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Dear reader,
For more than ten years now, I have been working in the service of federal education, research and innovation policy. The following 20 statements summarise the basic knowledge
gained during this time and in some cases before then. No mention is made of aspects
pertaining to the activities of the Federal Administration, Parliament, the Federal Council
or lobbyists, although these activities have occupied and taught me the most.

1. Zeitgeist
Education policy needs long-term systemic consistency. The
Swiss education system is doing well because it has been continuously adapted, but rarely reformed in its entirety. According
to contemporary ideals and beliefs (‘democratic’ access to
studies, harmonisation, needs of the economy) education should
be positioned within a constructive, but cautiously dialectical
space.
2. Education and training pathways
Appealing and career-supportive vocational education and training is not only worthwhile for the labour market and society. It
is also a prerequisite for maintaining the quality of higher education institutions. Without it, higher education institutions
would become devalued institutions for the masses.
3. Typologies
Schools (and to even greater extent: higher education institutions) require a profile, and that profile exists in the symbiosis
with regional social and economic realities. Whether it is a vocational school, a university of applied sciences or cantonal university: anyone who demands abstract typological consistency
in all cases has not yet realised that regional policy is one of
Switzerland’s great strengths.
4. Subsidiarity
In raising young people and providing them with education and
training, the school administration must play a subsidiary role
for teachers, just as government must do the same for schools
and higher education institutions and just as policymakers must
do for the education system. This is the only way to achieve a
healthy mix of competition and cooperation, diversity and systemic consistency. Top-down efforts to control from above results
in demotivation and loss of quality.
5. Equal opportunities
In Switzerland, the high level of social mobility from one generation to the next is linked to a refusal to exaggerate the importance of ‘equal opportunities’ in schools. At the same time,
however, lowering admission thresholds to help underachievers
actually benefits the children of better-off households the most.
Permeable education and training pathways and career opportunities for holders of vocational qualifications is a more efficient
way of achieving greater social justice.
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6. Investment
Education policymakers should not think like entrepreneurs, but
like investors. Risk distribution is much more important than
planning and management. Like the private sector, education
also depends on reliable infrastructure and favourable tax and
regulatory conditions in order to generate added value through
the free choice and initiative of individuals and organisations.
7. Federalism
With more money, existing teaching staff could be paid more,
or more teaching staff could be hired to improve staff-student
ratios. If more funds were available, it would be possible to do
other things as well. Just which measures make more sense
depends on the local situation such as the labour market or
population structure. A federal education policy, particularly on
financial matters, is more effective than any standardised approach aimed at equal treatment.
8. Women in STEM
In order to encourage more women to take an interest in science,
technology, engineering and maths, industry should be nationalised, and public services privatised. The reason being that men
are generally more willing to take risks (value free: ranging from
entrepreneurship to criminality …). It is not so much to do with
gender-specific subject preferences, but secure career prospects.
9. Learning content
Teaching staff are best served when they have high quality teaching material. Regulations on teaching material are generally
perceived as an irritant. That is a message that needs to be heard
by those both within and outside the administration who produce the material, because producing useful material is harder
than issuing well-intentioned rules.
10. Export
The idea of wanting to export Switzerland’s dual-track system
of vocational education and training to other countries is naive.
A whole host of basic conditions have to be in place if the exercise is to be anything other than counterproductive. Cultural
factors are a prerequisite but establishing these takes generations.
11. Academisation
We learn by thinking and doing. Both forms of learning are
relevant depending on the subject matter and the individual, but
they are of equal value. Labelling the critical questioning of things
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as academisation is just as misplaced as refusing to recognise
work as a learning activity.
12. Promoting research
The primary aim of research is to acquire knowledge, not a use.
It is practically impossible to predict what knowledge will contribute to solving a certain problem. Political priorities should
only be taken into consideration for funding purposes with respect to applied research.
13. Interdisciplinarity
Not every new discipline leads to new academic wisdom. Taking
my own field as an example, applied ethics is often nothing more
than the naive rediscovery of something that jurists have already
been contemplating in a language inaccessible to non-jurists for
thousands of years. In terms of interdisciplinarity, learning additional methods and specialised terms is more important than the
creative labelling of supposedly new disciplines.
14. Ivory tower
A university is neither an ivory tower, nor a problem solver. It is
not in the nature of a university to let itself be used, neither does
it seek autonomy as an end in itself. The more that teaching and
research can accept a cautious link to short-term utility, the greater their long-term impact.

17. Innovation policy
A country’s capacity to innovate depends on many factors, from
labour market regulation to environmental regulations. But the
quality of education and research is also a factor. An effective
innovation policy aims to foster all these factors and only then
provide for specific subsidiary funding measures.
18. Tackling bureaucracy
In the old days, teachers, researchers and professors used to deal
with their own paperwork. But over the years, the administrators
employed to unburden them have in turn created more paperwork for those they were supposed to relieve. Trying to cut down
on paperwork does not mean outsourcing the work, but a concerted and continual effort to forgo the non-essential.
19. New bodies
It is far more difficult to dismantle existing public institutions
than to create new ones. Redefining their tasks also takes a great
deal of time and effort. However, seeking to avoid these difficulties by creating new bodies can only be achieved if the tussle
over resources and responsibilities, between old and new is addressed and resolved as part of an overall concept.

15. Innovative Switzerland
Switzerland’s economy is highly innovative, because the institutions are conservative. The state must above all be a reliable
partner and should, if in doubt about the impact of its actions,
neither prohibit too much, nor promote excessively.

20. Mergers
In age in which even firms from different continents merge, it
would be laughable to consider the merger of two government
agencies as a challenge due to their ‘cultural differences’. It is
the prevailing culture of the administration itself, which makes
enacting structural reforms difficult. Although naturally there is
potential for conflict in the differing expectations of the external
interest groups, and therein lies the challenge.

16. Start-ups
Promoting start-ups is in the general interest, although a red line
must be drawn prior to the market domination phase. There has
to be a limit to giving preferential treatment to start-ups using
public money over tax-paying businesses: the scope of the authorities to promote innovation must not lead to competitive
distortions.

Mauro Dell’Ambrogio
State Secretary for Education, Research and Innovation

Cover photo:
Research in the life sciences is complex and results in large amounts of data. This
is where the work of the SIB Swiss Institute of Bioinformatics comes in. Founded
on 30 March 1998, this non-profit foundation provides the main bioinformatics
resources such as databases and software as well as corresponding training of
specialists. At the same time, SIB conducts data analyses for national and international scientific research. On pages 10–11, Director Ron Appel discusses SIB
growth and future challenges. Photo: Structure of DNA © SIB Swiss Institute of
Bioinformatics, Nicolas Righetti | Lundi13
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Switzerland’s National Open Access Strategy and Action Plan Released

All publically funded research findings should be freely
accessible by 2024
Publications from publicly funded research are a public good. They can only be used fully if everyone has free and
unrestricted access to it. This is the approach of the Open Access policy. Switzerland has had a national Open Access
strategy in place since 2017. In February, the Higher Education Council of the Swiss Conference of Higher Education
Institutions (SHK) approved this strategy and took note of the action plan derived from it. The individual universities,
under the strategic coordination of swissuniversities, are responsible for implementation.
swissuniversities has set up a steering
committee to implement the national
strategy in 2018. This committee will be
responsible for preparing the necessary
decisions and will continuously monitor
national and international developments.
In order to achieve the greatest possible
coherence throughout Switzerland, swissuniversities will formulate recommendations for Open Access policies. The various
HEIs can then establish their own policies
on this basis.

The national Open Access strategy and the action plan derived from it are important steps for the development of Open Access in Switzerland. The strategy calls for the results of publicly funded research to be freely
accessible to the public from 2024 onwards. Photo: Christophe Stolz, SBFI

The concept of Open Access has been
growing strongly at an international level
for over ten years and many countries,
including Switzerland, are pursuing a clear
policy in this respect.
From 30% to 100%
In December 2015, SERI commissioned
the Swiss Conference of Rectors of Higher
Education Institutions (swissuniversities)
to develop a national Open Access strategy in cooperation with the Swiss National
Science Foundation (SNSF). This strategy
was presented to the Higher Education
Council of the Swiss Conference of Higher
Education Institutions (SHK) at the beginning of 2017.
The Open Access Strategy sets out the
vision that by 2024 all publicly funded
scientific publications should be freely
accessible on the internet. In 2015, the
proportion was 30%. In order to achieve
this goal, swissuniversities developed an
action plan in cooperation with various
4

partners (Swiss National Science Foundation, SERI and university libraries)
in 2017. This action plan is based on
the assumption that only a flexibly managed mix of the most important Open
Access models will enable this objective to be reached (see box). Based on
this strategy, the SNSF has decided
that 100% of the publications from
SNSF-funded research will be open access by 2020.
Higher education institutions in the
driver’s seat
Higher education institutions are the
main actors in implementing Open Access. Their autonomy is safeguarded by
the national Open Access strategy. The
measures envisaged in the action plan for
the whole of Switzerland are intended to
help HEIs to implement Open Access in a
coordinated manner. In the transformation process, academic publishers that
have not yet embraced Open Access are
also important players.

Action plan with concrete measures
In addition to establishing a governing
body, the action plan provides for measures in the following areas:
• National monitoring of the implementation of Open Access and associated
costs:
In order to support and manage implementation of Open Access, reliable data
must be available. For this purpose, the
information from the individual universities needs to be compiled and processed.
• Communication with researchers to
raise their awareness:
Open access can only be established
with the support of researchers themselves. In order to do this, they must be
fully informed of its advantages. They
must also understand how to publish
their research findings in the future.
• Reform of the system used to assess the
quality of research:
Traditionally, the publication of research
findings in prominent journals has been
regarded as a relevant proof of quality.
With Open Access, alternatives must
be developed to this end, such as the
‘Declaration on Research Assessment’
(DORA declaration: The declaration
drafted in the USA in 2012 contains a
series of recommendations on how to
better asses research output).
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Implementation of Open Access in publications – usual ways
• Green Road to Open Access: self-archiving in a freely accessible repository after
publication, i.e. preprints and postprints or publisher’s versions.
• Golden Road to Open Access: direct publication in an Open Access journal,
book or other Open Access publication format. There are one of two options:
either the publishing company applies article processing charges (APCs) that are
then paid by the author or publication costs are fully paid for by a non-profit
organisation such as a research foundation, an association or higher education
institution.
• Hybrid Open Access: publication in a subscription journal and an additional APC
is paid for the release of individual articles for Open Access.
There are also other Open Access models.

• Negotiations with publishing companies:
Negotiations with established publishers are a key element of the Open
Access initiative. The outcome of these
negotiations is expected to be adopted by swissuniversities in the coming
months.
• Shared services and infrastructures:
Common services are needed to create important synergies and encourage
implementation of Open Access, e.g.
repository servers or financing models
for Open Access. This is particularly important for smaller HEIs or those that
are at the beginning of the Open Access
process.
• Examination of options for the regulatory framework:
HEIs had proposed including a secondary publication right in the current
revision of the Federal Copyright Act.
The Federal Council did not support this
proposal, but promised to discuss it at
European level to see whether action
needed to be taken.

• Participation in international initiatives
and infrastructure:
In the spirit of international science,
Open Access measures must also be
international. Swiss HEIs intend to discuss, coordinate and, if necessary, take
part in projects at international level.
• Alternative forms of publication:
New forms of publication beyond established journals are a further means
of supporting Open Access from the
ground up and therefore should be
designed and consolidated.
Only rough cost estimates possible
It is not possible to accurately estimate
the cost of future developments today.
Too many parameters are unknown and
cannot be reliably influenced. The costs
associated with Open Access, as well as
the savings potential in terms of discontinued subscriptions, depend on which of
the possible ways (see box) and to what
extent Open Access is implemented. On
the other hand, some parameters beyond
the sphere of influence of HEIs (e.g. the
development of the international publication market) are cost-effective.

Nevertheless, an attempt has been made
in the action plan to provide a rough
estimate, so as to give at least a rough
order of magnitude. Expected costs resulting from the implementation of the
National Open Access Strategy are expected to be around CHF 12 million for
the period 2018–2020 (all HEIs combined)
and around CHF 17 to 21 million for the
period 2021–2024. The plan is for half
the funding to be provided through
project-related federal contributions to
HEIs. For 2018–2020 this involves the existing SHK project, ‘Scientific information:
accessing, processing and safeguarding’.
For the period 2021–2024, swissuniversities envisages submitting a project application. The remaining half of the costs
must be borne by the HEIs themselves.
Contact
Maurizio Toneatto, SERI
Scientific Advisor, Higher Education
Division
+41 58 462 96 77
maurizio.toneatto@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
National Open Access Strategy and
Action Plan:
www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/hochschulpolitik/open-access/

Swiss National Science Foundation: Open Access 2020 Policy
The SNSF supports the principle of free access to research findings. It therefore
expects grant recipients to make the results of their research publicly available
and free of charge.
The SNSF has set itself the goal of making 100% of publications resulting from
SFSN funding available via Open Access by 2020. To this end, it has adopted a
series of measures and new regulations that will apply from 1 April.
Additional information: www.snf.ch > The SNSF > Research policies > Open Access
to Publications
www.snf.ch > Der SNF > Positionen > Open Access
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Living and Study Conditions of Students at Swiss Higher Education Institutions

Results of the 2016 Survey on the Social and Economic
Situation of Students (SSEE)
The Federal Statistical Office (FSO) has conducted its Survey on the Social and Economic Situation of Students (SSEE)
since 2005. This survey provides comprehensive and up-to-date information on the most important aspects of students'
study and living conditions. Key topics are the social origin of students, employment and time management during
their studies, student financing and support, housing, health and qualitative information on future plans to progress
beyond current studies. The results presented here come from the recently published main report on the 2016 SSEE.

Switzerland's higher education sector
comprises cantonal universities (CUs),
two federal Institutes of technology (FITs),
universities of applied sciences (UAS) and
universities of teacher education (UTEs).

of students holding prior qualifications
stands at 31%, which places UTEs somewhere in between T1s and UAS (higher
education qualification: 33%; vocational
qualification: 59%).

Higher education sector and student
population
In the academic year 2015/2016, some
200,000 students completed a Bachelor's or Master's degree programme at a
Swiss higher education institution. Most
of these students (57%) were enrolled in
tier-one universities (T1s), a category that
includes all Swiss cantonal universities,
Switzerland’s two federal institutes of
technology (ETH in Zurich and EPF in Lausanne) and the Swiss Distance Learning
University; 33% of students were enrolled
at universities of applied sciences (UAS);
and the remaining 10% at universities of
teacher education (UTEs).

Employment during one’s studies
The employment rate shows the proportion of students gainfully employed
alongside their studies. within the total
student population. The work-time percentage indicates the amount of time in
the week devoted to work-related activities.

A comparison of the age of students by
type of higher education institution (HEI)
shows that the average age of students
enrolled in UAS (age: 26.1) and UTEs (age:
29.0) is higher than that of students enrolled in T1s (age: 25.1). These differences
are not due to a longer duration of studies, but rather to the older age at which
students began the study programme.
Access to higher education and admission
requirements vary depending on the type
of HEI. At T1s, 12% of all bachelor›s students hold an upper-secondary level vocational qualification or a higher education
qualification, obtained prior to admission
to the current study programme (higher
education qualification: 48%; vocational
qualification: 44%). At UAS, 60% of students hold a prior qualification, i.e. a vocational qualification in the vast majority
of cases (83%). At UTEs, the proportion
6

Employment rate and level of employment, type of higher education
institution, in %
100%
90%

25

Within HEIs, the employment rate varies
widely by field of study, ranging from
89% (UAS: applied psychology) to 56%
(T1s: engineering sciences).
A higher-than-average prevalence of low
work-time percentages was observed
among students at T1s and UTEs. Both
T1s and UTEs account for nearly twofifths of all students with low work-time
percentages not exceeding 20%. Compared to students enrolled at UTEs, and
even more so in comparison to students
enrolled at T1s, students enrolled at UAS
are more likely to have work-time percentages exceeding 40%. These differences
are partly explained by the availability of
part-time study programmes at UAS and
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Overall, most respondents (75%) are
gainfully employed alongside their studies. The employment rate varies depending on the type of HEI. Students at T1s are
slightly less likely to be employed (71%);
students at UAS somewhat more likely to
be employed (78%); and students at UTEs
are most likely to be employed (83%).
This can be explained to a certain extent
by the availability of part-time study programmes at UAS and UTEs.

29
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14

17

40%
14
30%
20%

36

39

Total

UIT

40
29

10%
0%

UAS

UTE

No employment
More than 80%
61%-80%
41%-60%
21%-40%
Up to 20%
Source: Federal statistical office, survey on the social
and economic situation of students SSEE

by the fact that many UAS students already obtained a higher education qualification or vocational qualification prior
to commencement of their studies, which
offers them corresponding employment
opportunities.
Student income
The study shows the average income of
students per month during the semester.
On average, family support accounts for
about half (52%) of students' income.
However, employment accounts for an-
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Source of students’ income, type of higher education institution, in %
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60%

dents at UAS who had work experience
prior to commencement of studies.

40%
20%
0%
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40

45

UAS

UTE

Grants and loans

Other

Source: Federal statistical office, survey on the social and economic situation of students SSEE

other significant share (39%). Although
scholarships and loans amount to an average of 5% of income, recipients consider
them to be highly relevant. Another 5%
of income is derived from other sources.
The main source of income varies depending on the type of HEI. While most
of the income (59%) of students enrolled
at T1s comes from family, half of the income (50%) of students enrolled at UAS
comes from their own gainful employ-

ment. These two sources of income are
equally balanced (family: 45%; employment: 47%) for students enrolled at UTEs.
At the same time, students at UTEs also
receive a smaller portion of their income
from grants and loans (UTEs: 3%; T1s
and UAS: 5% each). These differences
can only partly be attributed to different
age structures at the different types of
HEI. Other explanatory factors include the
availability of part-time study programmes
at UAS and the greater prevalence of stu-

Qualification sought by type of HEI and level of study
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5
UAS
Bachelor

5
UTE

For Master's degree students enrolled
at T1s, a PhD is the most popular subsequent qualification (15%). Continuing
education and training or other qualification (6%) and a second Master's degree
(3%) are mentioned much less frequently.
Around 9% and 5% of the Master's degree students at UAS and UTEs respectively plan to pursue a second Master's
degree after completion of their studies.
The proportion of Master's degree students enrolled at UAS and UTEs who wish
to obtain a PhD (6% and 1% respectively)
is significantly lower. Master's degree students at T1s are more likely (6%) to pursue continuing education and training or
other qualification than Master’s degree
students at UTEs (2%).

0
6
15

4
Total

Future plans to progress beyond
current studies
71% of all Bachelor’s degree students at
T1s intend to obtain a Master's degree
after completing their current studies. This
proportion is considerably lower at UAS
and UTEs (UAS: 27%; UTEs: 23%). Bachelor’s degree students at UAS are more
likely (4%) to seek non-formal continuing education qualifications later on, e.g.
Master of Advanced Studies (MAS), than
Bachelor’s degree students at UTEs (1%)
and T1s (1%). Finally, the proportion of
Bachelor’s degree students who intend
to pursue a second Bachelor's degree after completion of their studies stands at
5% for students enrolled at UAS, 5% for
those enrolled at UTEs and 7% for those
enrolled at T1s.

3
UIT

0

5
6
9
1
UAS
Master

No further qualification
Not sure whether to study further
CET or other qualification
Masters
Bachelors
PhD

24
2
1
5
0
UTE

Contact
Federal Statistical Office (FSO)
Survey on the Social and Economic
Situation of Students (SSEE)
soziale.lage@bfs.admin.ch
Further information
Information about the SSEE and main
report for 2016 for download
www.students-stat.admin.ch

Source: Federal Statistical Office, Survey on the Social and Economic Situation of Students SSEE
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Inventory of usable floor area at Swiss tier-one universities and universities of
applied sciences

First comparative report published
In 2016, Swiss tier-one universities and universities of applied sciences had a total of over 2,815,619 m2 of usable floor
area. 2,087,801 m2 (74%) of this usable floor area (UFA) is owned by the host canton and the remaining 727,818 m2
(26%) is leased space. These figures are now being reported for for both types of higher education institution.
Following the partial entry into force of
the Higher Education Act (HEdA) on 1 January 2015 and complete entry into force
on 1 January 2017, all higher education
institutions now enjoy a level playing field.
The inventory of usable floor area (UFA)
provides the first complete overview of
the space available to tier-one universities
and universities of applied sciences.
Various parameters recorded
The inventory focuses on the usable floor
area (UFA), which is a measurement of
a building’s used and functional space.
This parameter does not include ancillary
spaces, such as corridors, and technical
areas, rooms for heating or technical installations. UFA data were first collected

by tier-one universities and universities of
applied sciences and then sent to SERI.
In addition to presenting UFA in square
metres (m2), additional parameters were
determined using data from the Federal
Statistical Office on students, staff and
users (students and staff combined).
Chronological development
The present report also compares the
figures from the 2016 UFA inventory for
both tier-one universities and universities
of applied sciences with those of the 2010
UFA inventory report for universities of applied sciences and the 2012 UFA inventory
report for tier-one universities. Both universities and universities of applied scienc-

UFA inventory for tier-one universities and universities of applied sciences –
Overview of main parameters, 2016
Parameter

Tier-one universities

UAS

Usable floor area (UFA) in m2

2,037,177 m2

778,442 m2

Owned space in m

1,705,660 m

382,141 m2

2

2

Owned space in %

84%

49%

Leased space in m2

331,517 m2

396,301 m2

Leased space in %

16%

51%

Largest UFA in m2 at T1: ETH Zurich

451,214 m2

Smallest UFA in m2 at T1: University Lucerne

14,926 m2

Largest UFA in m at UAS: HES-SO
(University of Applied Sciences and Arts of
Western Switzerland

250,452 m2

Smallest UFA in m2 at UAS: SUPSI
(University of Applied Sciences and Arts of
Southern Switzerland)

35,535 m2

2

Largest UFA in m2 at T1 faculty: natural
sciences

408,938 m2

Largest UFA in m2 at UAS faculty:
Engineering and Information Technology

221,062 m2

UFA in m2 per user, total-CH 2016

10.7 m2

9.1 m2

UFA in m per student, total-CH 2016

13.7 m

10.8 m2

UFA in m2 per student, total-CH 2012 (T1)
and 2010 (UAS)

13.5 m2

11.9 m2

Change in UFA in m2 per student, total-CH
2016 compared to 2012 and 2010

+ 0.2 m2

–1.1 m2

2
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2

es have increased total UFA. One of the
main reasons for this is the increase in the
number of students.
A frame of reference
The UFA inventory is intended purely as a
frame of reference for interested parties.
For example, it can help with the planning of new premises, to estimate space
requirements or for operational purposes.
A UFA inventory was drawn up for tierone universities for the first time in 1982
and for universities of applied sciences in
2006.
Contact
Diego Nell, SERI
Project manager
Higher Education Subsidies Section
+41 58 465 30 33
diego.nell@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
Surface inventory of Swiss tier-one
universities and universities of applied
sciences – 2016 Update:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/bauinvestitionsbeitraege
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ERI newsflash
No change in federal innovation support policy
necessary

2018 Swiss Science Prize Marcel Benoist: now open
for nominations

The ‘Overview of innovation policy’ report adopted by the
Federal Council on 14 February in compliance with a postulate (13,3073) shows that the Swiss innovation system
functions well and is able to respond to new challenges.
Swiss innovation policy is strongly anchored in federalism
and does not require additional superordinate control by the
Confederation. Therefore, the drafting of a master plan or
an innovation act is not necessary at present.

Every year, the Marcel Benoist Foundation awards the Swiss
Science Prize for outstanding, original and innovative research of importance to human life. The prize is awarded
to established scientists who have the potential for further
exceptional research.

For the first time, the report produced by SERI provides an
overview of the Swiss innovation system, the Swiss government›s support activities, measures and activities at other
political levels, the importance of research and innovation in
the private sector and the role of international programmes
to promote innovation. This report draws on previous reports and studies by various federal agencies which, taken
together, provide this overall picture. The analysis confirms
the high stability of a system that enables private actors,
communal and cantonal authorities to act quickly and flexibly.
The Swiss innovation system is lively and largely self-regulating; it is successful without additional management and is
able to respond to new challenges. This makes it successful
and adaptable.
Research and Innovation Report: www.sbfi.admin.ch/
pub_ri_e

As of this year, the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF),
with the support of the Confederation, is responsible for
evaluating all nominees and for making the final selection
of prizewinners on behalf of the Marcel Benoist Foundation.
To that end, the SNSF has set up an evaluation committee.
In order to better reflect the diversity of research conducted
in Switzerland, as of this year the prize will now alternate
each year between the humanities and social sciences, and
natural sciences and biology/medicine. This year the prize
will therefore go to a researcher from the humanities and
social sciences.
The nomination procedure is now open to the extended
research community in Switzerland. Researchers, leading
members of research institutions and representatives of other
public or private institutions may submit nominations until
11 May 2018.
Further information: www.marcel-benoist.ch

Research institutes and companies from Switzerland
gain access to EU’s ECSEL initiative
On 9 March, the Federal Council approved an agreement
paving the way for Switzerland's participation in the Joint
Technology Initiative Electronic Components and Systems for
European Leadership (JTI ECSEL). This EU funding initiative
supports market-oriented, transnational research and development projects in the fields of micro- and nanoelectronics,
system integration and intelligent systems. Switzerland is thus
actively involved in the shaping of digitalisation in Europe.
The EU and Switzerland will subsidise 70% of the R&D costs
incurred by Swiss research institutes, 50–60% of the R&D-related costs of SMEs and 30%–35% of the R&D-related costs
of large companies.

In 2017, Prof. Thomas Stocker, climate researcher at the University of Bern,
was presented with the Swiss Science Prize Marcel Benoist by Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann, President of the Foundation. Photo:
Béatrice Devènes

Further information: Swiss stakeholders can already participate in ECSELs calls for 2018. Detailed information on the
participation rules can be found here:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/ecsel
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The SIB Swiss Institute of Bioinformatics celebrates its 20th anniversary

‘The topic of knowledge preservation will continue to
be our battleground for the years to come’.
Research in the life sciences is complex and generates large amounts of data. This is where the work of the SIB Swiss
Institute of Bioinformatics comes in. Founded on 30 March 1998, this non-profit foundation provides the core bioinformatics resources such as databases and software as well as corresponding training of specialists. At the same time,
SIB conducts data analyses for national and international scientific research. According to SIB Director Ron Appel,
bioinformatics has become indispensable for today’s research in the life sciences.
mance computing and bioinformatics
analysis.
The SIB model is inspired by Switzerland’s
federalist model. Working in a highly
competitive environment, SIB is able to
reconcile competition and cooperation
dynamics between nearly 800 scientists
in the field, thereby bringing out the best
of science.

Ron Appel, Director of the SIB Swiss Institute of
Bioinformatics

Why is there a need for the SIB
Swiss Institute of Bioinformatics?
Ron Appel: Whether it be to develop new
medicines, reveal the biodiversity hidden
under our feet or trace the migrations of
our ancestors, bioinformatics has become
essential to today's research activities.
SIB provides comprehensive bioinformatics support to life sciences researchers,
regardless of their field of study or application, and where they are in Switzerland.
It also contributes recognised expertise to
European research programmes.
Overall, our scientists create, annotate and
maintain essential knowledgebases. One
example is UniProtKB/Swiss-Prot, which
is the world's leading source of protein
information, receiving over 6 million page
hits per month. They apply their analytical
skills in complex projects and develop IT
tools for the life sciences community (e.g.
molecular modelling).
SIB also coordinates the country's
twelve main platforms for high-perfor10

What changes has SIB gone through
over the past 20 years?
At the time of SIB's creation, we were five
founding members, all convinced that
bioinformatics would play a key role in
the years to come but none of us expected such growth.
Twenty years later, there are nearly 70 research and service groups, 800 scientists,
including 200 SIB employees. The institute
has become the leading national bioinformatics network in Europe!
The expansion of activities has been just
as striking while we initially focused on
the study of proteins, genes and their
function, now our groups are divided into
seven main areas: genes & genomes, proteins & proteomes, text mining & machine
learning, evolution & phylogeny, structural biology, systems biology and core facilities & competence centres. SIB's range
of training courses has expanded and we
now offer over 50 courses each year.
The fields of application are very wide:
agriculture, ecology, health... The latter
is in the midst of a revolution with the
advent of precision medicine, in which
bioinformatics and SIB play a central and
growing role.
Who does SIB work with?
Since its foundation, our institute has
been able to rely on strong links with

renowned Swiss academic institutions
to carry out its mission and contribute to
a balanced governance. Today, SIB has
twenty institutional partners, including
the two federal institutes of technology
and the main Swiss universities and research institutes.
SIB also works with the private sector,
both nationally and internationally. No
fewer than 100 cooperation contracts are
signed each year by our technology transfer service between SIB groups, academic
institutions and industry.
Its special position, at the boundary between the academic and private spheres,
makes it a gateway to services and knowledge, with results such as the first noninvasive prenatal test in Europe, the design of bioactive molecules for new drugs,
or the discovery of new biomarkers for
diabetes.
Who specifically benefits from SIB's
activities?
Our activities are historically dedicated to
life science researchers – whether they
are among the millions of users of our
tools and databases, whether they wish
to improve their machine learning skills
or consult our experts in biostatistics or
software development.
Recently, SIB established a group specialising in clinical applications of bioinformatics, which led to a broadening of its
user base to include health professionals
in Switzerland. Patients are already benefiting from the group's first successes.
Working with the Geneva University
Hospitals, the group has set up a platform for faster and more accurate cancer diagnosis, and recently it introduced
the first Certificate of Advanced Studies
(CAS) in Personalised Molecular Oncology
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Research infrastructure of national importance
Subject to the Research and Innovation Promotion Act (RIPA), SIB is a research
infrastructure of national importance. The Confederation provides funding on a
subsidiary basis, totalling CHF 46 million for the years 2017–2020. In addition,
the federal government provides SIB with compensatory payments for its data
coordination centre, which provides central services to participating stakeholders
taking part in implementation of the national support initiative ‘Personalized
Medicine’.

with the University Hospitals of Basel and
Lausanne.
Finally, since its creation, SIB has always
been in contact with the general public
through numerous educational and awareness-raising activities on bioinformatics
applications, including the Swiss Health
Fair.

thirds of the international biological databases currently benefiting from less than
a year of guaranteed funding, essential
knowledge and major investments are at
risk of disappearing.

What future challenges is SIB
facing?
SIB was born out of a crisis: the lack of funding for the protein database, Swiss-Prot.

With the support of the European life
sciences organisation ELIXIR – in which
SIB represents Switzerland – the institute
has just published a study identifying a
funding model that would ensure the sustainability of the world's main life science
databases, in a way that is compatible
with open access principles.

Twenty years later, the overall problem of
long-term funding of databases remains
a key concern of the institute. With two-

The topic of knowledge preservation will
continue to be our battleground for years
to come.

Other challenges such as precision medicine also need to be addressed. SIB keeps
abreast of scientific developments in this
field and develops all the skills needed to
play a decisive role.
Contact
Ron Appel, Director of the SIB Swiss
Institute of Bioinformatics
+41 21 692 40 50
info@sib.swiss
Further information
www.sib.swiss

Source: SIB
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Bilateral research and innovation cooperation with South Korea and Japan

A shared success story
For a long time, the federal government’s international science policy focused almost exclusively on cooperation with
European countries, the EU and North America. But about ten years ago, the federal government set an additional priority: strategic focus on countries outside Europe with significant scientific and technological development potential.
An agreement was signed with Japan in 2007 and with South Korea in 2008; steps that have been worthwhile for all
concerned.
The bilateral agreements on research
and innovation cooperation help to raise
Switzerland’s profile abroad as a leading
country in the ERI field. They also facilitate
non-European cooperation initiatives with
strategically important countries. Emphasis is placed on scientific excellence, mutual needs and matching funds for research
activities.
The ‘Leading House’ model, where bilateral programmes are managed by Swiss
universities, has proven to be a particularly
useful and efficient means of establishing
privileged contacts and testing new instruments of research cooperation.
Japan: increased cooperation
between funding agencies
As part of its mandate as a ‘Leading
House’ enabling Swiss universities and
research institutes to work with Japanese,
South Korean and Chinese partners, the
ETH Zurich has offered various bilateral
cooperation instruments since 2008. This
mandate was extended for the period
2017-2020 and the ETH Zurich is now
the ‘Leading House’ for East and Southeast Asia (Japan, China, South Korea and
ASEAN member states).
At the fourth meeting of the Joint Scientific and Technological Cooperation Committee held at the end of February, the already well-established direct cooperation
between the respective research funding
agencies was consolidated. The Swiss
National Science Foundation (SNSF) and
its Japanese counterpart, the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS),
signed a Memorandum of Understanding
that should further expand and facilitate
their direct cooperation.
A joint call for project proposals by the
SNSF and the Japan Science and Technology Agency (JST) is also expected
to be launched in the spring. With over
12

President Alain Berset (centre) and South Korean Health Minister Neunghoo Park (right) officially closed the
fifth Life Science Symposium in Seoul. Photo: Science Office Seoul

60 partnerships between Swiss universities and research institutions and partner
institutions in Japan, cooperation between the two countries is already very
close.
South Korea: Life Science Symposium
The Life Science Initiative, a public-private partnership, is one of the most important means of bilateral cooperation
with South Korea. The main instrument
is the Life Science Symposium, an event
that brings together researchers, start-up
companies and other private actors. So
far, the symposium has given rise to numerous cooperation initiatives, such as a
joint research project on malaria in Tanzania involving the Swiss Tropical and Public Health Institute and the South Korean
start-up company NUOL (Next-generation
Open-platform U-health Laboratory).
The fifth Life Science Symposium took
place in Seoul at the beginning of February as part of the Swiss-Korean Innovation Week. President Alain Berset and the
South Korean Minister of Health, Neunghoo Park, attended the closing ceremony.

Contact
Mauro Moruzzi, SERI
Ambassador, Head of International
Relations
+41 58 462 68 36
mauro.moruzzi@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
www.sbfi.admin.ch/fzsl
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In cooperation with the Science Office in Seoul, the ETH Zurich’s Cybathlon project was presented at the House of Switzerland in Pyeongchang, South Korea in
February during the Olympic Games. Cybathlon is an international competition
in which people with physical limitations, supported by the latest technologies,
compete against each other. Photo: Science Office Seoul

State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio spoke about the role of innovation for the
economy and society at the Switzerland-Japan Economic Forum at the beginning
of March. The topic of innovation and competitiveness was debated further during the panel discussion that followed, see below. Photos: Science Office Tokyo
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Additional national measures for space

An important milestone for twelve projects carried out in
partnership between research institutes and companies
The European Space Agency (ESA) offers its member countries, including Switzerland, the opportunity to participate
in a wide variety of research and development projects. National complementary measures help Swiss research institutions and companies to take part in European calls for project proposals. In 2016, SERI selected twelve research and
innovation projects following a corresponding call. In mid-February, the results were presented at a symposium at the
EPFL organised by the Swiss Space Center. The studies are of an excellent standard, innovative and allow participants
to take a decisive first step in promising new technologies aimed at a variety of space applications.
criteria, such as: benefit to Switzerland of
the proposed project, alignment of proposed activity with applicant›s strategy,
cost and duration of the project, availability of funding and results of a technical evaluation by ESA experts. Supported
projects were carried out over a period
of 15 months between November 2016
and January 2018, and the results were
presented during a special symposium
held at the EPFL’s Swiss Space Center in
mid-February.

The results of the projects selected in 2016 were presented at the symposium organised by the Swiss Space
Center at the EPFL in mid-February. The event brought together not only project participants, but also ESA
experts as well as scientists and entrepreneurs interested in space and potential opportunities. Some speakers
also mentioned that they had identified scientific or industrial partners and had developed their projects
following participation in the previous days of presentations. Photos: EPFL – Murielle Gerber

As a founding member of the European Space Agency ESA, Switzerland
participates actively and successfully
in space programmes through its research
institutes and industry. Unlike most
other countries active in the space
sector, Switzerland does not have a national programme that would enable
capacity building upstream of ESA activities.
12 project proposals selected out of
44
SERI’s complementary national activities
enable Switzerland’s science and technology community to be better positioned
on a global scale, both within the framework of ESA programmes and beyond.
In 2010, SERI partnered with the Swiss
Space Center to launch an initial ‘Call for
Proposals – To foster and promote Swiss
scientific and technological competences
related to space activities’. Following the
14

success of the projects supported and the
excellent feedback from research community on this initiative, successive calls for
project proposals were launched in 2012,
2014 and 2016 respectively.
Of the 44 applications received in 2016,
12 were selected according to established

Ensuring international competitiveness
Grants are awarded for innovative studies
that enable participants to take a decisive
first step in promising new technologies
for a range of space applications. The aim
is to secure national interests in a highly
competitive international context and to
develop the conduct of national space
projects while at the same time providing
access to bilateral and multilateral cooperation worldwide. Since 2015, following
a bilateral agreement with the Austrian
space agency, calls for project proposals
from both countries have been open to
Swiss and Austrian entities on a reciprocal
basis and under certain conditions.
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Contact
Kamlesh Brocard, SERI
Scientific advisor
Space Affairs Division
+41 58 465 14 87
kamleshwuree.brocard@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
Call for project proposals 2018:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/call2018

Subsidised projects consist mainly of
studies aimed at verifying technological
concepts for space missions. Such studies
satisfy a strategic need for optimal use of
national R&D potential. They also enable

our research community to better position itself in the face of competitors that
benefit heavily from state aid, ahead of
future competitions in European institutional programmes.

Results of call for project proposals 2016:
Complete presentation of projects and
contact details.
www.spacecenter.ch/wp-content/
uploads/2018/02/mdp-2016-full-abstractbook.pdf?x56160
Swiss Space Center:
www.spacecenter.ch

VPET 2030

Mission statement adopted
Vocational education and training is influenced by developments on the labour market and in society. The impact of
megatrends such as digitalisation, increasing job mobility or demographic change are placing new demands on skilled
workers and companies and must be recognised at an early stage. The ‘VPET 2030 Vision and Strategic Guidelines’
policy paper provides the necessary answers.
policy paper. This document calls for the
continuous further development of Switzerland’s VPET system and for the VPET
system.

At the end of January, SERI and its fellow
VPET partners – the cantons and professional organisations – adopted the ‘VPET
2030 Vision and Strategic Guidelines’

In order to achieve this, training options within the VPET system need to be
made more flexible. At the same time,
the VPET system itself must become more
agile and the processes underlying the
Swiss education system as a whole –
and the VPET system in particular – must
be made more efficient. Individual learning pathways and career development
should take increasing occupational
mobility into account. The partnership
between the three main stakeholders
will also be maintained. A review of
tasks, areas of authority and responsibilities should lead to greater transparency.

Based on this policy paper, the three VPET
partners have adopted a programme with
strategic guidelines and corresponding
priorities for the coming years. Implementation will come in the form of specific
projects in the coming years. The VPET
Partner Conference to be held in Bern
on 20-21 March, will set the wheels in
motion.
Contact
Stefanie Bosshard, SERI
Project manager, VPET Policy
+41 58 462 96 73
stefanie.bosshard@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
VPET 2030 Vision and Strategic Guidelines
www.sbfi.admin.ch/bb2030
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ERI I Photo of the month

‘Towards Intelligent Sensor-enhanced Robotic Neurosurgery’ is one of eight projects selected for funding under the BRIDGE Discovery
programme. The research proposal was submitted by researchers from the Neurosurgery Department at Bern University Hospital,
the ARTORG Center for Biomedical Engineering at the University of Bern and the Swiss Centre for Electronics and Microtechnology
(CSEM) in Neuchâtel. The method allows stabilising screws to be attached in the spine safely, precisely and without injuring the
surrounding tissue. It is based on various patented sensor technologies that ‘scan’ the spine from the inside. The project has received
a grant of CHF 2 million over four years.
BRIDGE is a joint programme run by the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) and Innosuisse – the Swiss Innovation Agency. It
is designed to support projects at an early stage of development at the crossroads between basic research and science-based innovation, thereby supplementing the funding activities of the two organisations. The BRIDGE Discovery programme awards grants to
experienced researchers working in basic and applied research. The BRIDGE Discovery call for project proposals, which was launched
for the first time in 2017, drew a very high turnout with around 190 funding applications. Photo: Spinal column model with four
pedicle screws for spinal stabilisation. Pascal Gugler, Insel Group AG
Further information
http://bridge.ch > News

Figure

33.9%
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New findings on the highest level of educational
attainment in Switzerland are now available following the structural survey conducted by the Federal Statistical Office as part of the 2016Federal
Census. These show that 33.9% of the Swiss resident population aged 25 and over held a tertiarylevel qualification in 2016. The canton of Zug has
the highest proportion of holders of tertiary-level
qualifications (44%) and the canton of Glarus had

the lowest (20.9%). There has been an increase in
the proportion of holders of tertiary-level qualifications throughout Switzerland. In the last survey
from 2013 to 2015, the national proportion was
two percentage points lower, at 31.9%.
Further information
www.atlas.bfs.admin.ch/maps/13/
de/12949_136_131_3113/21280.html

