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Minor (Honours), PhD in Chemical
Engineering.

DR ANH TRAN
HUMANITARIAN ENGINEER

WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE THING
ABOUT BEING AN ENGINEER?

Dr Tran studied chemical and biomedical
engineering before becoming a humanitarian
engineer

Dr Anh Tran is a
humanitarian engineering
researcher and lecturer
at Coventry University.
Her research focuses on
energy, water, food, and
computer technologies
with resource-limited
communities.

WHY DID YOU FIRST BECOME
INTERESTED IN ENGINEERING?

My family has always encouraged higher
education as a way to move up in life and
my primary school teacher inspired my love
of science through our lessons on space. I
wanted to be an astronaut. In my first year
of studying engineering at university, I
realised that there were more problems on
earth that needed solving than in space –
challenges such as poverty alleviation and
environmental degradation. Hearing about
the hole in the ozone layer as I was growing
up, I could see that engineering and
technology could be part of the solution to
the global challenges of our generation.

HOW DID YOU GET TO WHERE
YOU ARE NOW?

I studied English, maths, physics, ICT
and chemistry at school in Australia. At
university, I studied chemical and biomedical
engineering as I felt it was a people-centred
engineering discipline. After that, I started a
PhD in pharmaceutical engineering and then
joined my local Engineers Without Borders
(EWB) chapter. EWB encourages engineers
to make a difference to people through
exploring solutions to the most pressing
global development issues. I volunteered
in Cambodia for a year and then returned
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to Australia to work with EWB Australia
leading the EWB Challenge, which is a design
challenge for first-year university students
to investigate how technology can solve
problems in resource-limited settings. This was
a hugely rewarding job that involved inspiring
a new generation of engineers to see that
their skills could be used in a humanitarian
context. I then worked as a researcher,
completed my PhD, and had a family before
landing my dream job as a humanitarian
engineer in the UK and becoming involved
with the UNITWIN/UNESCO Network for
Humanitarian Engineering. As the daughter of
Vietnamese refugees my work on sustainable
energy in refugee and host communities is
very meaningful to me. It brings a sense of
circularity to my career as an engineer.

The endless possibilities of how engineering
and technology can have an impact on
our world, and particularly in low-resource
settings. My favourite part is working as part
of an interdisciplinary team to collaborate
and co-design with communities to develop
technological, social and business solutions
to improve their quality of life.

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL DAY AT WORK
INVOLVE FOR YOU?

At the time of writing, I’m in Vietnam
at the Royal Academy of Engineering
Frontiers of Engineering Development
(FoED) symposium discussing engineers’
role as healthcare practitioners. Last
week, I was in the US presenting at the

WHAT WOULD BE YOUR ADVICE TO
YOUNG PEOPLE LOOKING TO PURSUE
A CAREER IN ENGINEERING?

Engineering is diverse and there are many
opportunities to apply science, technology,

Biggest engineering inspiration:
Professor Peter Guthrie OBE FREng at
the University of Cambridge. In 1980,
he founded the Register of Engineers
for Disaster Relief (now RedR) following
his experiences working in refugee
camps during the Vietnamese refugee
crisis.
Most-used technology: My mobile
phone, laptop and internet connection
– my office in a bag.
Three words that describe you:
Passionate, curious and a friend once
described me as a “ball of fire with hair”
– sounds about right.
design, social science, and business solutions
to solve the global challenges we face today.
Follow your passion and hopefully someone
will pay or fund you to do it. I especially
encourage young, aspiring women and
those from minority backgrounds to pursue
a career in engineering, as voices from
different backgrounds enrich engineering
and bring new ways of thinking.

WHAT’S NEXT FOR YOU?

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST
ACHIEVEMENT TO DATE?

I have two career achievements that I’m
proud of. First, working to develop the
EWB Challenge and then becoming the
first international coordinator. The project
has now expanded from Australia and New
Zealand to all across the world, including
the UK. Second, I successfully secured a
£1 million research project to investigate
sustainable energy in refugee camps in
Rwanda and Nepal.

IEEE Global Humanitarian Technology
Conference and before that, working with
Brazilian researchers on Internet of Things
applications in agriculture for smallholder
farmers in São Paulo, as part of an FoED
grant. When I’m not travelling, I spend a
lot of my time working collaboratively with
my international partners using online
communication tools. My top tip for working
successfully on global research projects is a
strong relationship with local partners who
understand the local context and are experts
in their domain.

Testing water for arsenic in Cambodia

I’m working on a number of research
projects. As a member of Global Plan of
Action for Sustainable Energy Solutions in
Situations of Displacement – a framework
that aims to progress safe access to
affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern
energy services for all displaced people
by 2030 – I’m supporting Sustainable
Development Goal seven (affordable
and clean energy) for refugees and host
communities through my research. I’m also
collaborating with Australian researchers to
develop a low-cost tsunami early warning
system in the Indo-Pacific region that
doubles as a community radio station and
education tool.
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