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Dear reader,

The number of tertiary-level qualifications awarded within the Swiss education system 
has been growing steadily for some time now. Among the youngest cohorts of per-
sons educated in Switzerland, already 60 per cent hold a tertiary-level qualification. 
This percentage is rather evenly distributed between those holding a higher education 
qualification from Swiss tier-one universities (1/3), those holding higher education 
qualifications from Swiss universities of applied sciences (1/3) and those holding pro-
fessional education qualifications (1/3).
 
On the one hand, this balanced distribution shows that the system offers flexible and 
efficient tertiary education tailored to a wide variety of functions in a dynamic and 
rapidly changing labour market. At the same time, the balanced distribution of ter-
tiary-level qualifications is a clear indication that accusations of ‘academisation’ in 
Switzerland should be taken with a grain of salt.
 
Nevertheless, ‘academisation’ remains an issue given the existing rivalry between dif-
ferent forms of tertiary education, namely tertiary A (higher education) and tertiary B 
(professional education), which unfortunately also tends to be about prestige. 

A particular problem in all of this is the tendency for the competent authorities, under 
pressure from the professional organisations concerned, to make access to regulated 
professions in the health and education sectors increasingly difficult by prolonging the 
time it takes for qualification holders to effectively enter the labour market.
 
This does not help to address the current shortage of skilled workers, or the need to 
give priority to workers already on the Swiss labour market. It only serves the interests 
of those who would prefer to import foreign workers, whose qualifications often only 
imply that the qualification holder is better trained. Let’s be honest: it is generally more 
difficult to obtain a Bachelor's degree in Switzerland than in other countries.

Mauro Dell’Ambrogio
State Secretary for Education, Research and Innovation
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In recent years, the international VPET 
training network has become a much 
tighter-knit community. “This network – 
some people are tempted to speak of a 
real movement – must be maintained and 
strengthened in the future.” These were 
the closing remarks of Josef Widmer, Dep-
uty Director of SERI, to the approximately 
500 participants from 80 countries at the 
third International VPET Congress in Win-
terthur at the beginning of June.

The congress motto, Skills for Employabil-
ity and Careers, gave rise to discussions 
on core topics and current issues in VPET. 
The main focus was on how to equip vo-
cational training systems for the future. 
One of the speakers, Janina Kugel, head 
of Human Resources and member of the 
managing board at Siemens AG, talked of 
the impact of digitalisation on the work-
place of the future and presented her in-
ternational company’s vision of how to 
raise to the challenges ahead. There was 
also a plenary discussion in which busi-
ness representatives from Denmark, Aus-
tria and Switzerland, countries with VPET 

meability, careers advice and curricula 
development.

Success through variety and quality  
The International VPET Congress was set 
up by SERI as part of its programme of 
international cooperation in VPET, with 
the strategic aim of strengthening Swiss 
VPET in an international context. The idea 
was to promote the transfer of expertise 
by creating a platform for open discus-
sion and networking, and by establishing 
ease of access to information on the Swiss 
VPET system. 

From the very first congress in 2014, the 
sponsors and organisers, House of Win-
terthur (Location Promotion Winterthur 
Region to the end of 2017), focused on 
providing a varied programme. The main 
aim of the congress was to provide a 
platform for specialists to exchange good 
practices, and it was this that ensured the 
success and continuation of the congress 
series. Although essentially a specialist 
conference, there was a deliberate inten-
tion to include a balanced political com-
ponent: both VPET specialists and big 
names in politics were invited to speak. 
Among the latter were EU commissioner 
Marianne Thyssen, director of the Inter-
national Labor Organization (ILO) Guy 
Rider, the Singaporean education min-
ister Ong Ye Kung and US secretary of 
state for education Betsy DeVos. Federal 
Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann 
opened all three congresses. By including 
a political component in the event, the 
sponsors hoped not only to create media 
presence and attract publicity, but also 
to raise the status of the congress and 
so encourage decision-makers and spe-
cialists from priority countries to attend. 
Moreover, including a political element in 
the specialist congress was a response to 
the current situation: among the countries 
attending, the status of vocational edu-
cation and training varies greatly, and so 
the topic is discussed at differing levels.

systems, which are particularly geared to 
the labour market, debated how content 
and offerings can be adapted more flexi-
bly to the constantly and rapidly changing 
requirements.

Close links between education and 
business
The private sector was very well represent-
ed in the congress programme, as is to be 
expected from an event of this kind. It also 
reflected the spirit of Swiss VPET and of 
the diverse range of congress sponsors. 
When the series of three congresses was 
launched by SERI, this close link between 
education and business was a premise 
upon which they were run. The link be-
tween education and science was also 
a feature of the programme. For exam-
ple, in 2018 the apprenticeship director 
at North Carolina Community Colleges 
in the US travelled to Winterthur to talk 
about implementing new apprenticeship 
models. The OECD also was also present, 
providing a comparative perspective. The 
workshops provided the opportunity to 
discuss good practices in flexibility, per-

International VPET Congress 2014, 2016 und 2018

How the international platform has evolved

In June, international experts gathered for the third International Congress on Vocational and Professional Education 
and Training in Switzerland, which rounded off a congress series launched in 2014. Set up to strengthen vocational 
education and training internationally, over the years the congress has become established as an platform for net-
working and exchange in this field.

The International VPET Congress held in Switzerland in 2014, 2016 and 2018 provided players from the 
world of international cooperation in VPET with a platform for open discussion and exchange of good 
practices. Image: zVg
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This variety – the linking of education and 
business, specialist field and politics – con-
tributes to the success of the International 
VPET Congress. A further success factor 
is its quality, both in terms of programme 
content reflecting educational excellence 
and of organisation. In true Swiss fash-
ion, the congress can claim to be ‘small 
but beautiful’, and in this way can hold 
its own with other, larger international 
events.

Challenges
Nonetheless, the success formula combin-
ing variety and quality created a challenge 
for the congress organisers. Because vari-
ety implies a wide range of different con-
gress attendees. And this heterogeneity in 
turn leads to widely ranging expectations. 
As a result, there were few in-depth dis-
cussions at the congresses, and the con-
gress programme had to be very varied.

Two points should be made regarding 
quality: firstly, this depended to a large 
degree on the resources available. Sec-

ondly, it was relatively difficult to find per-
sons able to make suitable contributions 
of an appropriate quality on the given 
congress topic.

Becoming an international platform
As experience was gained over time, the 
concept of the event was developed. 
While the first congress to be held fo-
cused strongly on Swiss vocational edu-
cation and training, in 2016 and 2018 the 
congresses were billed as an international 
platform. The international scope of the 
contributions was systematically expand-
ed, and the programme was extended to 
address a wider audience. By reorienting 
the focus in this way, the sponsors aimed 
to maintain interest in the event in the 
long term. 

Now that the three-part congress series 
has come to an end, its achievements can 
be summed up thus: each of the three In-
ternational VPET Congresses was sold out. 
Each congress grew in scope and size: 
the 2018 congress was attended by peo-

ple from around 80 different countries. 
Between 8 and 17 guests at ministerial 
level attended each congress. Moreover, 
Switzerland was able to benefit from the 
occasion to cultivate bilateral contacts, 
launch or advance vocational training co-
operation and strengthen its international 
network. Overall, the feedback from the 
participants was very positive. The con-
gress became a key event in the interna-
tional vocational training scene.

An overall assessment of the International 
VPET Congress will be made by the end 
of the year. Based on this, SERI will decide 
the future of the event.

Contact
Sandro Stübi, SERI
Project Manager, VPET Policy

   +41 58 465 13 71
  sandro.stuebi@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/ibbk_e
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Figure of the month

75%
In 2016, 75% of the Swiss population aged 15 to 
75 were in education and training (15.6%) or un-
dertook continuing education and training 
(62.5%) or acquired knowledge and skills on an 
informal basis (41.1%). These percentages were 
taken from the ‘Microcensus on Education and 
Training’ published by the Federal Statistical Office 
(FSO) in August 2018. The individual types of 
training activities are not mutually exclusive. For 
example, over 25% of the population pursued 
continuing education and training, while also ac-

quiring knowledge and skills on an informal basis. 
Similarly, 5.4% were simultaneously enrolled in 
education and continuing education and training. 
As is to be expected, participation levels in educa-
tion and training are particularly high among the 
younger age groups. Among those aged 35 and 
over, participation levels drop sharply.

Further Informationen
  www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/

education-science.html

http://www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/hochschulpolitik/open-access/
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/education-science.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/education-science.html
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Supporting the next generation of researchers

Science Olympiad Switzerland – Brain Action

Supporting the next generation of researchers is among the priorities of federal policy in the area of education, re-
search and innovation for 2017–2020. In pursuit of this objective, SERI provides targeted funding to actors that help 
young people in Switzerland to compete with the world’s best for scientific excellence in their field. The Science Olym-
piad Switzerland Association is one such actor. It allows young people between the ages of 14 and 19 to take part in 
national and international science competitions.

Science Olympiads encourage curious 
young people, awaken scientific talents 
and creativity, and prove that science is 
both exciting and fascinating. The Inter-
national Science Olympiads movement 
began with school competitions in Eu-
rope back in the 1960s. Switzerland sent 
its first delegation to the International 
Chemistry Olympiad in 1987. Today, the 
Olympiads have become a truly interna-
tional event. 

Awakening enthusiasm for science
Switzerland now has Science Olympiads 
in eight disciplines: Biology, Chemistry, 
Geography, Information Technology, 
Mathematics, Philosophy, Physics and 
Robotics. A separate association is re-

well as spaces for fresh momentum and 
new ideas. 

Science Olympiads pave the way for fu-
ture careers, as illustrated by the following 
portraits and testimonials of three young 
Swiss nationals. This year’s winner of the 
prestigious Fields Medal in Mathematics, 
Professor Alessio Figalli from ETH Zurich, 
found his calling thanks to the Mathemat-
ics Olympiad.

Platform and network
Committed young researchers play an 
important role in the planning and exe-
cution of individual Science Olympiads. 
They often willingly devote their time and 
energy to the competitions.

Cyrille Boinay, Co-CEO of the Science 
Olympiad Switzerland Association, is 
convinced of the importance of support 
activities: ‘We offer young people a plat-
form and a network. They can show and 
express their talents. Our society needs 
motivated young people in science and 
business.’

Contact and further information
  www.science.olympiad.ch
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sponsible for each discipline. In 2004, five 
Swiss Olympiad associations merged to 
form the Science Olympiad Switzerland 
Association. This umbrella organisation is 
now comprised of all eight associations 
representing each of the eight disciplines.

Extracurricular activities include work-
shops, camps, examinations as well as 
national and international competitions 
that each year draw over 4000 talented 
young students in science and engineer-
ing. In addition to deepening their knowl-
edge in one subject, interaction between 
young people and scientists is also im-
portant. Research is conducted, tinkered 
with and laughed at together. This creates 
exchange platforms and friendships, as 

Gold in biology for the Swiss team in Teheran

The Swiss team performed very well at the International Biology Olympiad in July. 
Jana Meier, from the Kantonsschule Wettingen, won a gold medal; her three team-
mates won bronze. Around 260 science students from over sixty different countries 
competed for medals in Teheran.  

The participating countries each provided a team of up to four young people under 
the age of 20. These teams had previously been selected at the national Olympiads. 
This year around 1,300 young Swiss took part in the national competition. This makes 
the Biology Olympiad the largest of a total of eight Olympiads.

Medallists for the Swiss team in Teheran: Henry Wetton, Kantonsschule Limmattal (ZH), Jana Meier, 
Kantonsschule Wettingen (AG), Florin Kalberer, Neue Kantonsschule Aarau, and Michelle Knecht, Kan-
tonsschule Wettingen. Photo: Thomas Schneeberger

http://www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/hochschulpolitik/open-access/
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Carole Zermatten (19), 
Lycée-Collège des Creusets, Sion. Gold medal winner at the 2018 Swiss Chemistry 
Olympiad 

Future plans
I enrolled in the degree programme in food science at ETH Zurich. It›s all about biology, chem-
istry and also a bit about economics and law. I don't yet know what I'll do with all of this af-
terwards. But I was interested in the mix of different subjects. I chose to study subjects rather 
than learn a profession.

Nicolas Camenisch (17), 
Kantonsschule Wettingen. Gold medal winner at the 2018 Swiss Information  
Technology Olympiad 

Future plans
I will complete my baccalaureate a year from now. Right now, I’m leaning towards studies in 
information technology. I also work part-time in this field and have published apps. It interests 
me and I have a lot of fun. When programming, you sometimes get into the flow, forgetting 
the time. It’s a very nice feeling.

Aiyana Signer (19), 
Kantonsschule Wil (SG). Gold medal winner at the 2018 Swiss Geography Olympiad

Future plans
I can easily imagine becoming a maths teacher. This year, I will begin my degree programme 
in mathematics and geography at the University of Zurich. The fact that I chose geography 
has a lot to do with the Olympiads. Thanks to the competition, I discovered that geography 
is also one of my interests. I also love mathematics because it’s so rational, because you make 
connections. Time passes very quickly in maths lessons. I don't even notice how long I've been 
working on an exercise, simply because it interests me so much.

Switzerland lacks specialists in Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM). 
The SERI therefore tasked the Swiss Acade-
mies of Arts and Sciences to coordinate the 
STEM funding programme. A final report on 
STEM-related activities in 2013-2016 was pub-
lished in June containing constructive recom-
mendations for action, as well as findings that 
may be used to support STEM activities and 
improve the quality of education. This report 
will also generate considerable momentum for 
Switzerland's education policy. Another report 
‘Extracurricular STEM-related activities in Swit-
zerland’ also provides a detailed overview.
The STEM Camps in Graubünden project 
launched by the University of Teacher Educa-
tion of Graubünden (PHGR) is one project that 
has received funding. Students undergoing 
teacher training at PHGR work with workplace 
trainers and apprentices at EMS-CHEMIE and 
other companies run week-long workshops 
for primary school children. Together with the 
children, the prospective teachers and learners 
immerse themselves in the world of technolo-
gy. Photo: zVg

Further information:  www.akade-
mien-schweiz.ch/index/Foerderung-MINT.html

ERI I PHOTO OF THE MONTH

http://www.akademien-schweiz.ch/index/Foerderung-MINT.html
http://www.akademien-schweiz.ch/index/Foerderung-MINT.html
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‘study in switzerland+’

New look for website aimed at promoting  
Swiss universities abroad

Anyone from abroad interested in studying in Switzerland can find all the information they need on the new Inter-
net platform www.studyinswitzerland.plus. Launched in August, ‘study in switzerland+’ serves as an international 
English-language calling card for Swiss universities. It was developed in advance of the international higher education 
conference organised by the European Association for International Education (EAIE) in Geneva in mid-September.

A new-look platform to promote Swiss 
universities abroad based on modern 
marketing principles and instruments, 
‘study in switzerland+’ is a project by 
swissuniversities, the Swiss Conference 
of Rectors of Higher Education Institu-
tions. It was financed by swissuniversities 
and SERI.

The exhibition stand at the EAIE confer-
ence in Geneva was also adapted to the 
new ‘study in switzerland+’ concept, in 
conjunction with Presence Switzerland. 
‘study in switzerland+’ replaces the for-
mer ‘Studying in Switzerland’ website and 
the brochure of the same name. The new 
website and the associated promotional 
materials will be further developed over 
the next five years.

Comprehensive information 
‘study in switzerland+’ informs prospec-
tive students from abroad about both lec-
tures and degree courses, and all aspects 

`study in switzerland+' informs prospective students 
from abroad about both lectures and degree courses, 
and all aspects of studying in Switzerland.  
Photo: zVg

of studying in Switzerland. The website 
provides information on the Swiss uni-
versity system and general information 
about living in Switzerland. It also gives 
specific information on studying at each 
university. 

The ‘and +’ logo is intended to arouse 
the curiosity of prospective students and 
draw their attention to the university 
system’s particular strengths, such as la-
bour-market-oriented courses, academic 
quality and typical Swiss diversity. In ad-
dition, ‘and+’ not only highlights ‘other’, 
but also stands for the added value that 
studying at a Swiss university brings to 
young people in their personal, scientific 
and professional development.

Living in Switzerland
The website is designed in blog format 
around a search engine that displays 
articles relevant to the keyword search 
entered. The website is divided into the 
three categories: ‘Living’, ‘Universities’ 
and ‘Studying’.

‘Living’ covers all aspects of life in Swit-
zerland relevant to prospective foreign 
students. There is information on many 
practical topics, from accommodation to 
residence permits. Users are also given 
some impressions of Switzerland as the 
world’s top country for innovation, and 
of the quality of life in the four language 
regions.

Universities in Switzerland
The second category, ‘Universities’,  
explains the Swiss university landscape 
with its three types of higher education 
institution – cantonal universities, uni-
versities of applied sciences and univer-
sities of teacher education. It focuses  
on aspects such as quality, innovation  
and practice-oriented teaching and re-
search. 

Each university has its own profile on the 
site; a simple click leads directly to the 
respective website. Information is pro-
vided on each university’s international 
positioning and reputation as a teaching 
and research institution. 

All about studying
The third category, ‘Studying’, is aimed 
in particular at prospective students from 
abroad who have already decided to study 
in Switzerland or at a specific Swiss uni-
versity. Here they can find out all about 
the practical aspects of studying, from 
visiting days to registration and funding. 
‘study in switzerland+’ links to www.
studyprogrammes.ch, where prospective 
students can find updated information 
on the specific study programme of their 
choice. 

‘study in switzerland+’ is supplemented 
by a brochure and a video.

Contact
Aude Pacton, swissuniversities
Head, Coordination of international 
relations

  aude.pacton@swissuniversities.ch 
   +41 31 335 07 56

Vincenzo Ribi, swissuniversities
Deputy Head, Coordination of interna-
tional relations

  vincenzo.ribi@swissuniversities.ch
  +41 31 335 07 58

Further information
  www.studyinswitzerland.plus

http://www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/hochschulpolitik/open-access/
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Because individual economies are of dif-
ferent sizes and structures, country-based 
comparisons do not reveal much about 
Switzerland's international position in re-
search and innovation. This is because re-
search and innovation activities are often 
concentrated in relatively few parts of a 
given country. For this reason, a compar-
ison with selected innovation metropo-
les in different countries is particularly 
revealing for a country like Switzerland, 
which has a small and highly specialised 
economy. 

International comparison with  
twenty innovation metropoles
The study ‘Forschung und Innovation: 
Die Schweiz im Vergleich zu anderen 

Innovationsregionen’ (in German only), 
which was conducted by the Centre for 
European Economic Research (ZEW) in 
Mannheim, Germany, compared Switzer-
land with twenty innovation metropoles 
around the world: five in Europe, four 
in the USA, four in China, two in Japan, 
three in South Korea and two in Canada 
(Fig. 1). 

Four categories of indicators were used to 
assess Switzerland’s position:
• R&D activities carried out within busi-

ness and academic spheres
• Patents and published scientific papers
• Innovation activities of companies
• Importance of  research- and knowl-

edge-intensive activities

Switzerland compared to twenty innovation metropoles

Switzerland faces stiff competition as a location  
for research and innovation

A SERI-commissioned study conducted by the Centre for European Economic Research (ZEW) in Mannheim (Germany) 
shows that while Switzerland compares very well on a country-to-country basis, it is by no means ahead of the pack 
when compared with metropolitan areas of Europe, North America and East Asia that are particularly innovation-in-
tensive. For example, ten innovation metropoles have higher R&D-to-GDP ratios than Switzerland. 

Bay Area 

Greater Seattle 

Greater New York 
Greater Boston 

Province QuebecProvince Ontario

Lombardy and Piedmont

Bavaria
Switzerland

Greater Paris Aera

Greater London Baden-Wurttemberg

Province Guangdong

Province Zhejiang

Province Jiangsu

Greater Seoul
Greater Busan-Daegu

Greater Daejeon 
Greater Tokyo

Greater Osaka
Greater Shanghai 

Source: SERI

Figure 1: Innovation metropoles
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Ten innovation metropoles have higher R&D-to-GDP ratios 
than Switzerland
While Switzerland has the third highest R&D-to-GDP ratio on a 
country-to-country basis, ten innovation metropoles have high-
er ratios than Switzerland, some around twice as high (Tokyo, 
Seattle, Seoul). The ratio for the Bay Area in California is even 
three times higher (Fig. 2). 

Published research papers: US innovation metropoles at 
the top  
While Switzerland is among the top performers in terms of 
research output on a country-to-country basis, it falls far short 
of innovation metropoles in the US (Greater Boston, Greater 
New York, Bay Area). (Fig. 3). 

Figure 2: R&D-to-GDP ratios for selected innovation  
metropoles and countries, 2015

Israel is in second place (not visible on the graph).
‘Other’: private non-profit organisations that carry out R&D activities. 
Source: OECD; Eurostat; NSF – based on calculations by ZEW.

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

China
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Germay

Italy

France

USA
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Switzerland

Guangdong

Zhejiang

Jiangsu
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Greater Shanghai
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Baden-Wurttemberg

Quebec

Ontario

Greater London

Greater Paris

Greater Seattle*

Greater New York*

Bay Area*

Greater Boston*

 per 1000 inhabitants

 per researcher (FTE) within the academic sphere

Figure 3: Number of published research papers per inhabit-
ant and academic researcher ** on average for 2009–2016 
in selected innovation metropoles and countries

* Estimated number of researchers in full-time equivalents (FTEs) in innovation 
metropoles in the US.

**’ Academic sphere’: higher education institutions and government-run research 
institutes. Source: WoS. Based on calculations from Fraunhofer ISI and ZEW.
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Highly innovative companies in Switzerland
Compared to companies from the innovation metropoles con-
sidered in this study, Swiss companies have a very high lev-
el of involvement in innovation activities. Only companies in 
Baden-Wurttemberg and Bavaria have similar levels (Fig. 4). 
That said, Swiss companies have less success bringing their in-
novations to market (turn-over generated from new products) 
and their willingness to partner with research labs is rather low 
compared to companies in innovation metropoles.

Broadly economic structure in Switzerland
Compared to the economic structure of the innovation metropo-
les considered in this study, Switzerland’s is not particularly fo-
cused on research- and knowledge-intensive branches of activity. 
There is only an average level of high- and medium-technology; in 
terms of knowledge-intensive services, Switzerland has a robust 
offering of financial services, independent consultancy as well as 
scientific and technical services (e.g. business and legal advice, 
engineering offices, R&D services, advertising, design) (Fig. 5). 
In contrast, IT services, education and healthcare services are 
less prevalent.

Figure 4: Product and process innovation ratio in selected 
innovation metropoles, 2014

For Canadian metropoles, we only have estimates based on surveys that are only 
partially comparable as they do not use the same standardised innovation survey 
methodology. Nor are individual branches of activity listed in Canadian surveys 
directly comparable with those used in the innovation surveys in Switzerland 
and the EU.
Source: Eurostat, DBEIS, ISTAT, INSEE, NBSC, NISTEP, STATCAN, STEPI, ZEW. Based 
on calculations from ZEW.
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Figure 5: Distribution of jobs in research- and knowledge-
intensive branches of ac tivity in selected innovation me-
tropoles and countries, 2015

* Information and communication, Financial services, Independent consultancy, 
scientific and technical services.
Source: Eurostat, STATSCAN, Statistics Japan, NISTEP, Statistics Korea, U.S. Census 
Bureau. – Based on calculations by ZEW.
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High patent intensity in Switzerland
There is one indicator where Switzerland leads in the comparison 
with innovation metropoles: patent intensity (i.e. the number of 
patent applications per inhabitant or in relation to R&D expendi-
ture of companies). Nevertheless, the clear lead that Switzerland 
has over innovation metropoles in other countries is shrinking. 
Tokyo, Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria and Paris show only slightly 
lower patent intensities (Fig. 6). 
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Figure 6: Patent intensity in selected innovation metropo-
les and countries (Average for 2008–2014)

Source: Patstat. based on calculations by ZEW.

Background information

The study ‘Forschung und Innovation: Switzerland im Ver-
gleich zu anderen Innovationsregionen’ was produced as part 
of the process of updating the report entitled, ‘Research and 
Innovation in Switzerland’, which SERI published for the first 
time in 2016. This report offers a comprehensive overview of 
the Swiss research and innovation system, informative com-
parisons of countries and regions as well as in-depth coverage 
of selected topics. The report serves as a reference work and 
basis for discussion. Updated indicators will be available at 
the end of this year. The new edition of the ‘Research and 
Innovation in Switzerland’ report will be published in 2020.

   www.sbfi.admin.ch/r-i_report

Contact
Team of authors, Centre for European 
Economic Research (ZEW)
Christian Rammer, Markus Trunschke

  christian.rammer@zew.de
  markus.trunschke@zew.de 

SERI, Müfit Sabo
Head, Scientific Bases Section

   +41 58 465 91 51
  muefit.sabo@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
Download study (in German): 

   www.sbfi.admin.ch/pub_ri_e

http://www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/hochschulpolitik/open-access/
http://www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/hochschulpolitik/open-access/
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International cooperation

On the trail of Swiss forests in Ukraine’s primeval forests

Cross-border cooperation is an integral part of Swiss education, research and innovation (ERI) policy. Cooperation 
across national borders is crucial ‘where the natural or climatic conditions required for certain research areas are lack-
ing’, as stated in Switzerland’s international strategy in ERI adopted by the Federal Council in July. An example of this 
type of cooperation is that between the Swiss Federal Institute for Forest, Snow and Landscape Research (WSL) and 
Ukraine.

When we talk about primeval forests, 
most people usually think of African rain-
forests or the Amazon rainforest. 

Research into primeval forests
Fewer know that parts of Europe are also 
covered by primeval forest, such as the 
beech forest of Uholka-Shyrokyi Luh in 
Western Ukraine, which stretches across 
almost 100 square kilometres. The WSL’s 
Ukrainian cooperation partner, the Na-
tional Forestry University, is situated in the 
nearby city of L’viv, not some distant place 
far off in Eastern Europe but surprisingly 
closer to Zurich than Oslo or Madrid. The 
1200-kilometer flight from Vienna takes 
around an hour – no visa required.

Beech woodlands are to be found in many 
parts of Switzerland. Their structure and 
biodiversity has changed over the centu-
ries due to intensive use. In the Carpathian 
Mountains of Ukraine, however, much of 
the beech forest has been left untouched. 
It can be compared to the woodlands in 
Switzerland in a number of ways, and so 
provides a value research object and ref-
erence system for researchers at the WSL.

Wide-ranging cooperation
The SERI-funded cooperation between 
Switzerland and Ukraine pursues the fol-
lowing goals:
• To bring together experts and promote 

cooperation and scientific exchange in 
research into primeval forests and bio-
diversity and in the area of wood ener-
gy.

• To gain new insights into the structure, 
dynamics and diversity of natural forest 
ecosystems

• To build up interdisciplinary and trans-
disciplinary research into wood energy

• To harmonise research and data collec-
tion methods in order to facilitate ex-
change and comparability of data and 
findings

• To promote non-professorial teaching 
staff and young scientists

First results
Set up in 2017, the project has already 
produced some initial results. Seven mas-
ter’s students at the WSL have studied the 
common practices and potentials in the 
region of primeval forest, and the factors 
which restrict the sustainable use of wood 

as fuel. In the small town of Boryslav, for-
merly one of Eastern Europe’s main cen-
tres for oil production, and now a leader 
in the move towards renewables in the 
country, a video was made depicting the 
grassroots problems and the education 
and research necessary to address them. 
A Green Energy Week held this summer 
in Bermendorf, where the WSL is based, 
gave PhD students from the Ukraine the 
opportunity to present their research find-
ings and to discuss these with experts 
from Swiss higher education.

UN Agenda 2030
Over and above the framework of 
Swiss-Ukrainian cooperation, the pro-
ject also plays a role in meeting one 
of the goals in the UN’s Agenda 2030 
(high-quality education). The project is an 
example of how an underlying objective 
of the Agenda, namely to use education 
to improve living conditions and promote 
sustainable development, can be achieved 
through transnational cooperation in the 
form of local projects.

Dead wood lying in Uholka beechwood (Ukraine). There are many untouched primeval beech forests in the 
Carpathians. In many respects they can be compared with forest in Switzerland, and are there-fore of great 
interest to the WSL for research purposes and as reference objects. Image: Peter Brang
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Contact
Benedikt Hauser, SBFI
Deputy Head, Cooperation in Education 

   +41 58 462 68 32
  benedikt.hauser@sbfi.admin.ch

Flexibility and continuity as the key to success

An interview with Astrid Björnsen Gurung, head of the WSL research programme 
‘Energy Change Impact’ and project leader in the ‘Identifying Energy Options for 
the Ukrainian Carpathians’ programme, part of the research cooperation between 
Switzerland and Ukraine.

What have been the greatest challenges so far in your joint work with your Ukrainian 
partners? 
Astrid Björnsen Gurung: the lack of qualified young researchers. This dearth is to some extent 
due to the fact it is very difficult to become a successful scientist and to earn a living from this 
profession in Ukraine. There is also the problem of poor English skills, which creates a barrier 
to international research cooperation.

In a nutshell: what does Switzerland gain from this cooperation, and what does 
Ukraine gain?
The Swiss partners gain a high degree of understanding and insight: the research is being done 
in response to an actual need. For example, the project into wood fuel looks at the degree to 
which using wood for energy can and will contribute to the shift to renewables in Ukraine. 
Switzerland has a lot of expertise in this area. And the answers we receive will help to set the 
path of energy policy in Ukraine.

What tips do you have for ensuring the success of Swiss-Ukrainian science collabo-
rations?
I believe that flexibility and continuity are the keys to success. At project level it is very important 
to be able to react to opportunities and unforeseen difficulties, including financial ones. The 
production of the video in Boryslav is a good example of how a small budget combined with 
long-term planning can nonetheless result in something good. The vision and trust required in 
this project depended in their turn on the continuity and reliability generated by the long-term 
cooperation with SERI. 

Contact
  astrid.bjoernsen@wsl.ch

   +41 44 739 28 68

Further information
QR-Code for the Boryslav YouTube URL

  www.youtube.com/watch?v=B-
1js5uxX9UM&t=5s 

Video:  
  www.wsl.ch/de/wald/bio-

diversitaet-naturschutz-urwald/
waldforschung-ukraine.html#tabele-
ment1-tab5 

http://www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/hochschulpolitik/open-access/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B1js5uxX9UM&t=5s 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B1js5uxX9UM&t=5s 
http://www.swissuniversities.ch/de/themen/hochschulpolitik/open-access/
http://www.wsl.ch/de/wald/biodiversitaet-naturschutz-urwald/waldforschung-ukraine.html#tabelement1-tab5 
http://www.wsl.ch/de/wald/biodiversitaet-naturschutz-urwald/waldforschung-ukraine.html#tabelement1-tab5 
http://www.wsl.ch/de/wald/biodiversitaet-naturschutz-urwald/waldforschung-ukraine.html#tabelement1-tab5 
http://www.wsl.ch/de/wald/biodiversitaet-naturschutz-urwald/waldforschung-ukraine.html#tabelement1-tab5 
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In his will from 1914 Marcel Benoist stat-
ed that revenue from his bequeathed as-
sets should be used to award annually a 
single prize for the most useful scientific 
discovery or study of particular relevance 
to human life. This year›s award winner 
thus joins an almost hundred-year old tra-
dition. A tradition that has nevertheless 
undergone major changes in 2018: for 
the first time it is the Swiss National Sci-
ence Foundation (SNSF) that has selected 
the prize winner on behalf of the Marcel 
Benoist Foundation. In addition, the prize 
was awarded for the first time according 
to a rotation principle, whereby each year 
a representative of a given discipline is 
honoured; this year it was the turn of the 
humanities and social sciences.

Conditions for lasting peace
Today, conflicts between ethnic minorities 
and central governments are not uncom-
mon – even in Europe. Mr Lars-Erik Ceder-
man, a conflict researcher, has been able 
to demonstrate that regional autonomy 
for ethnic minorities and their involve-
ment in political decisions are central to 
achieving lasting peace. Equally important 

Marcel Benoist Swiss Science Prize  

Prize awarded to conflict researcher Lars-Erik Cederman

Lars-Erik Cederman has been awarded this year’s Marcel Benoist Swiss Science Prize. Mr Cederman, Professor of Inter-
national Conflict Research at the ETH Zurich, will receive the CHF 250,000 prize for his work on political peace-building 
and the inclusion of ethnic minorities. The awards ceremony will take place in Bern on 15 November.

Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann, President of the Marcel Benoist Foundation, personally 
congratulates Dr Lars-Erik Cederman, ETH Zurich, in early September on having been awarded the Marcel 
Benoist Swiss Science Prize 2018. Photo: zVg

national Studies in Geneva. He received 
his doctorate in political science from the 
University of Michigan in 1994. He then 
researched and taught at the Graduate 
Institute of International Studies in Gene-
va, the University of Oxford, the University 
of California in Los Angeles and Harvard 
University. He has been Professor of In-
ternational Conflict Research at the ETH 
Zurich since 2003. 

Contact
Raphael Noser, SBFI
Foundation Secretary, Scientific Advisor, 
National Research Section

   +41 58 461 60 30
  raphael.noser@sbfi.admin.ch 

Further information
  www.marcel-benoist.ch 

Professorship of Dr Lars-Erik Cederman, 
ETH Zurich

  https://icr.ethz.ch/people/cederman 
is a balanced distribution of wealth and 
basic services.

Combination of theoretical innova-
tion and empirical sophistication
In recent years, Mr Cederman has ex-
plored the relationship between inequality 
and conflict; he and his research group 
have compiled a global data set on ethnic 
groups. The data collection covers their 
opportunities to share in government 
power in the period from 1946 to 2017. 
Inequalities between ethnic groups were 
measured using surveys of experts and 
satellite images, before being plotted on 
a digital map. The data collection is availa-
ble to politicians, academics and members 
of the public. Mr Cederman’s findings 
contribute to a better understanding of 
the root causes of conflict and assist in 
finding solutions.

Social scientist at ETH Zurich
Mr Cederman was born in Sweden in 
1963, and has Swedish-Swiss dual na-
tionality. He studied technical physics at 
Uppsala University and international re-
lations at the Graduate Institute of Inter-

SERI NEWS 7/18 l RESEARCH
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‘We are convinced that we have  
chosen a worthy winner.’

For the first time this year, the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) was 
responsible for selecting the prize winner. ‘The scientific world is complex and 
places high demands when it comes to research funding and the selection of 
the best researchers. The SNSF uses innovative procedures to make selection 
processes as fair as possible,’ explains Matthias Egger, President of the SNSF’s 
National Research Council.

man was then confirmed by the Marcel 
Benoist Foundation’s Board of Trustees, 
which is comprised of representatives of 
all cantonal universities and both federal 
institutes of technology. 

How was the new selection proce-
dure different?
The new selection procedure was largely 
digital and anonymous. The gender, the 
publication list and the university of the 
candidates were only disclosed to the 
evaluation panel in a second evaluation 
round.

How pleased are you with the chosen 
procedure?
We are satisfied with the chosen proce-
dure and we have also received positive 

 
ERI UPDATES

Progress being made on ‘CHEOPS’
The research satellite CHEOPS was developed jointly by the 
University of Bern and the European Space Agency (ESA). 
‘CHEOPS’ stands for CHaracterising ExOPlanet Satellite. This 
is a small optical telescope that will be put into low-Earth orbit 
to measure the transits of exoplanets. A consortium of more 
than a hundred scientists and engineers from eleven European 
nations participated in the construction of the satellite. Sched-
uled for launch in the first half of 2019, the satellite is currently 
in Switzerland for a series of tests. At an event in Zurich held at 
the end of August, representatives of the institutions involved 
in its construction visited the satellite.

Further information:
  www.cheops.unibe.ch 

VET Autumn Conference, 5 November 2018
This year’s VET Autumn Conference will be held in the Kursaal 
in Bern. Prof. Antje-Britta Mörstedt, from the Private University 
of Applied Sciences (PFH) in Gottingen, Germany, will give 
a presentation on the salient features of Generation Z (i.e. 
the demographic cohort of people born in 1995-2010). The 
programme will also include speeches and presentations on 
various other topics. There will also be workshops enabling 
participants to familiarise themselves with SERI’s activities in 

the area of vocational education and training. Registration 
closes on 18 October.

Further information and registration:
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/herbsttagung

Updated guidelines on the preparation and revision of 
core syllabuses for study programmes at professional 
education institutions
Core syllabuses are the frame of reference used to prepare 
study programmes at professional education institutions and 
obtain recognition from the SERI. They are a means of main-
taining quality within the Swiss professional education sector. 
They ensure that the study programme and the competences 
to be acquired match the needs of the labour market. 
The roles of the various actors and the approval process are 
described in the guidelines. In September, SERI issued updated 
guidelines that take into account changes introduced in the 
completely revised EAER Ordinance of 11 September 2017 
on the Minimum Requirements for the Recognition of Study 
Programmes and Continuing Education and Training at Pro-
fessional Education Institutions, which came into effect at the 
end of 2017.

Further information: 
  www.sbfi.admin.ch/rlp_d

Has the new process allowed the 
decades-long tradition of the Be-
noist Prize to be continued?
Matthias Egger: we are convinced that 
we have chosen a worthy winner. The 
Marcel Benoist Swiss Science Prize hon-
ours researchers who already have a con-
siderable track record and still have po-
tential for further discoveries. The choice 
of Lars-Erik Cederman is a continuation 
of this tradition. He was selected from 
26 nominees. 
The SNSF’s evaluation panel of the SNSF 
consisted of two prominent public fig-
ures, six international experts as well 
as members of the SNSF’s National Re-
search Council and one member of the 
Marcel Benoist Foundation. The decision 
to award the prize to Lars-Erik Ceder-

feedback from the Marcel Benoist Foun-
dation. The next call for nominations will 
be launched at the start of 2019. Follow-
ing the rotation principle, mathematics, 
natural sciences and engineering will be 
selected. I am already encouraging the 
research community in Switzerland to 
take part again in the nomination pro-
cess. After all, the Marcel Benoist Swiss 
Science Prize draws greater attention to 
the top-notch research being conducted 
in Switzerland. 

Contact
Dr Matthias Egger, President of the 
SNSF’s National Research Council

  matthias.egger@snf.ch

Continued from Page 15
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