
How to reduce airline travel – interview with Susanne Siebentritt, 

Professor of Physics at FSTM. 

 

Thank you so much for honoring this interview on how to travel without airplanes, my 

name is Moses Okutachi I work with the communications department, and I assist on 

writing the newsletter and other sustainability issues. I would like you to introduce 

yourself to our readers. 

I am Susanne Siebentritt, a professor of physics, and I've been at the University since 2007. 

My research is on solar cells, specifically we work on thin-film solar cells, and we develop 

new devices and materials. We are working a lot on semiconductor physics to understand the 

physical limitations of these devices. 

Can you give us a brief background on sustainability issues and how important they are 

to you and your most important priorities in sustainability? 

I think the climate crisis is the most important. It all cumulates into the climate crisis. We 

have a lot of sustainability crises, and there is also the biodiversity crisis, this is linked to the 

climate crisis. If we solve the climate crisis, then we can solve the biodiversity crisis. But we 

cannot solve the biodiversity crisis without solving the climate crisis. We can say that the 

climate crisis is at the bottom of many crises. It is very clear we're emitting too much CO2, so 

we need fossil-free energy sources. This is a big motivation for my everyday work! As I said, 

we need to supply energy without fossil sources but I don't think that it will just work by 

replacing our current fossil energy sources by alternative fossil-free energy sources. For sure, 

we need also, most importantly, to reduce the energy that we use. A large emitter of CO2 is 

air transport, and of course car transport. I live in Luxembourg city, I work in Belval; I travel 

in the city by bike and then by bus or train because this is the way forward to lower the CO2 

emissions for my daily commute. For my travels, I make an effort on avoiding airplanes. 

How has your journey to stop or reduce the use of air travel been for you so far? 

At the beginning was the insight that transport is a big part of CO2 emissions, and air 

transport is particularly bad, because we travel so far. What is sure is that it contributes a lot 

to the climate crisis, so I started feeling bad every time I got into an airplane, and I just had a 

really bad conscience, so I decided to do something about it and get less on airplanes. So, I 

must say I'm not putting a stop on having air travels I just do it less. 

When you made the switch, what were the step-by-step procedures you took? Did you 

go through any procedures? 

It did not happen so much step-wise but a couple of thoughts that I had were that within 

Europe, I could take the train. It takes longer but it is time that I can use to work on the train, 

as the train is usually very convenient. So, when it is possible within Europe, I take the train. 



But sometimes, I have meetings here and another there, and when the schedule is too close 

together, I take the plane. But, if possible, I do take the train. 

I also considered the intercontinental flights. Of course, I need to meet my colleagues 

internationally. We need to meet; we need to discuss and interact. It is not possible that the 

European researchers stick to themselves, and the American researchers stick to themselves. 

We need to meet and interact. We had online interactions during Covid, but it is just not the 

same. So much more happens when you meet people in-person, so I need to go. I want to go 

to international conferences on other continents, but I decided for myself that I limit this to 

one inter-continental flight back and forth per year. So, I need to look at the conference plan 

and then, decide for a conference and decide wisely! I started this year, and it worked. I hope 

I can keep up with that. 

What were the challenges you encountered when making this switch? Did it have any 

impact on your professional or your private life. Which did you feel more impact when 

you made this switch to use less air travels? 

So, one thing is that I go to fewer conferences in Asia and America and yet I love to travel. 

This is something I miss! One other thing is that I spend more time on travel. I remind myself 

that when I travel in Europe on the train, I spend more time on travel but this is ok, because 

it's just a matter of organizing myself. There are many things that I can do on the train: I need 

to shift those tasks on the days when I'm on the train, and the tasks where I need to be on site 

to the other days, and of course if it works out. 

I really like taking the train. I think it's the most civilized way of travelling. It is much more 

convenient and much more relaxed than being on the plane. You have more space and you 

can walk around, you can even have your dinner, and travelling through the landscape is 

beautiful. Of course, trains can be late, and you can miss your train, but planes can be also 

late, and you can miss them too, so there really is no difference. One change that I made is 

when I go visit my family. We used to fly when we just went for the weekend: it is a rather 

long train trip, my family lives in Berlin. By plane it is only a one and half hour trip, so it is 

very convenient to take the plane. But we felt too bad being on the plane, so we now try to 

take half a day or full day off, so we can travel on Friday or Monday and still have enough 

time and still be able to travel by train. 

What are the best alternatives to air travel from your personal experience and I keep 

hearing train so I would like you to elaborate on that? 

Within Europe I take the train. For the moment, there is no alternative for the inter-

continental flight. I am waiting for fast sailing ships to take passengers, or blimps that can 

take passengers, and then I can go to more conferences again. So, for the inter-continental 

travel, there is no alternative and the decision that I took is that I go to fewer conferences. 

What have been the disadvantages or advantages of travelling without flying? 

Well, the main disadvantage is that you spend more time on travel. I think that this is partly 

balanced by the fact that you can work on the train much better than on the plane. Another 



disadvantage is that the air companies are better organized than the train companies. If you 

travel across Europe and need tickets from several companies, you can easily book a flight 

from here to any destination in five minutes but it is not always possible with trains: you have 

to do many things by hand, and sometimes, I was not able to book the trip on the internet. I 

had to go to the train station, and get my tickets.  It's really the railway companies’ fault, they 

should connect much better and make it easier for people to get their tickets. 

I would say if you had to travel by air, do you recommend booking or scheduling all 

your projects in one travel? Is that a good advice for people who intend to travel by 

flight? 

Of course, this could reduce air travel but, in reality, it is very difficult. When I travel to Asia 

or to the States, I stay a few days longer to meet colleagues there, but to put things together 

that's very rarely possible. 

Do you think the government, private, public organization should incentivize 

alternative to air travels like maybe give incentives for using the trains and if so, why? 

An incentive to avoid air travel would be to show appreciation for the people who reduce 

their air travel, but I do not think that this is a motivation for most people. People do not use 

air travel because they want to destroy the climate, people use air travel because they feel that 

they have no other choice, everything else is too cumbersome! So, I do not know about 

incentives; I think that telling a story may help: that travelling across Europe on the train 

works just fine, and you can work on the train and that it's not a waste of time. Spread the 

word and support it, and do not make it difficult for people who prefer to travel by train than 

by plane. 

It should be easy to book a train ticket from Luxembourg to Northern Finland. It should not 

be a problem, it should be as easy as flying to Northern Finland. 

Finally, what advice would you give to individuals who are interested in travelling 

sustainably and how to limit their air travels? 

My advice would be that whenever possible take the train, try it out! Train travel is really a 

convenient way of travelling and it is not a waste of time! It is easy to work on the train, you 

get internet on the train, you can get drinks and food on the train. It is very convenient and 

you get to see nice landscape. 

Is there something you think we did not ask, and you feel it's important to this interview 

you can share with us? 

One thing that I do if I feel that I must travel by plane: I buy compensation. This is of course 

not solving the problem but it is making the problem a bit smaller. But compensating can 

make people think that they are already making an effort. This should not be the case. But for 

these air travels that I feel are unavoidable, I think it is better to compensate than not to 

compensate, but the best is to reduce air travel. 



 


