
OPAL Risk Benefit Assessment 

 

Activity: Water butt 
 

Benefits: 
Understanding sustainability  

• children see that rain can be collected, stored, and reused rather than wasted. This can help introduce ideas about conserving water 
and caring for the environment.  

Early science learning  

• collecting water encourages observation of weather, rainfall, water levels, flow, gravity, and cause-and-effect. It can also lead to 
simple questions such as why the container fills, where the water comes from, and what happens after rain.  

Mathematical thinking  

• children often compare quantities, estimate how much water they need, notice full and empty, and explore capacity and volume 
through containers, jugs, funnels, and buckets.  

Physical development  

• lifting, pouring, carrying, scooping, and controlling water movement helps build hand–eye coordination, balance, grip strength, and 
fine motor control.  

Problem-solving  

• children work out how to transport water, how to fill containers without spilling, and how to direct water through channels, pipes, or 
mud kitchen play.  

Cooperation and communication  

• water collection often becomes shared activity. Children negotiate turns, plan together, and talk about what they are doing.  
Purposeful play  

• collecting water for watering plants, filling water trays, or mud kitchen use gives the activity a clear practical purpose, which can 
increase engagement.  

Connection with nature  

• children notice weather patterns, rainfall, seasons, and how water supports plants and outdoor environments. 
 



Activity ideas: 
Water collecting and transporting 

• Give children small buckets, jugs, watering cans, or cups to collect water from the butt and carry it to another area.  
• Set up “fill and deliver” tasks — for example filling a container to a marked line.  
• Compare which container carries more or less water.  

Water channels and flow 
• Use guttering, pipes, tubing, or channels to move collected water from one place to another.  
• Invite children to experiment with slopes, speed, and direction.  
• Ask how they can make the water travel further or faster.  

Mud kitchen play 
• Collect water to make mud mixtures, “soups,” or pretend recipes.  
• Encourage measuring, pouring, mixing, and talking about texture.  

Watering plants and gardening 
• Use collected rainwater to water pots, flower beds, or vegetables.  
• Children can notice which plants need more water and observe changes over time.  

Capacity and measuring investigations 
• Provide containers of different sizes.  
• Ask children to predict how many small cups fill one larger jug.  
• Mark containers with lines and compare amounts.  

Float and sink 
• Collect water into trays or tubs.  
• Test natural objects such as leaves, sticks, stones, seed pods and bark.  
• Talk about what floats, what sinks and why.  

Obstacle transport challenge 
• Create a route where children carry collected water around cones, stepping stones or balance paths.  
• See how much water reaches the end without spilling.  

Water painting 
• Use collected water with brushes, rollers, or large paintbrushes on fences, paving or walls.  
• Children can make marks, patterns, letters or large-scale pictures.  

 



Construction and loose parts 
• Use water with sand, gravel, stones, crates and pipes.  
• Children can build dams, reservoirs, bridges and channels.  

Rainwatch and observation 
• Check the water level before and after rainfall.  
• Mark levels on the side of the butt and compare changes over days or weeks.  
• Talk about weather and seasons. 

 

Risks: 
1. Access to stored water 
• Risk: Children may lean into or reach inside the water butt. 
• Hazard: Risk of drowning, choking, or panic, especially for younger 
children. 
• Control: Keep a secure fitted lid on at all times. Children should not 
reach inside or lean over the container. Supervise children during 
use. 
2. Instability or tipping 
• Risk: The water butt may move, tip or fall if not positioned 
securely. 
• Hazard: Impact injuries, trapped fingers or falls. 
• Control: Position on a firm, level base. Check regularly that the 
water butt and any stand remain stable and secure. 
3. Slips from wet surfaces 
• Risk: Water around the tap or play area can make surfaces 
slippery. 
• Hazard: Falls, bruises or more serious injuries. 
• Control: Use in an outdoor area with good drainage. Clean up 
excess water, monitor for puddles and stop play if surfaces become 
slippery. 
 

Risk Management: 
1. Environmental Controls 
• Designate a specific, supervised outdoor area for water play using 
the water butt. 
• Ensure the water butt is placed on a firm, level, non-slip surface. 
• Keep the lid securely fitted when not in use to prevent access to 
stored water. 
• Regularly check and remove debris from surrounding areas to 
prevent slip hazards. 
• Ensure drainage is adequate to prevent pooling of water. 
2. Supervision and Staffing 
• Maintain active, constant supervision during all water butt 
activities. 
• Ensure staff are aware of risks associated with stored water and 
manage safe use. 
• Support children to take turns and use equipment appropriately. 
• Intervene immediately if unsafe behaviour occurs (e.g. climbing or 
leaning). 
3. Hygiene and Health 
• Use only rainwater intended for outdoor play purposes; inspect 
before use. 



4. Poor water quality or contamination 
• Risk: Rainwater may contain leaves, dirt, algae, bird droppings or 
stagnant water. 
• Hazard: Minor illness, stomach upset or skin irritation. 
• Control: Inspect regularly, remove debris, and clean the water butt 
periodically. Do not use water that is visibly contaminated, 
discoloured or foul-smelling. Lid to remain on the water butt at all 
times. 
5. Drinking collected rainwater 
• Risk: Children may drink the collected water during play. 
• Hazard: Stomach upset or illness. 
• Control: Make clear that the water is for play only. Supervise 
younger children and provide separate drinking water. 
6. Tap or outlet misuse 
• Risk: Children may open the tap too quickly or trap fingers. 
• Hazard: Pinched fingers, uncontrolled water flow or excessive 
pooling. 
• Control: Use a child-manageable tap, demonstrate safe use and 
supervise access. 
7. Climbing or leaning on the water butt 
• Risk: Children may climb, lean or stand on the water butt. 
• Hazard: Falls or the container tipping over. 
• Control: Explain expectations for safe use and remind children that 
the water butt is not for climbing or standing on. 
8. Poor hygiene after water play 
• Risk: Children may transfer dirty water to hands, faces or mouths. 
• Hazard: Spread of dirt, microorganisms or minor infection. 
• Control: Encourage handwashing after water play, especially 
before eating. 
 

• Clean the water butt regularly to prevent algae or contamination 
build-up. 
• Discourage drinking of water at all times. 
• Promote handwashing after water play, especially before eating or 
snacks. 
• Monitor for signs of skin irritation or sensitivity. 
4. Personal Safety 
• Ensure children wear appropriate clothing and footwear suitable 
for wet outdoor play. 
• Avoid prolonged exposure in cold or very hot weather. 
• Provide shaded areas during sunny conditions. 
• Ensure children change out of wet clothing promptly if needed. 
5. Behaviour Management 
• Set clear rules: no climbing on the water butt, no drinking water 
and no unsafe splashing. 
• Model safe water handling and respectful shared play. 
• Reinforce expectations consistently through reminders and 
supervision. 
• Encourage cooperative play when collecting and using water. 
6. Emergency Preparedness 
• Ensure a first aid kit is readily accessible and staff are trained in 
first aid. 
• Staff should know how to respond to slips, minor injuries or 
ingestion incidents. 
• Record and report any accidents or near misses involving the water 
butt. 
• Ensure emergency procedures are understood by all staff involved. 
 
 
 



9. Insects or algae build-up 
• Risk: Standing water may attract insects or encourage algae 
growth. 
• Hazard: Reduced water quality and hygiene concerns. 
• Control: Keep the lid closed when not in use and inspect regularly 
for algae or insects. Water butt to be emptied every Friday and at 
the beginning of every term. 

7. Monitoring and Review 
• Carry out daily safety checks of the water butt, lid and surrounding 
area. 
• Review risk management procedures regularly and after any 
incident. 
• Update controls if changes occur (e.g. new equipment, layout 
changes or age group). 
• Empty the water butt every Friday and at the beginning of every 
term. 

Additional information to be considered: 
 

 


