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Selection Committee
International Research Fellowship Program
New Zealand Ministry of Innovation & Sustainability
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Subject: Scholarship Application for Transformative Research in Sustainable Urban Systems at New Zealand Wellington
Dear Esteemed Selection Committee,
It is with profound academic enthusiasm and deep respect for New Zealand's visionary approach to environmental stewardship that I submit this Scholarship Application Letter as a Professor of Environmental Science, seeking the International Research Fellowship Program. As an established scholar with 18 years of international research experience across five continents, I have dedicated my career to pioneering solutions for urban resilience in climate-vulnerable regions. This application represents not merely a professional opportunity, but a strategic alignment between my life's work and New Zealand Wellington’s leadership in sustainable governance—a synergy I believe will yield transformative outcomes for our global community.
My current position as Professor at the University of Auckland has positioned me at the forefront of interdisciplinary urban sustainability research, where I direct the Pacific Urban Resilience Initiative. My recent publication, "Coastal Metropolis: Adaptive Frameworks for 21st Century Cities" (Nature Sustainability, 2023), established a new paradigm for integrating indigenous knowledge with climate engineering—a framework now adopted by Pacific Island governments. However, to advance this work at the scale required by New Zealand's Climate Action Plan 2050, I require strategic access to Wellington’s unique research ecosystem. This Scholarship Application Letter outlines why New Zealand Wellington represents the essential crucible for my next research phase.
Wellington’s unparalleled position as both the political heart of New Zealand and a living laboratory for sustainable urbanism makes it irreplaceable for this project. Unlike Auckland or Christchurch, Wellington operates at the nexus of national policy formation and cutting-edge academic innovation through institutions like Victoria University's Sustainable Cities Research Institute and Te Herenga Waka – Victoria University of Wellington’s Centre for Sustainability. The city’s 2050 Zero Carbon Plan, coupled with its compact geography (15km from coast to hills), provides an ideal microcosm for testing adaptive urban systems. My proposed research—Indigenous-Ecological Governance in Urban Coastal Zones—will directly engage with Māori environmental governance frameworks through partnerships with Te Āti Awa and Ngāti Raukawa, a collaboration uniquely possible within New Zealand Wellington’s institutional framework.
As a Professor who has led teams across 12 countries, I bring not just theoretical expertise but proven capacity for cross-cultural knowledge co-creation. My work in Jakarta’s flood management (2019-2021) reduced urban inundation by 43% through community-led wetland restoration—a model directly transferable to Wellington's Te Whanganui-a-Tara coastline. Yet, without access to New Zealand Wellington’s specific research infrastructure—such as the National Climate Data Hub housed at Victoria University—I cannot scale this approach within Aotearoa’s unique cultural and environmental context. The Fellowship would fund critical fieldwork in the Wellington Harbour marine ecosystem, advanced GIS modeling using New Zealand government datasets, and collaborative workshops with local iwi (Māori tribes), all of which require physical presence in Wellington to respect tikanga Māori protocols.
What distinguishes this opportunity is its dual impact: immediate application to New Zealand’s urgent environmental challenges and global knowledge contribution. The proposed project will directly support the Wellington City Council’s 2045 Climate Resilience Strategy by developing a publicly accessible urban adaptation toolkit for coastal cities worldwide. This aligns perfectly with the Ministry of Innovation & Sustainability’s mission, as documented in their 2023 "Green Growth Framework." Crucially, my collaboration with Dr. Ani Māori (Director of Indigenous Knowledge at Victoria University) ensures ethical research design from inception—a requirement I’ve rigorously maintained across all my work. The Scholarship Application Letter must therefore emphasize that this project is not merely academic but a catalyst for meaningful policy change.
My commitment to New Zealand Wellington extends beyond research. As a Professor who has taught at three international universities, I recognize that transformative scholarship requires deep community integration—something only possible through prolonged engagement in place. In Wellington, I will establish the "Wellington Urban Futures Network," inviting postgraduate students from Te Herenga Waka and local communities to co-design solutions with me. This initiative will directly address New Zealand’s national priority of strengthening Māori-led environmental management while creating a replicable model for cities globally. The Fellowship’s stipend would enable me to host three Wellington-based student researchers annually, fostering the next generation of Aotearoa’s sustainability leaders.
For 15 years, I have advocated that sustainable urbanism must be grounded in local epistemologies rather than imported models. New Zealand Wellington—through its constitutional relationship with Māori and its innovative governance structures—embodies this principle. This Scholarship Application Letter is thus a testament to my conviction that only by working within Wellington’s specific cultural-political landscape can we develop truly adaptive urban futures. The Ministry’s Investment in Sustainability Fund has already demonstrated foresight through initiatives like the Wellington Climate Action Hub; this Fellowship would amplify these efforts through rigorous, community-driven science.
As a Professor who has seen too many research projects fail due to cultural misalignment or geographic detachment, I assure you that my presence in New Zealand Wellington will be more than a temporary academic visit. It represents a permanent commitment to weaving my work into Aotearoa’s sustainability narrative. The city’s unique fusion of policy innovation, ecological diversity, and cultural authenticity provides the only context where this project can achieve its full potential—to create knowledge that is both locally grounded and globally relevant.
I am confident that my academic rigor, proven track record in community-based environmental research, and deep respect for Māori perspectives position me to deliver exceptional value from this Fellowship. I respectfully request the opportunity to contribute to New Zealand Wellington’s legacy as a global sustainability leader. Thank you for considering this Scholarship Application Letter from a Professor whose life's work now converges with the transformative potential of Aotearoa.
Respectfully submitted,




Dr. Eleanor Vance
Professor of Environmental Science & Urban Planning
Director, Pacific Urban Resilience Initiative
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