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Rob Cocks – Special Projects Volunteer at Piney Lakes Environmental Education Centre

Rob is a full time student at Murdoch University in his final year of a degree in Sustainable Development.  As the ‘Volunteer – Special Projects’ at the Piney Lakes Environmental Education Centre he is able to put his passion for the environment and sustainable development into practice.  He talked with us about his ‘special projects’ at the Centre – the Community Garden and the plan for an Indigenous Centre at Piney Lakes; and how he came to be a volunteer.

“I am a mature age student. I started studying as a result of a work related back injury.  My previous employment had been in organic food sales and I had always been interested in the environment, so in 2002 I found myself as a full time student at Murdoch University studying Sustainable Development with a minor in Indigenous Culture.  Over the course of this qualification I have been studying indigenous history and indigenous cultural issues but mostly the social enquiry that will lead to community participation.

After getting through my first year of university, I thought that mature aged students were a bit disadvantaged in terms of the learning processes in place; university seemed to be more oriented towards school leavers and younger people.   I had experienced a few problems during my first year and I thought if I could use my experience to help other mature age people coming through university.

This was way outside my previous experiences of a full time working life, supporting a family of five – my wife and three kids.  I hadn’t really been involved in much volunteering or community work.   As a student I had a bit of spare time and I thought volunteering was the way to go.  I took it on myself to stay active in a working environment in a voluntary capacity but not so obligated that it would compromise my studies at university.  

What got me going as a volunteer was nominating myself for the Student Guild at Murdoch University.  In my first year with the Student Guild, I was the PEM representative, responsible for looking after all of the mature aged, part time and external students.  

I also became involved in the student garden at the Environmental Technology Centre at Murdoch University.  I have had an integral role in setting up and getting the student garden established … we brew beer, we have great fun at events like karaoke nights, we get lots of students along and lots of participation and that’s worked out really well. 

So that led me on to putting my name down here at Piney Lakes and working in 2003/04 as a ‘Volunteer – Special Projects’ at Piney Lakes Environmental Education Centre. 

 My first ‘special project’ was establishing the Community Garden here at Piney Lakes.  My main thesis for Sustainable Development was “Permaculture and active community participation 
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in gardening” which incorporated a whole range of social aspects of communities such as ethnicity, culture, disabilities and youth; and now these often marginalised groups could play an active role in Community Gardening.  Creating new opportunities for individuals and groups to participate, form friendships, and learn about the gardening process.  

I would like to mention another ‘special project’ that is particularly important in terms of the indigenous cultural significance of this area.  We would like to develop an interpretive healing centre in the Piney Lakes Reserve area.  I have had a very active role working with local groups to design a healing centre that incorporates some environmental technologies and relates to the traditional land uses of the area.

The centre will be free standing, self sufficient, and designed in the shape of a mia mia, a traditional aboriginal structure.    I am really excited by this project and it has taken precedence over the garden for the moment, I would really like to see it happen.  I believe we really need to highlight and interpret indigenous culture and healing to bring more sustainability to our lifestyles and the choices we make.  I see that this project can become an important learning centre. 

I’ve got kids and I worry about their future and that’s what motivates me on a daily basis.  I wake up thinking “right, I’m going to make a change today, I’m going to be active in change today and I’m going to make things better for the future for my kids.” So that’s my motivation to be involved in Sustainable Development and to volunteer my time to promote this area. 

I hope that this will lead to paid work in the end.  I see myself as a cog in the machine of sustainable development…. we are all just small parts of a greater whole!  When we learn to share information, to work together and trust each other, the idea of sustainable development will become even more obvious to the greater population of Australia.  We will all realise that change is underway and that we all have a small part to play in that change”
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