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Health and Safety Recommendations for
Natural Materials and Loose Parts in
Childcare Settings

Child care programs sometimes have natural materials and loose parts for play. Some
examples of these are pinecones, sticks, leaves, cardboard, paper towel rolls, nuts, and
bolts. If these materials are not from a safe source, or are used incorrectly, they may
become a hazard. Here are some recommendations on how to choose, maintain and
safely handle natural materials and loose parts

When bringing these materials into a childcare program, consider:

1. What is this item going to be used for (sensory table, craft activity, decoration)?
The intended use may determine the amount of handling by children and the
potential for reuse.

2. What is the age of children who will be using this item? Younger children are
more likely to place items near or in their mouths and will be more susceptible
to choking hazards.

3. Can the item be cleaned and disinfected? If so, how will it be cleaned and
disinfected? Cleaning may involve removal of visible soil (e.g., brushing the dirt
off acorns) rather than traditional cleansing with soap and water.

Standard precautions for uncleanable items, include:

1. Checking regularly for visible soiling, broken pieces, and excessive wear. Use
discretion to determine when to discard these items.

2. Ensuring that children wash hands before and after contact with un-cleanable
materials.
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Potential Health and

Material Safety Concerns Recommendations
Uncl bl . . :
* Tncieanavie e Discard if wet, soiled or damaged.
Cardboard | ¢ Sharp edges on
e Remove any staples.
staples
: - e Use soil with no additives. Check soll
e May contain fertilizer . . ) .
. packaging for information about chemicals or
: or other chemicals for .
Dirt lants fertilizer.
Ir\)/lold e Check the soil for any contaminants or mold.
[ ]
¢ If dirt becomes wet (mud), change daily.
e Discard when soiled.
Food e Activities should be age appropriate and
products | e Uncleanable directly supervised to prevent choking
(Rice, e Choking hazard hazards.
Beans) e Consider children’s allergies when deciding
whether materials are appropriate.
¢ Uncleanable e Discard when soiled.
Leaves e Bring bugs and dirt ¢ Inspect before use to ensure items are free of
inside bugs, dirt, or other hazards such as mold.
e Activities should be age appropriate and
directly supervised to prevent choking
e Choking hazard hazards.
Nuts, bolts .
e Sharp edges ¢ Inspect regularly for particularly sharp or
jagged edges.
e Clean and disinfect on a regular schedule.
Paper
towel/toilet | ¢ Uncleanable e Discard if wet or soiled.
paper rolls
e Uncleanable e Discard when soiled or damaged.
e Bring bugs and dirt e Inspect before use to ensure items are free of
inside bugs, dirt, or other hazards such as mold.
Pine e Choking hazard: e Activities should be age appropriate and
Cones Pieces may become directly supervised to prevent choking

brittle and break off
into smaller pieces
e Sharp edges

hazards.
¢ Inspect regularly for particularly sharp or
jagged edges.




Potential Health and

Material Safety Concerns Recommendations
e Activities should be age appropriate and
directly supervised to prevent choking
e Choking hazard hazards.
e e Choose rocks that can be cleaned and
Rocks e Difficult to clean . . .
disinfected if possible (e.g. smooth, no
e Sharp edges
cracks).
¢ Inspect regularly for particularly sharp or
jagged edges.
e Clean and disinfect on a regular schedule.
« Difficult to clean o Activities shou!d be age appropriatg and
« Choking hazard ﬁgg;lélssuperwsed to prevent choking
Seashells | ¢ Sharp edges and ' .
chipping o .Inspect regularly for particularly sharp or
e Allergen Jaggeld edggs. . .
e Consider children’s allergies when deciding
whether shells are appropriate.

e Activities should be age appropriate and
directly supervised to prevent choking
hazards.

;T)T:;er . e Inspect before use to ensure items are free of
(with e Choking hazard bugs, dirt, or other hazards such as mold.
natural ) Brir\g bugs and dirt e Discard natural materials in sensory tables
materials inside when wet, soiled or damaged.

and/or e Uncleanable e Replace any natural materials regularly (e.g.,
loose e Allergen for frequent/daily use, weekly replacement
parts) may be appropriate).

e Consider children’s allergies when deciding
whether materials are appropriate (e.g. oats
or wheat in sensory tables).




. Potential Health and .
Material Recommendations
Safety Concerns
e Uncleanable e Discard if wet or soiled.
e Bring bugs and dirt e Inspect before use to ensure items are free of
inside bugs, dirt, or other hazards such as mold.
Sticks e Slivers and sharp e Inspect regularly for particularly sharp or
twigs ’ edges jagged edges. Use wicker baskets with a
¢ Difficult to clean or surface sealant so they can be cleaned.
uncleanable e Inspect regularly for particularly sharp or
e Poking hazards when jagged edges. Repair or replace baskets
damaged/broken when damaged/broken.
e Discard when soiled.
e Uncleanable e Discard broken pieces that can cause slivers.
. e Slivers and poking e Inspect before use to ensure items are free of
Unfinished . . .
wood e Bring bugs and dirt bugs, dirt, or other hazards such as mold.
inside e Activities should be age appropriate and
e Choking hazard directly supervised to prevent choking
hazards.
For more information, please contact your nearest Environmental Public Health office. PUB-0108-201805
Edmonton Main Office 780-735-1800 Grande Prairie Main Office 780-513-7517
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This copyright work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-NoDerivative 4.0 International. You are free to copy and distribute the work
including in other media and formats for non-commercial purposes, as long as you attribute the work to Alberta Health Services, do not adapt the work and abide by the
other license terms. To view a copy of this license, see: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/. The license does not apply to content for which the Alberta
Health Services is not the copyright owner.

This material is intended for general information only and is provided on an "as is", "where is" basis. Although reasonable efforts were made to confirm the accuracy of
the information, Alberta Health Services does not make any representation or warranty, express, implied or statutory, as to the accuracy, reliability, completeness,
applicability or fitness for a particular purpose of such information. This material is not a substitute for the advice of a qualified health professional. Alberta Health
Services expressly disclaims all liability for the use of these materials, and for any claims, actions, demands or suits arising from such use.
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