
People are causing Earth’s climate to
change and climate changes create
serious risks for humanity. We have a

wide range of well-studied response op-
tions, and the expected benefits from
many of them greatly exceed the ex-
pected costs. Those conclusions result
from multiple independent lines of evi-

dence and have been reaffirmed by hun-
dreds of comprehensive scientific assess-
ments. Subject-matter experts examined
the evidence, independent scientists re-
viewed the findings, and scientific organ-
izations stood behind the processes and
outcomes. I am not aware of any scientific
institution with relevant subject-matter

expertise that has looked at the evidence
and reached contradictory conclusions.

Despite the robustness of those scien-
tific conclusions, we continuously fail to
respond to climate change. We struggle
even to have an effective public conver-
sation about whether to respond and, if
so, how. That may be the most ominous
implication of climate change—that our
social institutions aren’t up to the task of
addressing major issues, even when we
have unambiguous scientific informa-
tion in favor of doing so. 

But climate change is, possibly, also
an opportunity. If we figure out how to
approach our climate problem, we might
create a template for addressing a wide
range of challenges and opportunities
facing humanity in the 21st century. That
is the key insight and basic premise of
Mike Berners-Lee’s book There is No
Planet B: A Handbook for the Make or Break
Years. It’s a terrifically important idea
that may be the key step in the pathway
toward humanity’s future. 

Berners-Lee emphasizes that climate
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Subsequent chapters are devoted to
the characteristic problems that arise
with increasing numbers of nucleons.
The authors discuss at length methods
for how to extract phase shifts on the lat-
tice for two and three nucleons, and they
carefully weigh the advantages and dis-
advantages of the Luescher, spherical
wall, and auxiliary potential methods.
Increasing the number of nucleons be-
yond three, as the authors show, creates
the need for Monte Carlo sampling of lat-
tice calculations. The last chapters move
up to medium-mass nuclei and to chiral
forces up to next-to-next-to-next-to-lead-
ing order. The authors report on some of
the first attempts to solve these thorny
problems, but they acknowledge that ac-
tual solutions are still in the future.

Lattice methods are technical and
beset by a cumbersome mathematical ap-

paratus. Thus any explanation of them
could be difficult to read for outsiders or
newcomers to the field. However, Lähde
and Meißner manage to get the complex
material across in a digestible way by
breaking it up into small steps and know-
ing when repetition is helpful. They also
introduce from scratch such basic con-
cepts as phase shifts, without referring
the reader to another book. Such care
makes Nuclear Lattice Effective Field Theory
self-contained, which is a great practical
advantage to the reader. The six appen-
dices further enhance the self-contained
character of the text by summarizing no-
tations and conventions and providing
more details about useful mathematical
functions, nuclear force properties, and
the application of Monte Carlo methods. 

Nuclear Lattice Effective Field Theory of-
fers interesting insight into the endless

problems that the pioneers of lattice
methods had to confront during the past
20–40 years, such as rotational symmetry
breaking, the sign problem, and the un-
favorable scaling of Monte Carlo algo-
rithms. Solutions have been worked out
for most hurdles, and thus we can say
that nuclear lattice EFT has come of age;
the field is ready for more comprehen-
sive and systematic applications in nu-
clear theory. 

Apart from work by some of the au-
thors’ collaborators, the method has not
yet been applied widely in nuclear the-
ory. Lähde and Meißner’s helpful primer
has the potential to stimulate increased
efforts by serving newcomers as an es-
sential guide to the field.
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change is one of several global social and
environmental changes that are cur-
rently underway. Additional examples
of global environmental changes are the
loss of biodiversity and the redistribu-
tion of species throughout the world,
stratospheric ozone depletion, land con-
version, and nutrient deposition. The cli-
mate problem is thus both hugely impor-
tant on its own and reflective of a bigger
challenge: Our increasing capacity to
disturb the planet means that we need

new and better ways to work together
and to harness human ingenuity. Ad-
dressing climate change could show us
the way to tackle the larger set of issues
that we face.

There Is No Planet B will resonate most
with those who are already deeply fo-
cused on the climate system, the impact
people are having on it, and our path for-
ward. Unfortunately, the book largely
misses the mark for a broader audience.
Although it identifies the critical issues,

the discussion of them is too often weak
and underdeveloped. 

The book’s approach to discussing
social values illustrates some of its short-
comings. Berners-Lee emphasizes that
he is trying to initiate a conversation and
that he hasn’t figured it all out. That is
the right idea; we will need to have an
open discussion in which everyone has
a chance to participate and learn from
one another. 

But Berners-Lee asserts the need for
particular values instead of leading a
critical examination of the options and
their implications. That is a mistake. Ul-
timately, individuals and societies must
determine which values they adopt. No
one person can set them. By champi-
oning values at the outset, There Is No
Planet B misses the opportunity to en-
courage and empower readers’ explo-
ration of societal values. It becomes too
easy for readers to reject the book’s es-
poused values and to uncritically stick
with their own. 

For example, Berners-Lee asserts that
a commitment to equity is central to
solving climate change. That view gen-
erally resonates with me, but it would be
more compelling as a conclusion that
follows from a hard exploration of alter-
natives and the potential futures those
alternatives imply for humanity. As of-
fered, Berners-Lee’s assertion is unlikely
to impact any preexisting beliefs that
readers have. 

The challenges we face are daunting.
Climate is a critical life support system,
and we have no reason to conclude that
it will be resilient against the massive dis-
turbance to which we are subjecting it.
None of us acting alone is likely to solve
the problem; we will have to work to-
gether. That interdependence makes cli-
mate change hard for individuals to face.

But we are also awash in good news.
Science has provided us with remarkable
insight into how the climate system
works, the impact that people are having
on it, and the ways that we can respond.
Even better, if we get our approach to cli-
mate change right, then humanity will be
poised to continue our remarkable run
well into the future. There Is No Planet B
may not be able to get us to that potential
future, but it provides a hint of what we
will need.

Paul Higgins
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The School of Basic Sciences (Physics, Chemistry and Mathematics) at EPFL seeks to 
appoint a Professor in Statistical Physics of Complex Systems. This includes statistical 
physics of inference and learning, soft matter theory and theoretical biophysics. The 
appointment is offered at the Tenure Track Assistant Professor or tenured Associate 
Professor levels. 

We expect candidates to establish leadership and strengthen the EPFL endeavor in 
Statistical Physics of Complex Systems. Priority will be given to the overall originality 
and promise of the candidate’s work over any particular specialization area. 

Candidates should hold a PhD and have an excellent record of scientific 
accomplishments in the field. In addition, commitment to teaching at the 
undergraduate, master and doctoral levels is expected. Proficiency in French teaching 
is not required, but willingness to learn the language expected. 

EPFL, with its main campus located in Lausanne, Switzerland, on the shores of lake 
Geneva, is a dynamically growing and well-funded institution fostering excellence and 
diversity. It has a highly international campus with first-class infrastructure, including 
high performance computing. 

As a technical university covering essentially the entire palette of engineering and 
science, EPFL offers a fertile environment for research cooperation between different 
disciplines. The EPFL environment is multi-lingual and multi-cultural, with English 
often serving as a common interface.

Applications should include a cover letter, a CV with a list of publications, a concise 
statement of research (maximum 3 pages) and teaching interests (one page), and 
the names and addresses (including e-mail) of at least three references for a junior 
position or five references for a senior position. 

Applications should be uploaded (as PDFs) by November 15th, 2019 to  
https://facultyrecruiting.epfl.ch/position/18186240 

Enquiries may be addressed to:  
Prof. Jan Hesthaven  
Dean of the School of Basic Sciences 
E-mail: fsbdean@epfl.ch 

Prof. Harald Brune  
Director of the Institute of Physics  
E-mail: IPHYSDirector@epfl.ch 

For additional information, please consult www.epfl.ch, sb.epfl.ch, iphys.epfl.ch

EPFL is an equal opportunity employer and family friendly university. It is committed to increasing 
the diversity of its faculty. It strongly encourages women to apply. 
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