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Reduction in minimum age for hazardous occupations

Report on equal opportunities at Swiss higher education institutions
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Young people in VET learn skills needed in the practical world of work. That means that apprentices could be faced with hazardous work 
at the age of fifteen. In 2014, the Federal Council decided to lower the minimum age for hazardous work during VET from 16 to 15 as 
part of the revised Youth Protection Ordinance. Professional organisations were required to draw up accompanying occupational health 
and safety measures in their training plans. This work was completed on schedule at the end of July (see article p. 4-5).
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Dear reader

Science and culture enjoy rather different statuses in Switzerland. They tend to be 
viewed separately, probably owing in part to the way things have developed historical-
ly in the federal state. For example, in some other countries, science and culture are 
grouped in the same government ministry; in Switzerland, this is not the case. Also, 
with the founding of the ETH Zurich in the mid-19th century, the Swiss government 
assumed a major role in the field of science, a role it has reaffirmed repeatedly, for 
example when it established the Swiss National Science Foundation.

In the field of culture, the federal government takes a rather more cautious approach 
respecting the principle of subsidiarity. It primarily fosters the international spread of 
Swiss cultural activities through funding for Pro Helvetia, and its film funding allows 
high-quality creativity in this sector.

These differences do not detract from the fact that culture and science have, by their 
very nature, many things in common: human creativity, the infinite variety of expres-
sion and themes, the urge to freedom and autonomy, the understandable difficulty in 
‘national’ demarcation. The cultural field in Switzerland has it easier with regard to the 
last point, although in traditional artistic and literary circles linguistic roots shared with 
our neighbours necessarily play a dominant role. The political culture of direct democ-
racy, the coexistence of different linguistic communities and dual-track vocational 
training are all considered to be ‘typically Swiss’.

Nowadays, neither science nor culture are perceived to have the value in society that 
they once enjoyed. For a long time they were instruments of resistance towards a state 
based on religion or ideology. Nowadays, in a climate in which political correctness is 
frequently questioned, science and culture are perceived as an expression of the elite 
and arouse suspicion rather than respect. Maintaining the self-confidence acquired by 
researchers and artists in recent generations requires caution and modesty; an empha-
sis on independence, at times uncomfortable, and a critical distance to politics some-
times helps.

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

SERI NEWS 7/17 l EDITORIAL
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One characteristic of the Swiss vocational 
education and training system is the fact 
that the 230 vocational education and 
training courses are tailored to the needs 
of the labour market. Apprentices learn 
what is required in the practical world of 
work. As a result, they may already be 
confronted with hazardous work at the 
age of 15.

Training companies have a particular 
duty of care
The Employment Act and its ordinances 
contain special regulations for the pro-
tection of young workers. Apprentices 
and employees are classed as ‘young’ 
up to the age of 18. There are special 
regulations regarding working hours, 
rest periods, night and Sunday work. In 
addition, the training companies have  
a special duty to take care of their  
young apprentices. This also includes spe-
cial instruction in carrying out hazardous 
work.

Reduction in minimum age for hazardous occupations

Protection measures drawn up in 180 VET programmes

In 2014, the Federal Council decided to reduce the minimum age for hazardous work in vocational education and train-
ing programmes from 16 to 15 years; this led to an amendment in Ordinance 5 to the Employment Act (Youth Employ-
ment Protection Ordinance). The revised ordinance provides that professional organisations in occupations involving 
hazardous work should define occupational safety and health protection measures in their training plans. This work 
was completed on schedule at the end of July.

Apprentices may be faced with hazardous work from the age of 15. The revised Youth Employment Protection 
Ordinance states that professional organisations should define additional occupational health and safety meas-
ures in an annex to their training plans for occupations involving hazardous work. This task was successfully 
completed by the end of July this year. Photos: Iris Krebs

organisations should define additional 
occupational health and safety measures 
in the annex to their training plans for 
occupations involving hazardous work. 
These measures had to be drawn up by 
the organisations and approved by SERI 
within three years of the commencement 
of the revised ordinance, i.e. by 31 July 
of this year.

Sponsor support
SERI was particularly concerned to make 
the process of drawing up the accom-
panying measures in occupations with  
special provisions as simple as possible, 
and to provide support to the professional 
organisations affected. Firstly, represent-
atives of the professional organisations, 
of the cantons and the Federal Adminis-
tration (SECO, SERI) came together with 
occupational health and safety specialists 
to prepare the documentation required to 
draw up the measures. 

This documentation was approved in De-
cember 2014. SERI provided the profes-
sional organisations with financial support 
to develop the measures to the tune of 
CHF 5,000 per occupation. Finally, a train-
ing programme organised by SERI and 
SECO helped to overcome any teething 
problems. 

Successful conclusion
The professional organisations have now 
drawn up accompanying measures with 
the help of SERI and SECO. The documen-
tation available was an important basis for 
implementing the accompanying meas-
ures correctly. With the measures imple-
mented, the originally defined objective of 
providing additional security for trainers 
and young trainees in health and safety 
matters has been achieved.

By the end of July, SERI had approved 
all of the special regulations for hazard-
ous work in the 180 VET programmes  

Under the Employment Act, work which 
is considered hazardous for young people 
includes all work that, by its nature or due 
to the circumstances in which it is carried 
out, may adversely affect the health, train-
ing and safety of young people, as well 
as their physical and psychological devel-
opment. This may include using machines 
and vehicles, handling chemicals, being 
in hazardous places, handling dangerous 
animals or accompanying people in physi-
cally or mentally difficult situations.

Accompanying measures required
Young people may not, in general, be 
required to carry out hazardous work. 
However, an exception can be made if the 
work is essential to the vocational training 
course they are doing. Such an exception 
will be contained in the corresponding 
ordinance.

The revised Youth Employment Protection 
Ordinance states that the professional 



5

SERI NEWS 7/17 l VPET

in which such regulations are necessary. 
The cantons now have two years to re-
view the training companies’ training au-
thorisation and to make additions where 
necessary.

Contact
Kurt Affolter, SERI
Project leader, career development
  +41 58 463 75 31
  kurt.affolter@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/jugendarbeits-
schutz

 
ERI news

VPET 2030 – Mission statement 
consultation
The draft of the jointly developed 
mission statement for VPET 2030 is 
now available. The consultation pro-
cess has been launched and will run 
until 29 September. It has a very wide 
audience, with over 700 addressees. 
Statements are invited from the direc-
tors of education of all the cantons, 
national economic associations, pro-
fessional organisations and sponsors, 
national coordinating bodies and ed-
ucation organisations and the feder-
al agencies that deal with VPET. The 
consultation documents, comprising 
a mission statement – vision, mission 
and strategic guidelines – and a back-
ground report are available at www.
berufsbildung2030.ch. 

Event: Conference on vocational 
qualifications for adults
On 27 September, SERI is organising 
a conference on vocational qualifica-
tions for adults (Berufsabschluss für 
Erwachsene), to take place from 9am 
to 5pm in the Fabrikhalle Bern. The 
aim of the conference is to encourage 
players at various levels in adult voca-
tional education to work more closely 
together. Up-to-date information on 
the topic will be presented, oppor-
tunities and challenges discussed  
and ideas put forward for developing 
strategies, measures and projects.  
The presentation of two thematic 
studies and extracts from SERI’s new 
handbook on adult vocational edu-
cation will form the basis of the con-
ference. 

Further information:
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/einschrei-
bung_bae

www.sbfi.admin.ch/jugendarbeitsschutz
www.sbfi.admin.ch/einschreibung_bae
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can already be seen at the end of the 
bachelor degree courses at UASs, where 
comparatively few students go on to do 
a master’s. At the cantonal universities  
the phenomenon is more marked at PhD 
level. The higher up the ladder you go, 
the more prominent the disparity be-
comes.

What is new in this report compared 
to the previous publications of 2009 
and 2011? 
Firstly, the data and indicators have of 
course been updated. The structure of 
the publication has also been changed. 
It now follows the path of an academic 
career: the report begins with the ad-
mission requirements to a degree – i.e.  
the baccalaureate – and ends with pro-
fessorship. At each level, the gender 
relations are presented using statistical 
indicators.

SERI NEWS 7/17 l HIGHER EDUCATION

What, in your opinion, are the most 
important insights gained from this 
report? 
Philipp Dubach: We see quite clearly 
when and where there is gender inequal-
ity at universities today. The real dispari-
ties can be seen when study programmes 
and career paths start to become more 
selective. At earlier stages there is little 
inequality. More than half of those begin-
ning a degree today are women – slightly 
less at the universities of applied scienc-
es (UASs), slightly more at the cantonal 
universities and FITs, and markedly more 
at the universities of teacher education 
(UTEs). 

Women tend to do slightly better than 
men in their first degrees. Thereafter 
things start to look a bit different. Among 
those who go on to study further, it is 
the men who have a greater chance of 
a successful career. The phenomenon 

Report on equal opportunities at Swiss higher education institutions

“We need an active, broad-based equal opportunities  
policy”

This summer, SERI published a report on equal opportunities for men and women at Swiss higher education institu-
tions. This follows on from two similar publications from 2009 and 2011, which investigated the gender-specific impact 
of the Bologna reform at the Swiss cantonal universities and federal institutes of technology (FITs), and the situation 
experienced by men and women at all three types of higher education institution. The new SERI report was drawn up 
as part of the sub-programme on equal opportunities for men and women at higher education institutions, and was 
produced by Büro BASS in Bern. In the interview below, one of the authors, Philipp Dubach, explains that although 
career opportunities for women at Swiss higher education institutions have improved, equality of opportunity is still 
a long way off.

Tables containing the main data are now 
also available on the SERI website in Excel 
format. These are aimed at people who 
are interested in the exact figures or in 
details unavailable in the condensed re-
port. And these tables can be updated 
each year without the need to produce a 
whole new publication.

Does the report provide an over-
view of the share of women in the 
various higher education sectors? 
Yes. The report presents the situation at 
all three types of higher education institu-
tion: cantonal universities and FITs, UASs 
and UTEs. It also examines the situation 
by discipline at each type of institution. 
This is extremely important as gender ra-
tios differ greatly between the different 
disciplines.

What developments have there 
been over recent years in the dispar-
ities in the different disciplines?
What is most noticeable is how stable 
things are. In disciplines in which either 
men or women predominate, there have 
only been slight movements leading to 
greater balance in the past ten years. In 
many technical courses and in computer 
science, it is still the case that fewer than 
one-fifth of undergraduate students are 
women. And men are similarly under-rep-
resented in many degree courses in the 
fields of education, health sciences, psy-
chology, languages and social work. Then 
there are subject areas in which the dis-
parities are somewhat less marked, but 
still clear. This is the case, for example, 
with economics degrees at universities, 
where women make up a little more than 
a third of all new students.

Philipp Dubach heads the Minimum Social Benefits and Education sections at Büro BASS. Founded in 1992, 
this office for studies in labour and social policy is a private, practice-oriented research institute in Bern 
specialising in research into the labour market, social security, family policy, the health system, equal oppor-
tunities, migration and education.



7

SERI NEWS 7/17 l HIGHER EDUCATION

There is only a modest increase in 
the share of women at professor 
level. Can you say why?
Firstly it must be said that the share of 
women holding university chairs has ris-
en steadily over the past 25 years. But 
we started out at a very low level, and 
there has been no marked improvement 
in the upwards trend in recent years. So 
the share of women among professors 
remains very modest. In 2015 it was 21% 
at the cantonal universities and FITs, 26% 
at the UASs and 45% at the UTEs. Even 
in disciplines favoured by women, men 
dominate at professorship level. A notable 
exception to this is health studies at the 
UASs: women hold around three quarters 
of the chairs in this discipline. 

As for the reasons for this, we know that 
the pressure of combining a career and 
family weighs more heavily on young 
female academics than on men. Gender 
stereotypes and unconscious prejudices 
can also play a major role. Unfortunate-
ly, these correlations cannot always be 
shown using the latest statistical indi-
cators. For example, beyond PhD level it 
becomes more difficult to obtain infor-
mation about people’s academic careers. 
Moreover, statistical monitoring would 
need to focus more on institutional and 
cultural change. The data is still weak in 
these areas.

What conclusions do you draw?
On the positive side, the career opportu-
nities of women at Swiss universities have 
improved. However, there is still a way to 
go in terms of equal opportunities. It is 
sometimes argued that a well-balanced 
gender ratio will develop naturally at pro-
fessorship level as more women decide 
to study and choose an academic career. 
However, the figures show that it is not 
so simple. In order to achieve this goal, 
we still need an active, broad-based equal 
opportunities policy.

Contact
Philipp Dubach, Büro für arbeits- und 
sozialpolitische Studien BASS
Head of Minimum Social Benefits, 
Education
  +41 31 380 60 80
  philipp.dubach@buerobass.ch

Irene Rehmann, SERI
SUC management
  +41 58 462 96 62
  irene.rehmann@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
Report: Frauen und Männer an Schwei- 
zer Hochschulen: Indikatoren zur Chan-
cengleichheit in Studium und wissen-
schaftlicher Laufbahn (Men and Women 
at Swiss Universities: Indicators on equal 
opportunities at degree level and in an 
academic career); commissioned by the 
sub-programme: Equal Opportunities at 
Swiss Universities/Gender Studies.
Philipp Dubach, Victor Legler, Mario 
Morger, Heidi Stutz, Bern, 2017
SERI publications
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/campus-switzer-
land-e

Programme coordination at swissuniver-
sities:
  www.swissuniversities.ch/de/the-
men/nachwuchsfoerderung/chanceng-
leichheit/suk-programm-p-4/

The Figure

1987
Emeritus ETH professor Dr Bernhard Plattner can 
be considered a pioneer in the history of the in-
ternet in Switzerland. On 20 May 1987 he com-
missioned the US-based Internet Assigned Num-
bers Authority, IANA, to enter the .ch domain in 
the Domain Name System.

On 22 October of the same year, representatives 
of the Swiss Confederation and of the eight then 
university cantons – Basel-Stadt, Bern, Fribourg, 
Geneva, Neuchatel, St Gallen, Vaud and Zurich 
– signed the declaration founding SWITCH – Te-
leinformatics services for teaching and research.
Shortly afterwards, Bernhard Plattner became 
CEO of SWITCH and transferred the .ch domain 

to the foundation. Since then, in addition to its 
task of expanding the Swiss academic and re-
search network, SWITCH has been responsible 
for administering the .ch domain.

Further information on the history of the inter-
net in Switzerland: 
  www.swit.ch/timeline 

www.sbfi.admin.ch/campus-switzerland-e
www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/nachwuchsfoerderung/chancengleichheit/suk-programm-p-4/
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bridge between the various parts of the 
country. As an internationally recognised 
reference work on Swiss history and on 
Switzerland in general, the HDS serves an 
important reference work.

In the mid-1980s, the Swiss Society of 
Humanities (now, the Swiss Academy of 
Humanities and Social Sciences, SAHS) 
and the General Society for Historical 
Research (now, the Swiss History Society) 
launched a project to develop a compre-
hensive encyclopaedia on the history of 
Switzerland. Since 1988, this project – the 
Historical Dictionary of Switzerland – has 
been supported by the federal govern-
ment on the basis of the Federal Act on 
the Promotion of Research and Innova-
tion. The Swiss History Society and the 
SAHS were the sponsors of the HDS Foun-
dation until the end of 2016. As of this 
year, the HDS has been run as a company 
by the SAHS.

An important reference work
The Historical Dictionary of Switzerland is 
the only such document in the world that 
is available in three languages (German, 
French and Italian), as well as in printed 
form (from 2002 to 2014, in 13 volumes) 
and as an electronic database (e-HDS). In 
addition, a Romansh partial edition was 
published in two volumes in 2010 and 
2012. The dictionary’s multilingual feature 
serves as a cultural, linguistic and political 

A comprehensive encyclopaedia on the history of Switzerland

New online version of the Historical Dictionary of  
Switzerland: digital, multimedia, interlinked

The Historical Dictionary of Switzerland (HDS) is an academic reference work presenting the history of the territory 
covering present-day Switzerland from prehistory to the present in an accessible form. During the 2017-2020 funding 
period, the Historical Dictionary of Switzerland will be converted into a digital information and documentation cen-
tre for the historical sciences for which it will receive financial support from the federal government amounting to  
CHF 8 million.

High potential for academic use
With the publication of the last volumes 
in autumn 2014, the first aim of the HDS, 
namely to publish a printed encyclopae-
dia, was fulfilled. In a bid to fulfil the 

The first pictures in the new Historical Dictionary of Switzerland are now online. The keyword “VPET” brings 
up this journeyman’s certificate from Herisau. The certificate with an engraved view is dated 1776. It was 
issued by local shoemakers for a young man, who had spent two years and seven weeks learning the trade 
with a master shoemaker. Source: Swiss National Museum, LM-24130

SERI NEWS 7/17 l RESEARCH

 The printed Historical Dictionary of Switzerland in figures

Compilation: 1988-2014

Publication: 2002-2014

Number of volumes per language edition: 13

Per language edition: 850-920 pages
ca. 26,000 biographies
4,000 articles about specific places
4,000 thematic articles
2,000 articles about families
7,000 illustrations

Staff: Authors: ca. 2,500
Consultants: ca. 100
Translators: ca. 50
Editorial staff: ca. 25 Bild: Nik Hunger
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second aim, to continue the HDS in the 
form of a database, SERI commissioned 
the HDS Foundation in 2009 to develop 
a digital, multimedia and multilingual 
reference work. The draft submitted by 
the Board of Trustees in March 2010 was 
approved. In September 2012, the Federal 
Council and Parliament argued in favour 
of continuing the Historical Dictionary 
of Switzerland. Their main arguments 
include the significant potential for aca-
demic use, as well as high demand with 
regard to information and service tasks 
in public and private institutions. Further 
development of the dictionary will consol-
idate the knowledge built up over more 
than two decades, and ensure the long-
term value of the funds invested.
 
Further development of the  
dictionary 
During the 2013–2016 transition phase, 
various preparatory measures were 
taken for the new information and 
documentation centre for the histor-
ical sciences. The electronic database 
(e-HDS) is already recognised worldwide 
as a pioneer in the field of electronic 
lexicography. The aim now is to bolster 
this status through targeted further 
development during the 2017–2020 
funding period.

The content of the printed editions will be 
transferred to the new HDS, but will be 
extended thematically and updated, and 
prepared in multimedia format. The new 
dictionary systematically harnesses the 
synergy of different media, such as text, 
sound, image, film and infographics. Au-
dio-visual elements will not only be used 
as decorative accompaniments to the cen-
tral elements of the text, but will be con-
sidered contributions in their own right. 
The integration of around 8,000 pictures 
into the online dictionary is a major step 
forward. At the same time new reading 
techniques and interactivity will be taken 
into account to improve the display.

The new dictionary will also optimise links 
to historical knowledge. This is a central 
component of the Swiss-wide and inter-
national network of historical sciences 
and associated disciplines. Within the 
framework of a networking strategy, co-
operation with partner institutions will 
be actively developed, and the content 
systematically and continuously linked 

with other databases and information 
resources. Direct access to selected op-
tions from recognised scientifically relia-
ble institutions provides users with high 
added value.

Support of open data
As a company of the Swiss Academy of 
Humanities and Social Sciences, the new 
Historical Dictionary of Switzerland shares 
the core concepts of the SAHS in terms 
of free access to data (open data/open 
access), and long-term data storage and 
data acquisition (Linked Open Data). It 
actively supports their efforts in the field 
of interconnectivity and the digital hu-
manities.
 
This spring work began on expanding 
the existing e-HDS by incorporating in-
fographics and images. The change to 
a new design coupled with optimised 
search functionality, a substantial expan-
sion of multimedia content and even clos-
er interlinking with the content of other 
databases is planned for January 2018.

SERI NEWS 7/17 l RESEARCH

The Swiss Academy of Humanities and Social Sciences

The Swiss Academy of Humanities and Social Sciences (SAHS) was established in 
1946, and is a federally recognised institution for research funding. The SAHS acts as 
an umbrella organisation for around 60 scientific societies, and represents a variety 
of disciplines. The main concerns of the SAHS are research funding, international 
cooperation and the promotion of young academics. In addition to networking 
within the scientific community, and promoting the humanities and social sciences, 
the SAHS plays an important role in disseminating information, regularly organising 
public meetings on social issues and promoting dialogue with policymakers and 
business leaders. In addition to the Historical Dictionary of Switzerland, the SAHS 
also conducts other long-term projects such as those on National Lexicons, Swiss 
Diplomatic Documents, the Swiss Inventory of Coin Finds and the Swiss Politics 
Yearbook.

Contact
Daniel Marti, SERI
Project manager, National Research 
Section
  +41 58 462 96 71
  daniel.marti@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
Historical Dictionary of Switzerland:  
  www.hls-dhs-dss.ch

Swiss Academy of Humanities and Social 
Sciences: 
  www.sagw.ch
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Digitalisation both poses challenges and creates opportunities for Swiss society and the Swiss economy. So in July 
of this year, the Federal Council mandated SERI to launch an assessment round for the National Research Programme 
series on Digital Change in the Economy and Society. Proposals should be submitted by 15 September.

New series of national research programmes assessed

Examining the impact of digitalisation

Digitalisation not only brings new technologies and new applications. Digital change also raises fundamental 
questions about the social implications of advancing digitalisation, for example, challenges in organising 
democratic processes such as the People›s Assembly. Photo: appenzell.ch

The National Research Programmes (NRPs) 
are a federal funding instrument designed 
to generate the knowledge required to 
navigate and deal with current issues in 
society and the economy. Since the instru-
ment was set up in 1974, 76 programmes 
have been launched on a wide range of 
topics.

Digitalisation – focus of current National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCRs) and the CTI funding 
programme

Federal funding ensures that centres of expertise and the net-
works they maintain become well established, with the aim of 
strengthening Swiss research in sectors which are strategically 
important for Switzerland. A number of current NCCRs deal 
with topic of digitalisation.

The NCCR MARVEL – Materials’ Revolution: Computational 
Design and Discovery of Novel Materials aims at bringing 
about a scientific and technological revolution, heralded by 
quantum mechanical simulations and the analysis of big data 
using information and communication technologies (ICT). 
This IT-based approach to material discovery and develop-
ment can be applied in the fields of energy, ICT and phar-
maceuticals.

The NCCER QSIT – Quantum Science & Technology addres-
ses the development of applications in quantum computer 
science and investigates new paradigms in physical basic re-
search. Potential applications are primarily to be found in 
computer science and sensors.

The NCCER Robotics – Intelligent Robots for Improving the 
Quality of Life addresses a field of engineering with huge 
potential and aims at developing new, human-oriented ro-
botic technology. 

The Commission for Technology and Innovation also develops 
and funds projects in the field of digitalisation, including the 
Internet of Things, energy networks and the visualisation of 
expert systems to support medical treatments.

Digital change affects the whole of 
society
Digitalisation not only brings new technol-
ogies and new applications, it also affects 
and changes many other aspects of our 
society and economy. Different research 
disciplines play a key role in the analysis 
and development of solutions to these 
challenges.

As part of the assessment of a new NRP 
series on Digital Change in the Economy 
and Society, SERI is collecting proposals 
for new research programmes. Research 
projects should systematically analyse the 
overarching challenges of digitalisation 
and the way they interact, and propose 
the action that needs to be taken in light 
of this. The focus is on general aspects of 
society, for example, the organisation of 
democratic processes, culture, changes in 
the workplace and productivity in the age 
of digitalisation. Specific questions such as 
data security or privacy should also be ad-
dressed. Of interest are the changes linked 
to digitalisation – the opportunities as well 
as the risks – in the world of work and 
other areas. 

New programme series will comple-
ment NRP Big Data
Like many other countries, Switzerland 
has in recent years launched a large 
number of initiatives on digitalisation in 
its research institutes and universities (see 
below).

Among these is National Research Pro-
gramme 75 on Big Data. The aim of the 
programme is to provide the scientific 
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bases for the effective and appropriate 
use of large amounts of data. Launched 
in 2015, NRP 75 focus on three aspects 
of big data: technical issues, benefits to 
society and practical applications. The 
new programme series will complement 
NRP Big Data.  

Selection procedure and schedule
The NRP topic selection process takes 
place in a bottom-up process. All interest-

ed parties may submit proposals for NRPs 
on digitalisation to SERI by 15 Septem-
ber. The scientific feasibility assessment 
of the programmes will be conducted  
by the Swiss National Science Founda-
tion according to established procedures.  
At the request of the Federal Depart-
ment of Economic Affairs, Education and  
Research, the Federal Council is expected 
to decide on the launch of one or more 
NRPs by the end of 2018.

Contact
Claudine Dolt, SERI
Project manager, National Research 
  +41 58 462 78 38
  claudine.dolt@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
National Research Programmes (Informa-
tion on current NRP assessment round): 
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/nrp

The Framework Programmes (FPs) are the European Union’s main instrument for implementing its joint science and 
innovation policy. Horizon 2020 is the eighth generation programme, and runs from 2014 to 2020; preparations for FP9 
(from 2021) have already begun. SERI published Switzerland’s statement on FP9 in July. This contains recommenda-
tions on the form the next framework programme should take in 14 different areas. Its main proposals are to continue 
the basic structure of Horizon 2020, while making a number of specific improvements, such as streamlining the Euro-
pean funding landscape and better valorisation of research findings.

EU Framework Programmes for Research and Innovation

Switzerland states its position on the next generation of 
framework programmes 

In Brussels, the deliberations and prepa-
rations for the next generation of Europe-
an framework programmes are currently  
under way. At the beginning of July, a  
very eagerly awaited report from the EU 
on the future of the FPs was published.  
It was drafted by an expert group led 
by Pascal Lamy, former European Com-
missioner and Director-General of the 
World Trade Organization. In the last few 
months, a number of European countries, 
Switzerland among them, and stakehold-
ers from the research and innovation  
sector have published their opinions on 
FP9.

Switzerland’s position
The Swiss position was drafted by SERI 
in conjunction with the Swiss National 
Science Foundation, the Commission for 
Technology and Innovation, swissuniver-
sities (the Rectors’ Conference of Swiss 
Universities), the Swiss Academies of Arts 
and Sciences and Euresearch. It deals with 
14 aspects and explicitly refers to the rec-
ommendations made by Lamy’s expert 

‘SUPERTWIN’ (All Solid-State Super-Twinning Photon Microscope) is one of the projects supported as part 
of Horizon 2020. Its aim is to develop a new generation of optical microscopes. Among those involved in 
the project are theSwiss Center for Electronics and Microtechnology (CSEM) in Neuchâtel, the EPFL and the 
University of Bern.
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group in the abovementioned report, 
which in many respects overlap with the 
Swiss priorities.

Important concerns from the Swiss per-
spective include firstly simplifying and 
streamlining the currently highly frag-
mented European funding landscape. 
There is a wide range of funding initiatives 
with different financing mechanisms, in 
part on the same or similar thematic are-
as. This does not create the desired added 
value, and makes it difficult for research-
ers to find the right calls for proposals. FPs 
should therefore be limited to instruments 
which are not already covered by national 
or transnational funding activities.

Secondly, Switzerland is in favour of main-
taining the structure of Horizon 2020 with 
its three focus areas in FP9 and linking 
these with the UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals as strategic objectives. At the 
same time, more opportunities are to be 
created for open, broader calls, also out-
side the European Research Council (ERC) 
and Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions.

Thirdly, Switzerland believes that FP9 
should focus more on the valorisation 
and societal relevance of research find-
ings and how they are measured. This in-
cludes informing the public more widely 

about publicly funded research and inno-
vation, and involving it where possible. 
Switzerland also expresses its clear com-
mitment to the principle of excellence, to 
open science, particularly to open access 
to research data, to greater internation-
al cooperation beyond Europe, and to 
the European Innovation Council (EIC) 
as a long-term, European contact point 
for consulting, coaching and subsidiary 
funding in the innovation sector. Finally, 
the Swiss position paper contains con-
crete recommendations for improving the 
evaluation process and simplifying project 
management.

As an associated state with an excellent 
and internationally recognised competi-
tive research and innovation landscape, 
Switzerland’s voice is heard in European 
science policy. Switzerland thus played a 
key role in preparing the European Re-
search Area and Innovation Committee 
(ERAC)’s position paper on the interim 
evaluation of Horizon 2020 and develop-
ment of the next framework programme. 
ERAC is a strategic advisory body of the 
Council of the EU.

The path to FP9
There is currently no concrete draft of 
the content of the next framework pro-
gramme. Like Switzerland, most of the 

positions published so far advocate main-
taining and partially expanding many of 
the features of Horizon 2020. Examples 
include the aforementioned three-pillar 
architecture of the programme, sufficient 
space for bottom-up pioneering research, 
a central role for the ERC as well as a 
strong focus on innovation promotion, in-
cluding consolidation of the EIC. Further-
more, the European Commission is look-
ing to intensify the exchange between 
science and civil society in the future.

The Commission will carry out a public 
stakeholder consultation in 2018 and 
then submit an official proposal for FP9 to 
the European Parliament and the Council 
of the EU. The thematic focus of FP9 also 
depends on the budget for research and 
innovation in the EU; this, also, is already 
being widely discussed in Brussels. Ho-
rizon 2020 has a budget of around 80 
billion euros, and many research players 
expect that of its follow-up programme 
to be higher. While the European Parlia-
ment has voted for EUR 100 billion over 
the years 2021 to 2027, the Lamy expert 
group proposes doubling the Horizon 
2020 budget. However, given the current 
rather restrictive financial policy in Europe 
and the potential loss of financial con-
tributions from the UK following Brexit, 
it will not be easy to push through such 
demands.

The financial framework for FP9 will be 
laid down in the EU’s next multi-annual fi-
nancial plan, which will also be negotiated 
in 2018. With Brexit on the horizon, there 
is much uncertainty surrounding both the 
outcome and the timely completion of the 
financial discussions. By the autumn of 
2020 at the latest, the European Parlia-
ment and the Council will have to approve 
both the content and the financial legal 
basis for FP9 so that the new framework 
programme can be launched in 2021, fol-
lowing on seamlessly from Horizon 2020.

New Association Agreement for 
Switzerland
Since the beginning of 2017, Switzerland 
has been participating in Horizon 2020 
as a fully associated state. To maintain 
this status in FP9, it must negotiate and 
conclude a new Association Agreement 
with the EU in good time. The National 
Council and the Council of States must 
also approve a budget for Switzerland’s 

“Our industry partners know the microscope industry and helped us to set high requirements so that the 
end product would find its market.” said Dr Dmitri Boiko, one of the CSEM researchers. Photos: PPR Media 
Relations AG / Manuel Lopez



13

SERI NEWS 7/17 l INTERNATIONAL

participation in FP9. Association and par-
ticipation in FPs is of great importance for 
Switzerland as a centre for research and 
innovation. Association brings numerous 
scientific, network-specific, technological 
and – with regards to innovation – eco-
nomic benefits.

Contact
Philipp Langer, SERI
Head of EU Framework Programmes
  +41 58 462 96 93
  philipp.langer@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information 
Swiss position paper on FP9: 
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/dam/sbfi/de/do-
kumente/2017/07/swiss-position-fp9.pdf.
download.pdf/swiss-position-fp9.pdf

“Investing in the European future we 
want”, report: 
  https://ec.europa.eu/research/evalu-
ations/pdf/archive/other_reports_stud-
ies_and_documents/hlg_2017_report.pdf

The ThinkSwiss scholarship programme is a collaboration between SERI and Presence Switzerland (FDFA). It has been 
supporting young students and doctoral students from the USA interested in research opportunities in Switzerland 
since 2007. The programme has also been open to students from Canadian higher education institutions since 2014. 
An analysis of the past decade has shown that sustainable research relationships have been promoted with very few 
resources: over 40% of the research scholarship recipients have continued to work with partners from Switzerland 
after their ThinkSwiss stay.

Ten years of ThinkSwiss scholarships

Successful scholarship programme for researchers from 
the USA and Canada

Mark Szenteczki is a former ThinkSwiss scholarship recipient (2014, biology). He returned to Switzerland after 
his ThinkSwiss stay, and is currently working on his doctoral thesis at the University of Lausanne. 
Photo: Nick Cairns

The USA invests more money in R&D than 
any other country. With a share of almost 
30 per cent of worldwide expenditure on 
R&D (public authorities and private op-

erators combined), the USA ranks ahead 
of the EU and China. Switzerland has 
maintained a good relationship with the 
USA in the field of scientific exchange 

for many years. This is reflected, among 
other things, in the fact that researchers 
from Swiss institutions involved in inter-
national collaboration most often team up 
with researchers from the United States 
to publish their findings. However, while 
the USA is a popular destination for Swiss 
researchers, there is generally less interest 
among American researchers to pursue 
research abroad. The ThinkSwiss schol-
arship programme supports the transna-
tional mobility of researchers by fostering 
relations between students from US and 
Swiss higher education institutions. Con-
tact with Canada has also been promoted 
for a number of years now.

Gradual expansion of the programme
ThinkSwiss started out as a campaign 
launched by Presence Switzerland in 2007 
with the aim of showcasing Switzerland 
as a highly innovative country in the USA. 
The campaign included the ThinkSwiss 
scholarship programme which Presence 
Switzerland implemented together with 
SERI. In the first year, eight students 

www.sbfi.admin.ch/dam/sbfi/de/dokumente/2017/07/swiss-position-fp9.pdf.download.pdf/swiss-position-fp9.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/research/evaluations/pdf/archive/other_reports_studies_and_documents/hlg_2017_report.pdf
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from the USA came to Switzerland on a 
ThinkSwiss scholarship. Now, 20 to 25 
researchers and around 20 participants 
from summer schools are awarded schol-
arships every year. ThinkSwiss has been 
run by the Office of Science, Technology 
and Higher Education at the Swiss Em-
bassy in Washington, D.C., and has been 
supported by the Swiss Embassy in Otta-
wa since 2014.
 
No interruption of study required
The programme is divided into two types 
of scholarships: research scholarships  
and summer school scholarships.  
Research scholarships are awarded for 
short stays of two to three months. 
The summer school scholarships sup-
port Swiss higher education institutions 
wishing to attract participants from the 
USA and Canada for their summer pro-
grammes. The programme’s promotion 
of short stays fills a gap in the standard 
range of scholarship programmes on the 
market. Participants are not required 
to interrupt their studies, but can gain 
research experience in Switzerland dur-
ing their summer break. This gap in the 
market is particularly relevant because 
young researchers in the USA, in contrast 
to their Swiss colleagues, are less likely 
to travel. Finding the right incentives to 
achieve the increase considered necessary 
in research mobility is a challenge in terms 
of research funding even for American 
institutions. For the time being, interest 
in the ThinkSwiss scholarships remains 
strong.
  
Some 40 ThinkSwiss scholarship recipients 
travel to Switzerland. The programme 
currently has around 400 alumni. Partici-
pants come from various states and from 
different universities. Bachelor students 
can also take part, and make early contact 
with Swiss institutions.

A successful funding instrument
In 2016, the Swiss embassy in the Unit-
ed States conducted an impact analysis 
of the programme, which showed that 
ThinkSwiss scholarships achieve excellent 
results with modest resources. Over 100 
ThinkSwiss alumni took part in the survey 
(over a third of all alumni).
 
An encouraging result of this analysis was 
that many former scholarship recipients 
had kept in touch with Switzerland. The 
effects of the research scholarships are 
especially impressive, with over 40 per 
cent of ThinkSwiss alumni having con-
tinued to work with researchers from 
Switzerland after their ThinkSwiss stay 
in Switzerland. This cooperation includes 
joint research projects, joint publications 
and further research stays in Switzerland. 
The ThinkSwiss alumni are extremely 
pleased with the programme: around 90 
per cent of the research scholarship re-
cipients would recommend this funding 
instrument. For example, Jocelyn Bailey, 
2013 research scholarship recipient from 
the University of California (Los Angeles), 
says about her scholarship: “Even though 
it has been 3 years now since I did the 
ThinkSwiss programme. I still look back to 
that summer as one of the defining points 
in my current career trajectory and in my 
personal growth.”

Alumni events and prospects
In view of the high number of survey 
participants and the positive results, the 
Swiss embassy decided to promote closer 
contact with and among former schol-
arship recipients. Last autumn an alumni 
event was organised for the first time for 
ThinkSwiss and ESKAS alumni. More than 
70 alumni flew to Washington at their 
own expense to attend the event and to 
share experiences with other alumni. A 
second alumni event is scheduled for 10 
November.

Contact
Simon Marti, Embassy of Switzerland  
in the United States
Head of the Office of Science,  
Technology and Higher Education 
  +1 202 745 7910
  simon.marti@eda.admin.ch

Further information
ThinkSwiss – Brainstorm Blog: 
  www.thinkswiss.tumblr.com

ThinkSwiss scholarships: 
  www.eda.admin.ch/countries/usa/en/
home/representations/embassy-washing-
ton/embassy-tasks/osthe/scholarships-/
thinkswiss-research-scholorships.html

www.eda.admin.ch/countries/usa/en/home/representations/embassy-washington/embassy-tasks/osthe/scholarships-/thinkswiss-research-scholorships.html
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Radiometer CLARA, built by the Physikalisch-Meteorologisches Observatorium Davos (PMOD)/World Radiation Center 
(WRC) in Davos and launched in July on Norway’s NorSat-1, will monitor the Sun›s energy output in the coming years. 
This will help us to gain a better understanding of changes in the climate, among other things. CLARA has been de-
veloped and produced under ESA’s Programme de Développement d’Expériences Scientifiques (PRODEX) with funds 
from the Swiss Confederation.

Launch of Swiss Radiometer on Norwegian NorSat-1

The new Swiss eye on the Sun

CLARA, a payload on board the Norwegian NorSat-1 satellite. CLARA is a new generation of radiometers to 
measure Total Solar Irradiance (TSI) and continues the long-term involvement of PMOD/WRC in space and 
solar research. Photo: PMOD/WRC 

CLARA, short for Compact Lightweight 
Absolute Radiometer, has the important 
task of measuring Total Solar Irradiance 
(TSI) from its orbit around the Earth. TSI is 
the measurement of the energy flux com-
ing from the Sun. The delicate balance 
between this energy input and the cold 
temperature of outer space made current 
life on Earth possible. The long-term and 
space-based measurement of TSI enables 
a better understanding of our sun, and 
is also an important factor in our under-
standing of current climate variations.

The Sun and natural climate change
The solar variations observed since the 
satellite era began, i.e. around 1980, have 
not been sufficiently large to affect Earth’s 
climate. However, it is expected that in the 
next 50 to 100 years the Sun will again 
enter a grand minimum state that might 
resemble the minimal solar activity level 
observed in the 17th century, known as 
the Maunder Minimum. This solar grand 
minimum coincided with a climate anom-
aly termed the Little Ice Age, during which 
Europe experienced very cold winters. If 
such a scenario occurs, from around 2020 
the Sun is expected to show an initial re-
duction in activity levels of about 0.02% 

– tiny, but measurable – compared to its 
2009 level during its next eleven-year so-
lar cycle minimum. Eventually, if the Sun 
reaches a new grand minimum, reduced 
irradiance on Earth could mean a small 
reduction in global warming: optimistic 
estimates predict that this natural influ-
ence will reduce the projected 2 to 4° C 
temperature increase by the end of this 
century by about 0.5 °C.

The scientific instrument
The PMOD/WRC has built the latest ra-
diometer now in space, whose task is to 
keep an eye on the Sun. CLARA, which 
will be studying the fluctuations in the 
Sun’s emissions, is of interest to the sci-
entific community in a variety of areas, 
and has four main science objectives: Ab-
solute Radiometry Validation; the long-
term study of ultra-violet variations and 
their influence on space weather; climate 
research; and helioseismology. The small 
instrument, with a novel design that op-
timises minimal mass and size – it weighs 
in at 2.21kg and measures 128 x 138 x 
158mm – yet still ensures highest meas-
uring accuracy and thermal stability, was 
developed and produced under ESA’s Pro-
gramme de Développement d›Expériences 
Scientifiques (PRODEX) with funds from 
the Swiss Confederation. 

Swiss national excellence and  
international cooperation
PRODEX allows participating member 
states of the European Space Agency 
(ESA) to develop scientific instruments 
and experiments for space research. For 

 CLARA/NorSat-1 mission information and technical facts:

Launch date: 14 July 2017, Baikonur, Kasachstan

Rocket: Soyuz-2.1a

Orbit: Sun-synchronous orbit, altitude 600km

Nominal mission duration: 3 years

Satellite mass: 16 kg

Satellite dimensions: 228 x 391 x 440 cm

CLARA mass: 2.21 kg

CLARA dimensions: 13 x 14 x 16 cm

Power consumption satellite: 22.7W (orbit average – operations mode)

Power consumption CLARA: 4.65W

Satellite telemetry: 25.2 Mbyte/orbit

CLARA telemetry: Nominal: 0.65 Mbyte/orbit

Further interesting facts: Additional payloads include a new generation 
NAIS receiver for maritime security applications 
and a Multi-Needle Langmuir Probe system for 
space weather monitoring. 
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Switzerland, this means that approved 
projects are nationally funded and  
can also benefit from the collective ex-
perience, competence and support of  
ESA in close cooperation with Swiss in-
dustry. 

CLARA is the primary science payload on 
NorSat-1, the latest element in Norway’s 
space segment. This flight opportunity, 
generously offered by Norway, enables 
Switzerland to operate this instrument, 
which at the same time enhances the ob-
jectives and expectations of the scientific 
mission. NorSat-1’s other two payloads 
are from two different Norwegian insti-
tutes, while the satellite itself was built 

by the University of Toronto’s Institute for 
Aerospace Studies.

CLARA is expected to contribute signifi-
cantly to the continuity needed in observa-
tions and measurements to help scientists 
better discern long-term solar variability 
and better understand trends in radiation 
and how the Sun evolves. Two of the four 
current space experiments measuring TSI 
have been ongoing for 14 and 22 years 
and cannot be expected to continue much 
longer. CLARA/NorSat-1 will pursue the 
solar monitoring task and so provide one 
of the major reference points on which 
climate research can build, for our greater 
benefit here on Earth. 

Contact
Kamlesh Brocard, SERI
Space Office
  +41 58 465 14 87
  kamlesh.brocard@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
CLARA project: 
  www.pmodwrc.ch/pmod.php?top-
ic=clara

The WorldSkills Competitions will be held in Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates) from 14 to 19 October 2017. A total of 1,200 young 
people from various professions and over 70 countries are participating. Switzerland is represented by 37 candidates, who will all be 
fighting for a top place. But it is not just skill at one’s trade that secures a winning place. It is just as important to be able to handle 
pressure and expectations, which is why the SwissSkills Foundation thoroughly prepares all its candidates. At the team events, the 
competitors were given training in facing the media, among them electrician Beat Schranz from Adelboden (picture). His task at 
the Abu Dhabi WorldSkills Competitions will be to install a complete electrical installation on a house wall, and to commission a 
separate system and perform an error search on it. Photo: SwissSkills.
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www.pmodwrc.ch/pmod.php?topic=clara

