed artificial reefs. Some 500,000 Reef Balls are in use worldwide.

Eternal Reefs Stats

· Year Founded: 1998 

· Employees: 10 

· Private 

About George Frankel

In January 2000 George Frankel took over as CEO of Eternal Reefs, Inc., having been the company's strategic advisor during its development phase. Prior to joining Eternal Reefs, Frankel was founder, president, and CEO of Georgia Emission Testing Co. Within two years of its inception, the company grew to become the largest automobile emission testing operation in the state and was one of the largest of its kind in the country when it sold in 1998.

Frankel was VP of Operations for Wachovia Corporation from 1979 to 1987. He graduated from the University of Wisconsin Bank Administration Institute at Madison and is a member of the Babson College Entrepreneur Fellowship. Frankel served as a Search and Rescue Specialist for the United States Coast Guard, from which he was honorably discharged, and served as VP of the Atlanta Whitewater Club.

The death care industry has historically offered traditional funerals, products, and services. It has expanded its offerings in recent years, fueled by the popularity and cost-effectiveness of cremations. This trend has spurred creative and innovative business ventures. When did you know that there was a viable market for your company and what obstacles have you overcome? 

Cremation has changed the dynamics of the funeral industry, and Eternal Reefs seemed like a business idea whose time had come. We enable others to become directly involved in improving a key environmental concern of marine habitat development and restoration. We offer a way for loved ones to maintain their involvement. The problem is getting "shelf space" in the funeral homes and cremation societies. With most funeral homes being resistant to change, all of the new entrants into the industry are finding more success by reaching the public first and having the public drive the industry.

Have you spurred others to enter the niche as competitors?

Several people have tried to do what we do. We had been reef builders worldwide for eight years before ever considering Memorial Reefs. Reef Balls have become the standard in designed reef systems and have a proven track record of stability in storms and storm surges. Competitors will have to clearly demonstrate the stability of their products in real-world situations. Being reef builders first, and building on that, was one of the most important steps we've taken.

What are your biggest challenges as CEO in this market? 

Penetrating the funeral industry. It is a stodgy industry that does not embrace change well. As a result, we have had to refocus our plan by going directly to the consumer. We still need the funeral industry, but if we had not refocused, we probably would not have made it this far. Trying to get more at-need activity is critical.

What worries you as chief executive?

The traditional double-edged sword -- not growing too fast and losing control over the quality of the experience balanced with the need to look for funding that can get us to the next level. Our problem is that we don't need a ton of money, but we are right in that middle ground of funding that is the most difficult to generate -- $2 million plus.

What aspect of your job is most rewarding?

Working with families. I am so taken with how this affects them and their lives as they go through the casting and viewing and placement process. Every time I see the military honors, it blows me away. It's magical and important. Each day I receive e-mails saying what a wonderful idea this is. Whenever I discuss what I do, I get all the affirmation I need.

What advice would you give someone who is considering starting his or her own company?

Get a reality check. Assessing your tolerance for risk from a personal and family standpoint is critical. Being in business is lonely when you are in the building phase. The process and requirements are not for everyone. But if you are going to be on thin ice, you might as well dance. So if you're going to do it, enjoy it.

What would you tell someone who is venturing into a new niche of a market alone?

Don't! Generally they are in love with their idea and really need to get several independent assessments of what they are doing and how.
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