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Dear reader
The berufsbildungplus.ch campaign launched by the former Federal Office for Professional Education and Technology (OPET) is important to our State Secretariat. Slogans
such as ‘Turning talents into professionals through vocational education and training’
or ‘Learn to become a hairdresser - become a biologist (professionals make progress)’
summarise the opportunities offered by vocational education and training and the
strong prospects available to holders of vocational qualifications thanks to the permeability of the Swiss education system.
It is therefore somewhat surprising to hear critical voices from academia claiming that
these campaigns unfairly favour vocational education and training. It is not preferential treatment by the government, but rather an effort to provide the necessary information. Various studies show how little relevance and prestige vocational education
and training enjoys, especially among families who have moved to Switzerland from
abroad, who are only familiar with the academic path.
To those people – but not only them – one cannot emphasise enough that the strength
of the Swiss education system is based on two equal educational paths, which young
people should have the choice to follow. Some have more of a flair for the abstract
and are more motivated to pursue the path of baccalaureate schools and university;
many others prefer to get stuck in and start an apprenticeship so they can learn while
working and still go on to tertiary-level education and training.
All things considered, the Swiss education system offers a wide range of education
and training opportunities with so many occupations and fields to choose from. And
the opportunities (e.g. occupations relating to technological fields, nursing fields,
business management, finance, etc.) can be pursued through both pathways. All in
all, the Swiss education system offers a high degree of flexibility, which allows it to
respond to the new professions and fields of work that are constantly emerging nowadays.
In light of that, academic circles in particular should actually welcome campaigns to
raise awareness of vocational and professional education and training for as long as
the VPET system offers a real alternative for a very large number of young people,
Swiss universities can continue to offer high quality, not mass education. This is precisely why it is astonishing that the berufsbildungplus.ch campaign causes misunderstandings, especially in areas where there is a high degree of academisation.

Mauro Dell’Ambrogio
State Secretary for Education, Research and Innovation
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Subject-based subsidies in the professional education sector

Federal subsidy programme well under way
Since the beginning of this year, the Confederation has been supporting graduates of preparatory courses for federal
professional examinations. An initial conclusion on the change of system shows that the new subsidy to strengthen
the Swiss professional education sector is well under way: the processes and procedures were established in due
course and the online portal for processing applications is functioning smoothly. As of the end of May, over 500 applications for contributions and partial contributions had already been submitted, and the number is rising.
Professionals holding a Federal Diploma
of Vocational Education and Training
or equivalent qualification can take a
federal professional examination to acquire a federally recognised tertiary-level
professional qualification granting chartered or higher chartered status. Each
year, around 17,500 people successfully
take a federal professional examination.
Candidates have the option of attending
preparatory courses for these examinations on a part-time basis alongside
their professional activities. As of this
year, those who complete these preparatory courses and take the federal professional examination receive a financial
contribution to help cover the course fees
paid.
Current application trends
Between January and May of this year a
total of 465 people across Switzerland applied for this federal subsidy. All of them
took a federal professional examination
in 2018. In addition, 62 persons applied
for partial advance payment before
taking the examination. Under certain
conditions, it is possible to make partial
advance payment if the person lacks the
financial resources to pay the course fees
prior to taking the federal examination
(see chart).
It should be noted that some of the
preparatory courses that began prior to
1 August 2017 are still subsidised at cantonal level through the previous Inter-cantonal Agreement on Technical Schools
(Fachschulvereinbarung FSV), which has
since been replaced by the Inter-cantonal Agreement on Professional Education
Institutions (Interkantonale Vereinbarung
über Beiträge an die Bildungsgänge der
höheren Fachschulen HFSV). Persons attending these preparatory courses under
the previous FSV rules are therefore not
eligible to apply for federal funding. The
transition period will continue into 2019,
4

and SERI expects a significant increase in
applications once the transition period
has ended.
Applications through the online
portal
Applications for federal contributions to
cover course fees may only be submitted
though the online portal. In addition,
course providers can register their courses and manage their offers via this portal.
Around 630 course providers are currently
registered. The current 3,800 registered
courses include individual course modules, which means it is safe to assume that
there are around 2,300 different courses.
The online portal is extensively used by
course providers: between January and
May, for example, around 500 new courses or modules were added and just under 1,200 changes were made to existing
courses.
Given the tight schedule (approval of subject financing in September 2017, entry
into force in January 2018), the online portal had to be developed relatively quickly.
Initial experiences have shown, however,
that applicants and course providers have
been getting along well with the online
portal, which is being continuously optimised to improve user-friendliness.
The online portal is managed by the Swiss
Centre for Vocational Education and
Training | Vocational, Educational and Career Guidance (SDBB). As the processing
agency, the SDBB responsible for processing applications for federal funding in the
online portal and for maintaining the list
of preparatory courses (registration list).
Course participants and course providers
may contact the SDBB directly if they have
any questions (see Contact).
It will not be possible to assess the overall
effectiveness of the new funding mech-

anism for preparatory courses for federal
professional examinations until after the
transitional period for the cantonal funding mechanism ends in 2019. The new
funding mechanism will also be up and
running by then. SERI wishes to thank all
course providers and examining bodies
for their cooperation in implementing the
new funding mechanism.
Contact
For course providers and applicants
All questions concerning the online
portal:
SDBB | CSFO – Processing agency for
applications to obtain a subsidy to
attend preparatory courses for federal
professional examinations
0840 400 501
bundesbeitraege@sdbb.ch
Carole Egger, SERI
Deputy Head of Professional Education
Section
+41 58 464 90 83
carole.egger@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
www.sbfi.admin.ch/bundesbeitraege
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Direct federal subsidy for individuals taking preparatory courses for federal professional examinations

%
Eligibility criteria for the
federal subsidy
1. The course must prepare for a
federal professional examination.
2. The courses must be in the list
of registered preparatory courses
in the year in which the course
starts.
3. Course participants must pay
course fees to the course provider (i.e. the invoice is issued in the
name of the course participant).
4. Graduates must take the federal
professional examination.
5. Graduates must be legal residents of Switzerland.

The Confederation will
pay up to half of eligible
course fees
Individuals who complete the preparatory course for a federal professional examination will receive a refund of up to 50% of eligible course
fees.
For level-one federal professional examinations (leading to issuance of a
‘Federal Diploma of Higher Education’), the maximum amount refunded is CHF 9,500, for level-two
federal professional examinations
(leading to issuance of an ‘Advanced
Federal Diploma of Higher Education’), the maximum amount refunded is CHF 10,500.
Upper threshold
L1: CHF 19 000.–
L2: CHF 21 000.–

20
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First-time payment of
the federal subsidy
Those who complete preparatory
courses and take a federal professional examination after 1 January
2018 can apply for the federal subsidy. In order to qualify, the preparatory
course must be listed among courses that are eligible for the subsidy.
In addition, the preparatory course
has to have started after 1 January
2017 and the provider must not have
already received a cantonal subsidy
for the same course.

Subsidy
amount
50% of eligible
course fees
Lower
threshold
L1/L2
CHF 1000.–

Request for partial advance payment of federal
subsidy before taking
federal professional examination
If you are unable to pay the course
fees on your own prior to taking the
federal professional examination, you
may submit a request for partial advance payment of the federal subsidy.
Requirements:
• Your direct federal taxation for the
previous year (last tax assessment)
amounts to less than CHF 88.
• You have already paid course fees
amounting to at least CHF 3500.
• You commit yourself to taking the
federal professional examination
within a period of five years.
If the request is approved, applicants
will receive partial advance payment
of the federal subsidy amounting to
50 percent of course fees (in each
case for paid course fees of at least
CHF 3,500) during the period in
which they are attending the course.
If the applicant fails to take the federal professional examination within
the agreed five-year timeframe, then
the partial advance payment must be
paid back.

5

SERI News 5/18 l Education

Gathering information about educational choices after compulsory education

From apprenticeship barometer to transition barometer
Published for the first time in June, the ‘Nahtstellenbarometer – Bildungsentscheide nach der obligatorischen Schulzeit’ (Transition Barometer – Transition Barometer – Education Choices after Compulsory Education’) shows the current
situation and development trends at the transition point between lower-secondary and upper-secondary education.
In representative surveys of companies and 14 to 16-year-olds, the salient features of the current situation were identified and are currently being monitored.
SERI has therefore decided to broaden
the scope of the current investigation.
The focus will now be placed on the
transition from compulsory education
to upper secondary education, as well
as on the educational decisions made
by young people as a result. To this end,
14 to 16-year-olds and companies all
over Switzerland will be surveyed. The
former apprenticeship barometer will
now be called the ‘transition barometer – education choices after compulsory
education’.

The Confederation introduced the apprenticeship barometer in 1997 in response to
the apprenticeship crisis in the 1990s. The
purpose of the apprenticeship barometer
is to analyse and monitor changes in the
Swiss apprenticeship market as closely
as possible. In representative surveys of
companies and young people, the salient features of the current situation were
monitored in two waves. The results were
based partly on a written survey of companies and partly on telephone interviews
with young people between the ages of
14 and 20. The apprenticeship barometer
was conducted by the LINK Institute for
Market and Social Research on behalf of
the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI). The survey
drew a great deal of media interest.
New starting point
The situation on the apprenticeship market has remained stable in recent years.
For example, we no longer have a situation
where there are too few apprenticeships.
On the contrary, many apprenticeship
positions have remained vacant in recent
years. The focus of interest has therefore
now shifted to understanding the educa6

tional decisions that young people make
after compulsory education, transitional
solutions chosen between lower- and upper-secondary education and the situation
of skilled workers in companies.

Frame of reference for strategies
and measures
SERI has commissioned the polling institute gfs.bern to conduct the new surveys.
The two survey waves (cut-off dates:
15 April and 31 August respectively)
and the company survey will remain unchanged. As a result of the new age segment, there will be changes in the sampling of young people. For this reason,

Transition barometer April 2018

83 951 young people
between the ages of 14 and 16 reached the point in
April 2018 at which they had to decide on the next step
in their education.
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Most tend to choose vocational education and training after completing compulsory education. Baccalaureate schools are the second most frequent choice. One
in every seven young people intends to do a transitional year or attend bridge
courses between lower- and upper-secondary education.
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91 294 apprenticeship positions
were offered by host companies in Switzerland in 2018.

Of this total, 84 919 were for three- or four-year apprenticeships. The remaining
6,375 were for two-year apprenticeships.

70%



63 856 apprenticeship positions were filled in April 2018 (75%).

Source: ‘Transition Barometer – Education Choices after Compulsory Education’,
April 2018 survey, gfs.bern

the projections will only be comparable
to a limited extent with the figures from
previous years.
This change takes into account the relevant constitutional provisions and the education policy objective set jointly by the
Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers
of Education (EDK) and the Confederation
to achieve equivalent social recognition of
general education and vocational education and training. The results of the survey
should continue to serve as a frame of
reference for the Confederation and the
cantons when making strategic considerations and planning measures.

59%



A total of 49 462 young people 59% – found an apprenticeship and
corresponding VET programme that
will begin after the summer holidays:
of this total, 28 618 young people
have already signed an apprenticeship contract and the remaining
20 844 have passed aptitude texts
or have secured a commitment for
a subsequent period.

Contact
Katrin Frei, SERI
Head of VPET Policy Section
+41 58 462 82 47
katrin.frei@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
Results of transition barometer:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/barometer

The first results of the April survey were
published in mid-June and are available
on the SERI website (see infobox).
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‘Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies’ (PIAAC)

How well can adults read, do maths and solve problems?
Switzerland is taking part in the OECD study ‘Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies’. In
this international study, the competencies of adults will be measured and compared. The survey to gather information
will be conducted in 2021 and 2022. The first results are expected to be available by the end of 2023. The data are
relevant for the labour market and the education system.
The presence of skills within the population is of great importance for a country’s
competitiveness. For example, the onset
of digitalisation has changed the competence requirements of companies and
consequently their job profiles. The labour
market›s demand for digital skills and
cross-cutting skills such as teamwork or
communication is increasing. At the same
time, the importance of lifelong learning
has grown.
Lack of up-to-date data
Policymakers, government officials as well
as labour market participants and education institutions depend on up-to-date
and reliable data to make their decisions.
Switzerland last participated in an international survey of adult skills in 2003.
For this reason, Switzerland has accepted the invitation of the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) and decided to participate in the
second cycle of the international comparative study ‘Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies’
(PIAAC).
Broad international comparison
The PIAAC study gathers information
about adult competencies in reading,
maths and problem solving, and how
these skills are used in private and professional life. Since these competencies
form the basis for the development of
numerous other skills, they are of great
importance. In addition to gathering
information about existing and lacking
competencies, the data generated by the
study can also be used to identify factors
that play a key role in the development
and maintenance of competencies. This
includes, for example, the design of training courses. The internationally standardised study design will enable the PIAAC
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research team to compare the results
across participating countries. Around
40 countries took part in the first PIAAC
cycle.
Statements over time possible
New statistical possibilities can also shed
light on education trajectories, professional careers and lifelong learning. The
PIAAC study also allows comparisons to
be made with previous studies – namely
the ‘International Adult Literacy Survey
(IALS)’ and the ‘Life Skills Survey (ALL)’
– that Switzerland also took part in. This
allows certain statements to be made over
time.
The OECD study ‘Skills Matter – Further
Results from the Survey of Adult Skills’
from the first PIAAC cycle has shown
that people who performed well in competence measurements tend to be the
ones who cope more effectively with the
technological and structural changes of
modern society. In particular, they achieve
better results on the labour market, which
is reflected in lower unemployment and
higher wages.
It is also interesting to note that there is
a positive correlation between a person’s
reading literacy and their perceived influence over political processes. This connection is particularly important in Switzerland, where citizens are highly involved
in democratic processes.
PIAAC is under way
The following federal agencies are jointly involved in the PIAAC study: the State
Secretariat for Education, Research and
Innovation (SERI), the State Secretariat
for Economic Affairs (SECO), the State
Secretariat for Migration (SEM), the Federal Social Insurance Office (FSIO) and the
Federal Statistical Office (FSO).

The latter agency is responsible for project
management at national level.
The survey will take place from summer
2021 to spring 2022. A total of 5,000
randomly selected persons between the
ages of 16 to 65 will be interviewed in
Switzerland. Initial results are expected by
the end of 2023.
The results can provide an indication of
the extent to which Switzerland›s education system is capable of provisioning the
labour market with the professional competences that are in demand. The data
will be used extensively within the Swiss
education monitoring system, which
forms the basis for further development
and strategic management of the education system and serves as a frame of
reference for education policy decisions.
Contact
Jacqueline Würth, SERI
Project manager
Education Management and
Research Section
+41 58 463 26 06
jacqueline.wuerth@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
www.oecd.org/skills/piaac
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EHEA Ministerial Conference Paris 2018

Clear commitment to further development
At the Ministerial Conference of the European Higher Education Area held in Paris at the end of May, education ministers expressed their resolve to give fresh impetus to its further development. To this end, they stressed the fundamental values of higher education and the importance of implementing, in the 48 member countries, the key commitments
made since the Bologna Declaration in 1999, such as the three-cycle system, quality assurance and recognition.

The EHEA Ministerial Conference held in Paris at the end of May to follow up on the Bologna Process led to adoption of a communiqué signed by the 48 member
states. The document recalls the fundamental values on which the European Higher Education Area is based, e.g. institutional autonomy, and underlines the desire
to strengthen the EHEA. Photo: EHEA Ministerial Conference Paris 2018 © MESRI/XR Pictures

The ministers had already met the day
before at the Sorbonne to celebrate a triple anniversary: thirty years of the Magna Charta Universitatum signed in 1988
by 388 rectors from Europe and elsewhere to affirm the fundamental values
(e.g. autonomy and academic freedom)
shared by all universities; twenty years of
the Sorbonne Declaration, which set in
motion the entire Bologna process and
subsequent creation of the European
Higher Education Area; and ten years of
the(European Quality Assurance Register
(EQAR).
Switzerland was represented by a delegation led by State Secretary Mauro
Dell’Ambrogio and comprised of Madeleine Salzmann, head of the Higher Education Coordination Unit of the Swiss
Conference of Cantonal Directors of
Education, Jean-Marc Piveteau, rector

of Zurich University of Applied Sciences
(ZHAW) and Josef Stocker, representing
the Swiss Student Union (VSS-UNES-USU).
An area based on shared values and
open to the world
At the conference, importance was given
to the fundamental values on which the
European Higher Education Area is based.
The communiqué adopted at the end of
the Conference explicitly names academic
freedom and integrity, institutional autonomy, participation of students and staff
in higher education governance, and the
public responsibility for and of higher education. The Bologna Policy Forum, open to
all countries and international or regional
organisations, underlined the global dimension of the European Higher Education Area. It focused on two themes that
will be at the heart of this interregional
dialogue in the coming years: social in-

clusion and social responsibility in higher
education.
Even closer cooperation
The Bologna Process Implementation
Report 2018 report states that reforms
are well under way in most countries,
particularly in Switzerland, but progress
has been slower in recent years and important differences remain within the
European Higher Education Area. In order to improve implementation of key
commitments, such as the three-cycle
system, quality assurance and recognition, the ministers adopted a structured
approach of peer support. This should
give rise to groups dedicated to one of
the three key commitments mentioned
above. Each group will be comprised of
countries that can share their successful
experiences with other countries that still
have a long way to go.
9
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Indeed, mutual trust between member
countries is essential for enhanced cooperation in the face of common challenges
as well as for increased student mobility
(one of the main objectives of the Bologna reform process) and improvements
in the quality of education. In this regard,
the ministers called for greater cooperation in innovative practices for learning
and teaching. They also requested that
the digitalisation issue be addressed by
the Bologna Follow-up Group by the next
Ministerial Conference. They furthermore
committed themselves to improving synergies between education, research and
innovation.
Fostering dialogue with stakeholders
State Secretary Mauro Dell›Ambrogio
addressed participants at a round table
meeting on the future of the European
Higher Education Area. On this occasion,
he recalled the unique nature of the Bologna Process, which is not based on an
international treaty but on a voluntary
commitment by the signatory states. He
also stressed the importance of working
closely with higher education stakeholders. Representatives of the European University Association, which safeguards the
interests of higher education institutions
and national conferences of presidents of
higher education institutions, also stated
that Switzerland had from the outset entrusted the rectors› conferences with co-

Perspective
‘First of all, it is amazing to see the extent to which the Bologna Process
has fundamentally changed the European higher education landscape in an
irreversible and profoundly positive way. Although implementation does not
always occur at the desired pace – and the problems have been addressed
with openness and frankness – it is striking to see the deep commitment to
the generous principles of reform. The course has been maintained - just
think of what has been achieved in the area of recognition of qualifications
or the peer support approach, for example. The idea of identity (it is with
European students that cohesion of the higher education area will be reinforced) becomes more of a reality with concrete steps such as the European
Universities Initiative. Here again, Switzerland must remain a full-fledged
partner. Let›s work on it.’
Prof. Jean-Marc Piveteau, Rector of Zurich University of Applied Sciences (ZHAW).

ordinated implementation of the Bologna
reform process. The State Secretary also
held bilateral talks with several ministers
on the fringes of the conference.
The next Conference will take place in
Rome in 2020. Between Ministerial Conferences, the Bologna Follow-up Group is
responsible for continuous development
of the Bologna Process. This group will
be co-chaired for the first time by Switzerland and Austria in the second half
of 2018 and has been tasked to adopt a
work programme for 2018-2020.

‘Observations of many votes have left the most lasting impression that we
have indeed managed to create a European Higher Education Area over
the past 20 years and that the process has triggered valuable developments
that have had an impact far beyond Europe. The changes made to university
studies themselves - including the division into the Bachelor, Master and
PhD levels - the credit point system for crediting and accreditation laid the
foundation for mobility; then came exchange programmes. Hardly anything
was said about employability - a demand that had strongly influenced the
discussions in the first phase of the Bologna Process’.
Dr Madeleine Salzmann, Head of Higher Education Coordination Unit, Swiss
Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education (EDK)

10

Contact
Muriel Meister-Gampert, SERI
Scientific Advisor
Higher Education Division
+41 58 463 89 47
muriel.meister@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
10th EHEA Ministerial Conference:
www.ehea2018.paris
Bologna Process Implementation Report
– The European Higher Education Area
in 2018
www.ehea.info/cid101765/ministerial-conference-paris-2018.html
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Digitalisation action plan

Confederation invests in education, research and innovation
Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann, the head of the Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education
and Research (EAER), is convinced that ‘Switzerland should remain one of the leading countries in the development
and application of digital technologies’. The EAER has drafted an Action Plan for Digitalisation in the ERI Sector
in 2019 and 2020 explaining the steps to be taken in pursuit of this aim. A total of CHF 213 million has been
earmarked for implementation of the proposed measures in 2019 and 2020. In April, as part of the budget and financial
planning process, the Federal Council approved the required additional funds of CHF 62 million for the years 2019 and
2020.
Increasing demand for skilled workers
Compared to other countries, Swiss IT
specialists perform well in terms of both
the services on offer and their expertise.
However, growing demand is creating an
increasing shortage of skilled workers.
Here, the education system must help to
produce the necessary new talent. It is essential that children become more interested in MINT subjects (maths, IT, natural
sciences and technology) at an early age.

Digitalisation is rapidly changing the economy and working life. Hardly any economic sector has remained unaffected by
this change. Digital skills are increasingly
required in practically all economic branches. At the same time, completely new
occupations are emerging.
Addressing challenges
Switzerland finds itself in a favourable
position, not least thanks to its excellent
research landscape, the high level of private sector support for research and development and its flexible education system. Nevertheless, Switzerland also has
to contend with certain weaknesses and
specific challenges in those very same areas, which need to be addressed as soon
as possible. This includes in particular the
increased pace at which new technologies
are being implemented, which requires an
acceleration of the pace of adaptation of
the education system. In some new re-

search areas pertaining to digitalisation
Switzerland needs to intensify its efforts if
it is to remain among the world’s leading
countries.

Action plan to reinforce education
and research activities
Last spring, as part of its ‘Digital Switzerland’ strategy, the Federal Council
therefore instructed the EAER to carefully
examine the challenges of digitalisation
for education and research and identify
possible areas in need of action. On this
basis, SERI worked closely with education
and research stakeholders to develop an
action plan to improve digital competences in education and research. This action
plan is comprised of eight areas of focus,
all intended to ensure that Switzerland
remains one of the leading countries in
the development and application of digital technologies.

Thanks to its close ties to the labour market, the VET sector has so far managed
to cope with digital change. Here too,
however, VET programmes and training
content must be adapted more quickly to
new developments. The various measures
will be discussed by representatives of the
Confederation, the cantons and professional organisations within the context of
the VPET Strategy 2030. The measures
will then be implemented in line with the
respective responsibilities.
Teacher education plays a fundamental
role in coping with the digital transformation in education. In this area, the Confederation runs the Swiss Federal Institute
for Vocational Education and Training
(SFIVET) and recognises training programmes for vocational school teachers, workplace trainers, branch course instructors
and examiners. In contrast to teacher
training in primary, lower- and uppersecondary schools, which is the responsibility of the cantons, the Confederation
can take direct action within the vocational education and training sector via
SFIVET. It does so at two levels: firstly, by
taking steps to ensure that the necessary
digital skills are included in VET programmes and secondly, by offering teachers
and school administrations continuing
training courses that are tailored to suit
their needs.
11
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Finally, continuing education and training
plays a pivotal role in general, with the oft
mentioned notion of ‘lifelong learning’.
Since early this year, the federal government has been supporting measures to
help adults acquire basic skills, especially
for low-skilled and older employees. The
use of ICT is also included among basic
skills.
Building competences in teaching and
research
The changes associated with digitalisation also pose challenges to the higher
education, research and innovation system. Digital technologies are becoming
increasingly important not only across all
economic sectors, but also across all scientific disciplines. One good example is
the increasing importance being given to
data usage options.
Research support measures are therefore
heavily focused on ensuring that researchers are fully able to use new enabling
technologies. Among other things, additional professorships have been created
within the ETH Domain and new National
Centres of Competence in Research have
been established to pursue research on
digitalisation. It also makes little sense for
higher education institutions to face challenges on their own, when others share
those very same challenges (e.g. increased
use of digital forms of teaching and learning). A further field of action therefore
provides for such teaching and research
challenges to be addressed in a coordinated manner by swissuniversities and supported by federal project-based subsidies.
Analysing the impact of digitalisation
Digitalisation not only brings with it new
technologies and applications, it also
changes many other aspects of our society and economy. Examples include, for
instance, the consequences of autonomously decisive systems (self-driven cars,
artificial intelligence) or effects on work
structures. These impacts are not yet fully
understood in their context. Here higher
education institutions need to make a significant contribution to improved understanding. This is why a series of interdisciplinary National Research Programmes
(NRPs) were launched.

12

Bringing innovations to market
At the same time, with the rapid spread
of new digital technologies, the pace
of knowledge and technology transfer
continues to accelerate. Many industrial
companies, especially SMEs, face multiple
challenges with regard to ‘Industry 4.0’
and in the area of new, more digitalised
production technologies (3D printing,
advanced manufacturing). The development of such technologies requires specialists from various disciplines. Innosuisse
has therefore launched a new programme to support transformation of industry.
At the same time, plans have been laid
for various technology transfer centres
to work together to develop and experiment with new production technologies
at test facilities.
Federal Council approves additional
funding
The action plan is based on established instruments and proven principles of Swiss
education, research and innovation policy
(autonomy of actors, federal subsidiarity). This ensures rapid and streamlined
implementation with no need for additional administrative structures. As early
as 2019 and 2020, more than CHF 200
million can be invested to strengthen digital skills in Switzerland. A sizeable portion
of this budget can be channelled through
existing federal funding instruments on
the basis of thematic priorities.
By approving additional funding of over
CHF 60 million in April, the Federal Council reaf-firmed its support for the full and
rapid implementation of the action plan.
The additional funding will be included in
the 2019 budget and in the 2020 financial plan, both of which will be submitted
to Parliament for approval. At the same
time, the Federal Council adapted the
strategic objectives of the ETH Domain
and has given the ETH a mandate to devote even greater attention to information technology / computer sciences and
advanced manufacturing.
The funding requirements from 2021
onwards will be requested in the ERI Dispatch for 2021-2024.

Contact
Christian Busch, SERI
(research-related matters)
Scientific Advisor, Innovation Section
+41 58 466 79 33
christian.busch@sbfi.admin.ch
Barbara Montereale, SERI
(education-related matters)
Project Manager, Education
Management and Research Section
+41 58 466 79 34
barbara.montereale@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
Report ‘Herausforderungen der Digitalisierung für Bildung und Forschung’ dated
5 July 2017 and action plan ‘Digitalisierung im BFI-Bereich in den Jahren 2019
und 2020’
www.sbfi.admin.ch/digitalisierung
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Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences Association

Restructuring process now complete
In early June, the Federal Council approved the revised statutes of the Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences Association. This concludes the process of restructuring and consolidation of this sector, which was launched in 2008 and
included the introduction of a presidential system and the integration of the two foundations ‘Science et Cité’ and
‘TA-SWISS’. The revised statutes permit the introduction of general budgeting of the Swiss Academies of Arts and
Sciences sector from 2021 onwards. The revised statutes also enable greater coordination in the fulfilment of tasks.
More synergies have also been created in terms of administration. According to the Research and Innovation Promotion Act (RIPA), the Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences Association is a research funding institution whose statutes
are approved by the Federal Council.
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The Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences Association comprises several member institutions: the Swiss Academy of Sciences (SCNAT), the Swiss Academy of Humanities and Social Sciences (SAHS), the Swiss Academy of Medical Sciences (SAMS), and the Swiss
Academy of Engineering Sciences (SATW). It further comprises two centres of excellence: the Science et Cité Foundation (promoting
dialogue between science and society) and TA-SWISS Foundation (which carries out technology impact assessments). Chart: SERI
Contact
Nicole Schaad, SERI
Head of Research Section
+41 58 463 59 85
nicole.schaad@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
www.akademien-schweiz.ch
Federal Council-approved statutes of the
Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences
Association:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/dam/sbfi/de/
dokumente/2018/06/statuten.zip.download.zip/statuten.zip
13
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Development and expansion of bilateral cooperation in research and innovation

On a mission for science
Official science missions open doors and create opportunities in countries and regions which offer the potential to
increase excellence-based bilateral cooperation. Researchers, scientists and distinguished representatives from Swiss
institutions can seize the opportunity of such high-level official visits to experience first-hand the scientific potential
of the country in question. Furthermore, new collaborations can be forged and existing bilateral projects can be showcased during meetings, visits, presentations and receptions. This spring, official exploratory science missions took
place in Latin America in April and in Iran in May. Led by Federal Councillor Schneider-Ammann and State Secretary
Dell’Ambrogio respectively, science delegations travelled to these destinations with a view to developing and expanding bilateral relations and projects.

A Swiss science mission led by State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio in April / May visited state agencies, universities and research institutions in Iran. Photos: zVg

Official science missions within the Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education and Research (EAER) are mainly
led by the head of Department or the
State Secretary for Education, Research
and Innovation. They are often accompanied by a delegation of stakeholders
from the field of science. The participating delegation covers its own travel
costs, but benefits in turn from a dense
programme which introduces them to the
most relevant institutions and sectors –
government, academic and private – of
the country or region they visit.
Many different reasons for science
missions
On average SERI organises three to five
official science missions per year. These
missions take place for different reasons,
14

for example, when a bottom-up interest
develops for a certain destination among
the Swiss scientific community. Such an
interest can emerge when a country significantly increases its ERI investment (e.g.
mission to Indonesia in 2017), when it develops specific strengths in its science and
innovation system (e.g. mission to Israel
in 2017) or because new opportunities
arise due to a political change or an international opening (e.g. mission to Tunisia
in 2017).
Missions also offer the opportunity to
deepen existing contacts between research communities (e.g. mission to Ivory
Coast in 2018). In some other cases, the
swissnex network identifies particularly
relevant events for Swiss stakeholders a conference or symposium on specific

topics of interest, such as biotechnology,
fintech, cleantech – around which official
science missions are subsequently organised.
Science missions in South America
and Iran
Two missions took place this spring.
A mixed delegation with participants
from Parliament, cantonal governments and the business, agriculture and
science sectors travelled to the Mercosur states – Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay
and Uruguay – with Federal Councillor
Johann N. Schneider-Ammann, while a
purely scientific delegation travelled to
Iran with State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio. While the former took place in the
context of on-going bilateral free-trade
negotiations, the latter took place in the
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ties and two technology parks. The Swiss
delegation included representatives from
cantonal universities and federal institutes
of technology, universities of applied
sciences and the Empa research institute,
the Swiss Tropical and Public Health Institute and the Swiss National Science
Foundation. The range of scientific topics
covered during the trip was particularly
broad, including medical research, engineering, but also environmental sciences,
linguistics and literature.

In April Ambassador Mauro Moruzzi, head of SERI’s International Relations Division, signed an action plan
on science and technology in Brasília with the Brazilian Minister of Science, Technology, Innovation and
Communication, Gilberto Kassab.

context of a wider political agreement. In
2016, Federal Councillor Schneider-Ammann visited Iran during his year as president and signed a road map aimed at
achieving closer bilateral relations between Switzerland and Iran. Acknowledging the mutual interest in strengthening
scientific collaboration, both countries
agreed to encourage ‘bottom-up’ collaboration through direct links and contacts

between researchers, institutions and
universities. The science mission to Iran
was therefore a direct follow-up of this
agreement.
Extensive view of Iranian research
sector
The three-day programme of the Iran
mission included visits to two ministries,
a national funding body, eight universi-

Bilateral research and innovation programmes
SERI is committed to strengthening and facilitating collaboration in education, research and innovation with countries with high scientific potential beyond Europe.
In particular, bilateral programmes were launched a decade ago to offer incentives
to the collaboration.
In agreement with the Swiss Conference of Rectors of Higher Education Institutions
(swissuniversities), six Leading Houses have been mandated by SERI to manage these
programmes and contribute to the development of scientific cooperation between
Switzerland and high-potential countries in the designated region. This is achieved
by developing cooperation instruments which meet the demands of the Swiss scientific community. Instruments include, but are by no means limited to, project seed
funding, short-term mobility schemes, symposia and workshops.
CHF 14.35 million has been earmarked for all bilateral programmes managed by
the Leading Houses for the period 2017-2020. In specific cases, additional funding
is provided by bilateral calls for joint research projects, managed by the Swiss National Science Foundation. Besides the goal of intensifying collaboration through a
traditional scheme based on excellence and equivalent funding from both countries,
such calls aim to pave the way for direct cooperation between funding agencies.

In terms of outcomes, participants benefitted from the official nature of the trip
by meeting high-ranking government and
academic stakeholders. Acquiring a thorough overview of Iran’s research and innovation landscape, delegation members
were able to draw attention to existing
bilateral projects. Ongoing bilateral work
in the field of air quality control, catalytic
converters for city busses and infection
control received fresh momentum and
visibility vis-à-vis high-ranking Iranian officials.
Potential for new collaboration was identified particularly in the fields of medical research (with regards to the study of comprehensive medical data sets, so-called
cohorts) and engineering (Industry 4.0,
in particular). Brand new joint research
projects in these fields can be expected
to develop in the coming months, not
least because the Swiss Leading House for
Iran, Zurich University of Applied Sciences
ZHAW, co-organised a joint Swiss-Iranian
workshop and launched a Call for Seed
Money Grants immediately after the mission (cf. textbox).
Stronger basis for bilateral
cooperation
Of course, official missions offer a platform to formalise and advance bilateral
relationships on a political level. In Brasília,
Ambassador Mauro Moruzzi, head of
SERI’s International Relations Division,
signed an action plan on science and technology with the Brazilian Ministry of Science, Technology, Innovation and Communication. During the meeting at the
Argentinian Ministry of Science, the two
delegations identified a wide number of
topics for increased bilateral cooperation,
which resulted in a common road map.

15
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Winterthur – Isfahan
Zurich University of Applied Sciences (ZHAW) is currently the Leading House for
Southern Asia and Iran. In this capacity, it also participated in the official scientific
delegation. The case of Iran is particularly interesting because Iran has introduced
a similar system: the Isfahan University of Technology (IUT) has been mandated
by the Iranian Ministry for Science, Research and Technology (MSRT) to manage a
Swiss Desk. Not unlike the Leading House in Switzerland, the Swiss Desk manages
a budget to develop instruments for bilateral projects.
Together, ZHAW and IUT co-organised an Iranian-Swiss Joint Research Collaboration Workshop on 9 May, open to all institutions in Switzerland and Iran. The aim
of the workshop was to give researchers an opportunity to develop joint projects
and prepare joint submissions for a Call for Seed Money, jointly launched the same
day. Breakout sessions were dedicated to Industry 4.0, environmental sciences and
sustainability, fintech, tourism, languages and literature and medical sciences. Given
the passionate discussions and high level of interest on the Iranian side, numerous
project submissions can be expected.
Further information: www.zhaw.ch/leadinghouse

In Tehran, State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio signed joint statements with both
the Iranian Ministry of Science, Research
and Technology and the Ministry of Health
and Medical Education. Last but not least,
the official mission to Iran reinforced Switzerland’s openness to collaborating with
international partners based solely on
their scientific excellence, rather than their
political predicaments. In a time in which
Iran’s political isolation is again on the increase, this message was well received.
Contact
Philippe Roesle, SERI
Scientific Advisor, International Relations
+41 58 483 05 50
philippe.roesle@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
www.sbfi.admin.ch/bcp
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swissnex network: 2017 Annual Report published

Imparting and sharing knowledge in the digital age
Digitalisation is the overriding topic of the moment, and that is also reflected in the swissnex network annual report
which has just been published online. Under the motto of ‘Broadening Horizons – digitalisation and beyond’, the report presents various contributions on the highlights from 2017. Whether at the World Intelligence Congress in Beijing,
at HUBweek in Boston or during a delegation visit to Vienna, digital progress and the associated opportunities and
challenges are always at the forefront.

Key figures for swissnex network in 2017

Over

Over

350

120

events

Swiss
partners

29

70

locations

employees
(FTE)*

* Funded by SERI or partner contributions. The swissnex network also includes 11 (mostly) part-time STCs,
who are employed and funded by the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA).

In 2017, the swissnex network experienced major staffing changes, including
job rotations and staff turnover, which
helped to keep the network present in
around 30 locations worldwide, and pave
the way for new ideas and inspiration. All
swissnex locations were given new heads
and several science officers and science
counsellors were replaced.

Hyper-Intelligence Age’, the Chinese government showcased its efforts to make its
own economy more innovative. Various
discussion rounds were held on the role
of intelligent manufacturing.

Digitalisation in society
In Tokyo, the exchange of knowledge on
innovative technologies was the main
focus last year. Start-ups, universities and
companies from Switzerland and Japan
shared their expertise at various events
such as MEDTEC, Asia›s largest trade fair
for the design and manufacture of medical equipment. Meanwhile in Vienna,
electricity experts discussed the digitalised
energy industry (e-economy). On this occasion, a delegation from the Swiss Federal Office of Energy (SFOE) was able to
see the Austrian government’s innovative
projects and applications for digitalisation
in the Austrian economy. One notable
example is the ‘Enerchain Project’, which
is an electricity and gas trading platform
using blockchain technology. South Korea
also plays a leading role in bringing digital technology to different social contexts.
Seoul is home to the first hospital in the
Asia-Pacific region to be fully digitalised.
At a symposium organised by the SO in
Seoul in Basel, interested parties were
given the opportunity to see how digital
technologies are used in the health sector.

Discussions about the digital age
The ‘Tech4Peace’ event organised by
swissnex Brazil focused on the social role
of digital applications. In a panel discussion, experts discussed ways in which digitalisation can create a better and more
peaceful world.
At a series of events on the topic ‘The Future of Money’, swissnex China examined
the economic aspect of digitalisation with
blockchain and crypto currencies. The Science Office (SO) in Beijing also aligned
itself with the motto of the annual report
by giving a Swiss delegation the opportunity to take part in the World Intelligence
Congress in the Chinese capital in June
2017. Devoted to the theme ‘Towards the

Visitors to the HUBweek in Boston at swissnex Dome: creative minds from Switzerland and elsewhere discussed
and showcased the use of cutting-edge technologies for artistic expression. Photo: Dave Green
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What does smart manufacturing look like? At the World Intelligence Congress in Beijing, State Secretary
Mauro Dell’Ambrogio took the opportunity to discuss the latest developments taking place in the digital age.
Photo: Tianjin Municipality

Innovative ways of sharing
knowledge
Technologies are also used in completely different areas: swissnex Boston took
part in Boston›s major event, HUBweek,
where Swiss artists met American and
Canadian colleagues, discussed the future
of art and presented films on 360-degree
screens, among other things. The Expo in
Astana, Kazakhstan, also showcased new
ways of sharing information. From June
to September, a total of 60 events were
organised at the swissnex lab, a multifunctional space within the Swiss Pavilion, including delegation visits, workshops
and exhibitions. In 2017, swissnex India
endeavoured to strengthen cooperation
between India and Switzerland in the field
of tunnelling technologies. These efforts
bore fruit: the Indian company Konkan
Railway and the Institute of Geotechnical Engineering at ETH Zurich signed a
Memorandum of Understanding.
Contact
Malin Borg, SERI
Deputy Head of swissnex network
+41 58 466 79 59
malin.borgsoares@sbfi.admin.ch
Further information
annualreport.swissnex.org
www.swissnex.org/

Developing their own microbial fuel cell (electricity generation from wastewater): under the guidance of
Professor Fabian Fischer, University of Applied Sciences and Arts of Western Switzerland, students from the
Eurasian National University in Astana test their know-how in the swissnex Lab at the Expo Astana.
Photo: Philippe Roesle

Cutting-edge tunnelling technology: swissnex India paved the way for the signing of a Memorandum of
Understanding in 2017 between India’s Konkan Railway and the Institute of Geotechnical Engineering at
ETH Zurich. Sarah Springman, Rector of the ETH Zurich and Ashwini Lohani, Chairman of the Indian Railway
Board, exchanged the signed documents in the presence of President Doris Leuthard and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. Photo: Konkan Railway
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‘We need proactive bridge-builders’
State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio, foreword to 2017 Annual Report of
the swissnex network
In order to maintain our innovative
strength and competitiveness, however,
we need to discover how to deal with
digitalisation, exploit the potential opportunities involved, and overcome the
challenges. This is where the work of the
swissnex network comes in.

You don’t have to be a psychic: digitalisation is omnipresent. It influences and
permeates our society and economy.
Change is nothing new, but the fast pace
and global dimension of digitalisation are
striking. Generally, Switzerland has good
framework conditions to meet these
challenges. These include our high-quality education, research and innovation
system.

The swissnex network’s 2017 Annual Report reveals that in the meantime, digitalisation has moved to the top of the
international agenda. All of the many
different activities pursued at the various
locations in 2017 demonstrate the value
of the swissnex network for Swiss education and research. In order to remain
innovative, Switzerland has to rely on an
international network to benefit from an
exchange of knowledge and experiences with other countries. In addition, it
needs proactive bridge-builders who

The swissnex network – concise and compact
Exchange: swissnex is a global network for education, research and innovation.
Its mission is to facilitate international networking ties for partners and support
their efforts in favour of the global exchange of knowledge, ideas and talents.
Monitoring innovative trends worldwide: the five swissnex locations and three
outposts can be found at the world’s most innovative hubs. Around 20 science
offices (SO) and science counsellors (SC) in Swiss embassies help to reinforce
Switzerland’s image as a leading innovation hotspot worldwide.
Building bridges and partnerships: a key added value that the swissnex network
offers is to give its partners exposure to successful innovation ecosystems worldwide. It gathers information about trends and opportunities in science, education
and technology, increases the visibility of Swiss university and research institutions,
start-ups and other innovation-driven partner organisations and it encourages new
ideas by promoting the exchange of knowledge.
Cooperative approach: the swissnex network is an initiative of the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) and part of Switzerland’s
foreign network, which is managed by the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs
(FDFA). The activities of the swissnex network are based on a cooperative approach
involving public and private partners and various sources of funding.

bring players together locally, establish
sustainable contacts, and thereby lay
the foundation for successful cooperation projects.
With this in mind, I would like to thank
the members of the swissnex network
for their highly valuable work: keep your
finger on the pulse of tomorrow’s trends
and continue to create the connections
to respond to them. I would also like to
thank all the actors – higher education
institutions, research institutions, funding organisations, NGOs, companies and
government agencies – for their productive cooperation. Their support and interest show that the swissnex network
continues to be a unique instrument of
Swiss education, research and innovation
policy.

Funding
Costs of swissnex network
(in CHF million)
Science counsellors (SC) and
offices (SO)
swissnex locations

2.06
10.02

Project costs at headquarters
(SERI)
Total

0.56
12.64

Funding of swissnex locations
(in CHF million)
Funding from partners
Funding from SERI
Total

4.24
5.78
10.02
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BFI I Photo of the month

A rockstar’s welcome: after seven years of technical and physical training, Thomas Pesquet became the youngest astronaut in the
history of the European Space Agency (ESA) at the age of 39. He spent almost 200 days on the International Space Station ISS.
Thomas Pesquet, on his first visit to Switzerland since returning from his mission, visited Bulle (FR) in mid-May. Pedagogue and
excellent communicator, Thomas Pesquet conveyed a strong message to an audience of over 4,000 people (including 2,000 young
people from the region). In particular, he made them aware of the current state of the planet and talked about the path that he took
to become an astronaut. He emphasised that each and every one of us can make our dreams come true through hard work and
discipline. He also spoke at length about the importance of Switzerland being an active nation in the field of space and aerospace.
This event was made possible thanks to SERI›s coordination efforts with ESA. Switzerland is a founding member of ESA and also
contributes to manned flights and ISS activities. Photo: Espace Gruyère Bulle

Number

77

For the academic year 2018/2019, the Federal Commission for Scholarships for Foreign Students (FCS)
awarded a total of 226 Government Excellence
Scholarships. The new scholarship holders come
from 77 different countries.
Swiss Government Excellence Scholarships are
currently available for 183 countries. For the
2018/2019 academic year, people from 115 different countries applied for a research scholarship
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(Postgraduate level: PhD, postdoctoral and fellowships) or art scholarship (Master’s degree level).
The call for scholarship applications for the
2019/2020 academic year will be posted online
in early August:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/scholarships_eng

