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ERI topics in 2015

Horizon 2020 – successfully launched research projects

Strengthening the PET sector
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Proceeding with caution

Dear Reader

It is becoming clearer that the situation regarding public finances, while not entirely 
bleak, is less than rosy. Given this reality, scenarios need to be developed in certain 
policy sectors and administrative units to ensure that the various tasks and obligations 
entrusted to them can be fulfilled even if budgets are cut.

There are good reasons to expect that the education, research and innovation sector 
will continue to enjoy priority status. Its significance for Switzerland as a location for 
research and production has been recognised from various angles of public policy. 
There is also a broad understanding of the major damage that a stop-and-go policy 
would have in the ERI sector, where long-term policies and continuity are of key im-
portance.

Nevertheless, we should consider whether all of the mature initiatives and ideas – and 
those nearing maturity – need to be acted upon and included in our grant funding 
programme. In the current environment, it makes sense to limit the range of entirely 
new pursuits in favour of carrying through existing initiatives that promise to have 
lasting results. What can reasonably be achieved with less funding or a less ambitious 
budget? This is the question that needs to be answered so that we can decide what 
efficiency gains can be gained and where.

Mauro Dell’Ambrogio
State Secretary for Education, Research and Innovation
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Strengthening the PET sector: proposal to amend the Federal Vocational and  
Professional Education and Training Act

New funding model for the PET sector
As part of the stimulus package for the Swiss VPET system, the Federal Council intends to ease the financial bur-
den on those seeking to obtain tertiary-level qualifications within the PET sector. This should help to place the PET 
sector on a par with the higher education sector in financial terms and improve its status. At the same time, easing 
the financial burden on those seeking PET qualifications will also help to ensure a domestic supply of highly skilled 
workers for Switzerland’s labour market. This measure requires a partial revision of the Federal Vocational and Pro-
fessional Education and Training Act (VPETA, SR 412.10). The draft is currently in the consultation phase.

Swiss tertiary-level education is com-
prised of these two sectors: the PET 
sector (ISCED 5B) and the higher edu-
cation sector (ISCED 5A). With the PET 
sector, Switzerland has a proven mod-
el enabling professionals to take their 
competences to higher levels. In addi-
tion to enrolling in degree programmes 
and continuing education and training 
at professional colleges, those seeking 
PET qualifications may also prepare for 
federal examinations for the Federal 
PET Diploma and Advanced Federal PET 
Diploma. These two examinations are 
closely correlated with the needs of the 
labour market and are flexible enough 
to enable rapid response to changes 
taking place in the given profession. 
However, increasing mobility on the la-
bour market, the internationalisation of 
the education system and the success 
of Swiss universities of applied sciences 

students in the PET and higher education 
sectors more equal, the  Federal Council 
intends to provide direct subsidies to PET 
students taking preparatory courses for 
federal examinations (for the Federal PET 
Diploma and the Advanced Federal PET 
Diploma).

Current funding situation
So far, funding has been supply-led: 
the cantons provide subsidies to select-
ed providers of preparatory courses for 
federal examinations. The Confederation 
provides indirect funding to the PET sec-
tor in the form of untied annual lump 
sum contributions to the cantons.
With the Intercantonal Agreement on 
Funding Contributions for Professional 
College Degree Programmes (ICA-FPC), 
which came into effect in early 2014, 
the cantons established the basis for 
co-funding professional college degree 

The Federal Council seeks to address the challenges by launching a stimulus package for the PET 
sector. It hopes to improve the level of permeability between the PET and higher education sectors, 
engage in marketing and communication activities to promote the PET sector and to improve the 
position of Swiss VET and PET qualifications at the national and international levels. Photo: Iris Krebs

(UASs) pose challenges to the PET sec-
tor. Compared to students enrolled in 
the Swiss higher education sector, those 
seeking qualifications in the PET sector 
face considerably higher costs, which is 
a further barrier.

Stimulus package for the PET sector
The Federal Council seeks to address 
these challenges by launching a stimu-
lus package for the PET sector. It hopes 
to improve the level of permeability 
between the PET and higher education 
sectors, engage in marketing and com-
munication activities to promote the PET 
sector and to improve the position of 
Swiss VET and PET qualifications at the 
national and international levels with the 
Ordinance of 27 August 2014 on the 
National Qualifications Framework for 
the VPET system (O-NQF-VPET). In order 
to make the financial burden faced by 

With the PET sector, Switzerland has a proven 
model enabling professionals to take their com-
petences to higher levels. Photo: Iris Krebs
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programmes and allowing students to 
study at different colleges. 

Back at the start of 2013, the Federal 
Council had already increased its con-
tribution for federal examinations from 
25% to 60% (and even as high as 80% 
in exceptional cases). Nevertheless a size-
able portion of the total costs for federal 
examinations comes from preparatory 
courses, which for the most part are paid 
by the participants themselves. Students 
may not even be able to swap from one 
preparatory course to another because 
of the different subsidy practices of the 
different cantons. 

New funding mechanism
A solution has now been developed by 
the three main partners within the VPET 
system. Under the current funding sys-
tem, the cantons provide funding to the 
schools that prepare for federal examina-
tions. With the new funding mechanism, 
the participants themselves will receive 
the subsidy. The cantons are free to con-
tinue to subsidise individual preparatory 
courses in accordance with their own 
regional policy objectives. In addition to 
relieving the financial burden on those 
taking preparatory courses for federal 
examinations, the new funding mecha-
nism allows students to select courses in 
a different canton. 

This change in funding mechanisms from 
a supply-led one paid for by the can-
tons to a participant-led one paid for by  

the Confederation requires a partial 
revision of the Federal Vocational and 
Professional Education and Training Act 
(VPETA). 

Financial impact
Together with the change in system, 
the aim is also to increase the overall 
amount of funding contributions. Initial 
estimates place the added cost at around 
CHF 60 to 100 million per year. As there 
is legally established federal contribution 
to public expenditure for the Swiss VPET 
system, the added cost will be shared by 
both the Confederation and the cantons 
(Art. 59 VPETA). 

Subsequent steps
The draft revision of VPETA is currently in 
the consultation phase, which will con-
tinue until 21 April 2015. In addition, the 
Federal Council Dispatch on Education, 
Research and Innovation for 2017-2020 
(ERI Dispatch) will be ready by the end 
of 2015. This document, agreed upon by 
the three main partners within the Swiss 
VPET system (i.e. the Confederation, the 
cantons and professional organisations), 
will establish how much more funding 
will be made available, how this is to be 
shared between the Confederation and 
the cantons and the specific measures 
to be taken in support of the PET sector. 
The ERI Dispatch will be submitted to the 
Swiss Parliament in 2016. Amendments 
to VPETA are due to come into effect on 
1 January 2017. 

Contact
Rémy Hübschi, SERI
Head of Professional Education and 
Training Division 
	+41 58 462 21 27
 remy.huebschi@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
			Information and documents on the 
strategic project for the PET sector:
www.hbb.admin.ch

Consultation documents:
www.admin.ch/ch/d/gg/pc/pendent.html

Cantons

Confederation

provider PrepC provider PrepC provider PrepC

Contributions to selected providers
of preparatory courses

Contributions to those enrolled
in preparatory courses

Lump sum contributions
(Art. 53 VPETA)

Additional funding
as needed

Lump sum contributions
(Art. 53 VPETA)

Previous funding mechanism New funding mechanism

provider PrepC provider PrepC provider PrepC

Cantons

Confederation

Participants

VPETA: Federal Vocational and Professional Education and Training Act (SR 412.10). ICA-FPC: Intercantonal Agreement on Funding Contributions for Professional 
College Degree Programmes. PrepC: preparatory course. Source: SERI
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School-based VET programme in commerce

Commercial schools on a new path

On 1 January 2015, the revised ordinance on the VET programme for the Federal VET Diploma in Commerce came 
into effect, thereby marking the end of the revision project “Commercial schools of the future” and an important 
transition phase for the the school-based VET programme in commerce. This new VET ordinance simplifies training 
in the field of commerce. The cantons now have greater leeway when it comes to structuring training programmes 
in commerce at commercial schools.

Since the new Federal Vocational and 
Professional Education and Training Act 
(VPETA, SR 412.10) came into effect in 
2004, diplomas issued by cantonal com-
mercial schools, whose origins date back 
to the 1830s, are no longer legally rec-
ognised. Commercial schools have nev-
ertheless managed to adapt their training 
programmes to suit the needs of the VET 
programme in commerce and now issue 
the Federal VET Diploma in Commerce to 
their graduates. 

The reform required for this was no easy 
undertaking: the former Federal Office for 
Industry and Labour (BIGA) had been issu-
ing core syllabuses since 1933 for training 
programmes at commercial schools and 
had taken steps to ensure that all qual-
ifications were deemed equivalent from 
a legal standpoint. However, the training 
content at commercial schools placed 
more emphasis on general education sub-
jects than on dual-track VET programmes 
in commerce. The greatest challenge was 
finding a way to include the work-based 

training component of dual-track VET 
programmes in the school-based pro-
grammes run by commercial schools. In 
order to successfully implement this re-
form, the project “Commercial schools of 
the future” was launched.

Pilot phase of the project “Commer-
cial schools of the future”
In the first pilot phase (2004-2007) of the 
project “Commercial schools of the fu-
ture”, around 20 commercial schools test-
ed various work-based training methods 
within the school-based setting. Instead 
of the two-year, three-year and four-year 
apprenticeships typically associated with 
dual-track VET programmes, the commer-
cial schools organised short-term train-
eeships and established artificial compa-
nies and offices in which learners could 
practise their skills and carry out work 
assignments. In these pilot projects, the 
aim was to determine how the practical 
objectives of dual-track VET programmes 
in commerce could be reached within 
the school-based setting in commercial 

schools. In 2007, the pilot projects were 
evaluated and experiences pooled.

Drafting of the main fundamental 
documents
In the development phase (2007-2009), 
best practices were evaluated, good exam-
ples identified and criteria established to 
ensure both a maximum level of authentic-
ity of work-based training and an adequate 
level of freedom to develop methodolog-
ical, personal and social skills. In addition, 
the main general documents (commercial 
school guidelines and standard syllabuses) 
for the new VET programmes at commer-
cial schools were prepared. These docu-
ments also included regulations for train-
ing at commercial schools.

Evaluation of the reform
The final phase of the commercial school 
reform project (2009-2014) has now 
been evaluated. This third phase involves 
follow-up and analysis of how the new 
provisions were implemented. During this 
phase, an evaluation was conducted to 
determine how commercial schools had 
drafted their internal core syllabuses and 
how they had included work-based train-
ing (e.g. internal workshops, problem-fo-
cussed teaching or short- and long-term 
traineeships. 

The future with the new VET ordi-
nance
On 1 January 2015, the revised ordinance 
on the VET programme for the Federal 
VET Diploma in Commerce came into ef-
fect. This VET ordinance contains provi-
sions covering both dual-track and school-
based VET programmes for the Federal 
VET Diploma in Commerce. The results 
of the evaluation of the implementation 
phase served as the basis for combining 
dual-track and school-based approach-
es to training for the VET programme in 
commerce.

Now that the “Commercial schools of the future” project is complete and the new VET ordinance in effect, 
the VET programme in commerce is ready for the future. Photo: SBFI
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The uniform rules set forth in the VET 
ordinance will bring greater clarity and 
simplicity. The system has become more 
transparent and flexible. For example, the 
three-year VET programme with trainee-
ship and optional preparation for the Fed-
eral Vocational Baccalaureate examination 
(Model 2+1) can now be offered in all 
vocational schools, whereas before it was 
reserved exclusively for private commer-
cial schools. Now that the “Commercial 
schools of the future” project is complete 
and the new VET ordinance in effect, 
training in commerce is now ready for 
the future.

Contact
Michel Fior, SERI
Deputy head of Vocational Education 
and Training Section 
	+41 58 464 91 90
	michel.fior@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
General documents, evaluation reports 
and other related documents:
		www.ec.formationprof.ch/dyn/5486.
aspx 

Entry into force of the Federal Vocational and Professional Education and Training Act (VPETA, SR 412.10) in 2004 marked 
the starting point for reform of all VET programmes. Today, nearly all of the VET programmes for around 230 different 
occupations have been revised. The key pillars of the reform process has been ensuring that training content focuses on 
the development of professional competences: in three learning locations (vocational school, host company and branch 
training centre), learners acquire only the competences that are needed to carry out tasks for a specific occupation. 
In addition, the reform process has helped to improve the quality of VET programmes and strengthened cooperation 
between the Confederation, the cantons and professional organisations.

VET sector reform nearing completion

Modernisation process underway

At the end of the 1990s, new skills require-
ments within the private sector, changing 
social conditions and increasing impor-
tance of post-compulsory qualifications 
prompted a reform that produced the 
current Swiss system of upper-secondary 
vocational education and training (VET) 
and tertiary-level professional education 
and training (PET). In 2004, the Federal 
Vocational and Professional Education 
and Training Act (VPETA, SR 412.10) 
came into effect. The existing partnership 
dynamics between the Confederation, 
cantons and professional organisations 
were legally anchored. The PET sector was 
given its own status at tertiary-level and 
a federal performance-based, cost-based 
subsidy to the cantons was introduced. 
VPETA also introduced a new two-year 
VET programme for the Federal VET Cer-
tificate, which is intended primarily for 
young people who are more practical-
ly minded. The stated aim of VPETA is  
to reinforce the dual-track approach to 
VET (i.e. classroom instruction combined 
with work-based training), promote dif-
ferentiated VET pathways and facilitated 

transitions (referred to as permeability) 
at all levels within the entire education 
system.

Enhancing appeal
Adaptation of the former legal framework 
and the introduction of new legal provi-
sions has opened the way for reflexion 
and exploration of new avenues in train-
ing. Professional organisations have taken 
advantage of the reform process to rea-
lign training content to match the needs 
of the labour market and enable holders 
of VET qualifications to remain employ-
able. During the reform process, several 
new VET programmes were introduced 
(e.g. in the area of health and social care). 
Existing VET programmes for many occu-
pations were also modernised (e.g. cre-
ation of occupational field). In addition, 
the reform process once again offered the 
chance to agree on the respective roles 
and responsibilities of the Confederation, 
the cantons and professional organisa-
tions. This has brought greater clarity and 
helped to reinforce existing partnership 
dynamics overall.

Revising existing VET programmes or cre-
ating new ones usually takes about three 
years. Each year since 2005, around 20 
new VET ordinances and training plans 
have been revised or introduced. This in-
cludes both three- and four-year VET pro-
grammes for the Federal VET Diploma and 
two-year VET programmes for the Feder-
al VET Certificate. All things considered, 
VET ordinances and training plans have 
been drafted for over 200 different oc-
cupations. The remaining VET ordinances 
and training plans should come into effect 
sometime in 2016.

Great importance given to coopera-
tion between learning locations
A specific feature of the new VET ordi-
nances and training plans is the emphasis 
placed on the acquisition of professional 
competences needed for day-to-day work 
in a given occupation. The VET ordinance 
and training plan establishes and de-
scribes the specific professional compe-
tences that must be acquired in order to 
be deemed qualified to work in a given 
occupation. The three main learning loca-

SERI NEWS 1/15 l VOCATIONAL AND PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING
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tions – vocational school, host company 
and branch training centre – coordinate 
training content in such a way as to en-
sure that learners acquire professional 
competences and reach established learn-
ing objectives. This cooperation between 
learning locations allows learners to per-
ceive the correlation between theory and 
practice. By working together, teachers, 
trainers and instructors at these three 
training locations facilitate planning and 
execution of training.

Improving and maintaining quality 
of VET sector reform
Various instruments were used to improve 
and maintain the quality of VET sector 
reform. In some cases, entirely new in-
struments were developed. Among other 
things, the Confederation drafted guide-
lines and templates (e.g. Handbook on 
how to draft VET ordinances) for the entire 
reform process. In addition, each project 
to revise an existing VET programme or 
introduce a new one was managed by a 
reform committee comprised of members 
representing all three of the partners with-
in the VET sector (i.e. the Confederation, 
the cantons and corresponding profes-
sional organisation). A steering committee 
was set up to manage the Master Plan 
for the VET Sector and ensure that the 
public sector had the necessary resources 

available for implementation of the Fed-
eral Vocational and Professional Education 
and Training Act (VPETA, SR 412.10). The 
Confederation also paid for part of the 
costs incurred by the sponsoring organ-
isations involved in the reform process. 
This funding was used for pedagogical ad-
vice and assistance in the drafting of VET 
ordinances and training plans. The Swiss 
Federal Institute for Vocational Education 
and Training (SFIVET) helped professional 
organisations and the cantons as well as 
vocational school teachers, apprenticeship 
trainers at host companies, branch course 
instructors and examiners during all phas-
es of implementation.

Outlook
With VET sector reform nearly complete, 
the next step will be to focus on maintain-
ing and further developing occupations. 
For each occupation, the corresponding 
professional organisation has established 
a committee for occupation development 
and quality (CODQ). Each CODQ is com-
prised of members representing each of 
the three main partners within the VET 
sector. Its role is to maintain and improve 
quality, optimise and update fundamen-
tal documents and implementation doc-
uments and to further develop occupa-
tional profiles. Each CODQ examines the 
VET ordinance and training plan for the 
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Around 20 VET ordinances and training plans have come into force each year since 2005. This has included both three- and four-year VET programmes for the Federal 
VET Diploma and two-year VET programmes for the Federal VET Certificate. Source: SERI

Number of VET ordinances and training plans that have come into effect each year

given occupation at least every five years 
to assess whether they match current eco-
nomic, technological, environment and 
didactic trends. VET ordinances and train-
ing plans will then be revised as needed.
Ongoing and planned evaluations, pro-
jects and studies will serve to validate the 
current training situation. This includes 
studies on two-year VET programmes and 
qualification procedures. The information 
gleaned from these studies will guide pol-
icymakers and help to improve verification 
of VET programmes.

SERI places great importance on ensuring 
that future revision of VET ordinances and 
training plans is cost-effective and effi-
cient for all parties involved.

Contact
Toni Messner, SERI
Head of Vocational Education and  
Training Section
	+41 58 463 56 14
	toni.messner@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
Fundamental documents and informa-
tion on the VET sector reform process: 
		http://www.sbfi.admin.ch/entwick-
lung

SERI NEWS 1/15 l VOCATIONAL AND PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING
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Website showing university rankings

New analytical capabilities enable interesting comparisons

For the past several years, university ranking lists have become increasingly popular and are being used by the me-
dia, the general public and universities themselves. Despite the justifiable reservations expressed by many as to the 
validity of such ranking lists, they have now become a fact of life.

Back in 2003, the University of Shanghai 
published its first ranking list. This was 
followed by others such as the Times 
Higher Education, Quacquarelli Sysmonds 
(QS) and the University of Leiden (Nether-
lands) lists, each with its own character-
istic features and focussing more or less  
on research, teaching, staff or other cri-
teria. 

In 2008, SERI and CRUS decided to ad-
dress this profusion of ranking lists by 
creating a website grouping together the 
main university rankings (www.universi-
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tyrankings.ch). The aim of this website is 
to provide users with an overview of the 
various ranking lists but also to quickly 
determine how Swiss higher education 
institutions are positioned in these four 
main lists.

Although the website is highly specialised, 
it receives quite a bit of traffic, mainly in 
the period immediately following the re-
lease of a new ranking (most likely, the 
visitors are members of the press, heads 
of higher education institutions and stu-
dents). In order to improve the quality of 

content and maintain a certain level of 
user interest, a few new features were 
added at the beginning of this year. It is 
now possible to see how a given univer-
sity has fared in the four main ranking 
lists over time and compare several uni-
versities. Below you will find examples of 
the charts and figures generated by our 
site for the Federal Institute of Technology 
Lausanne (EPFL) in the university ranking 
lists. We also provide a comparison of 
Swiss universities in the Shanghai rank-
ing list. 

Contact
Isabelle Maye, SERI
Scientific advisor, Scientific Basis Section, 
National Research and Innovation 
Division
	isabelle.maye@sbfi.admin.ch 
	Tel. +41 58 463 09 64

Additional information
		www.universityrankings.ch

SERI NEWS 1/15 l HIGHER EDUCATION
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In “Horizon 2020”, the latest generation of EU research framework programmes, Switzerland holds associated country 
status. National transitional measures to fund Swiss participation in projects apply to those areas of Horizon 2020 to 
which Switzerland is not associated. The State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) has already 
approved the first funding applications in these areas from researchers from Switzerland.

Horizon 2020 – successfully launched research projects

From fighting the Ebola virus through to complex data 
analysis and flying robots

After Swiss voters approved the popular 
initiative against mass immigration on  
9 February 2014, the EU was no longer 
willing to continue negotiations with 
Switzerland on fully-fledged member  
status in Horizon 2020. Instead, Swit-
zerland and the EU agreed to associated 
country status, which would provision-
ally begin on 15 September 2014 and 
continue until the end of 2016. A cor-
responding agreement was signed by  
both sides on 5 December 2014. The 
question of whether Switzerland will 
achieve fully-fledged member status in 
2017 or retain associated country status 
in all areas of the Horizon 2020 pro-
gramme will depend on whether Swit-
zerland continues to sign up to the free 
movement of persons and extends it to 
citizens of Croatia.

The current associated country status, 
which came into effect on 15 September 
2014, allows researchers in Switzerland 
to once again take part as associated and 
equally entitled partners in all activities 

The aim of the AEROWORKS project is to develop and produce highly automated machines that can inspect 
infrastructures and perform maintenance independently. Photo: ETH Zurich

of the first pillar of Horizon 2020, which 
includes European Research Council (ERC) 
grants, Marie-Skłodowska-Curie Actions, 
Future and Emerging Technologies (FET) 
and use of research infrastructures. Like-
wise, researchers in Switzerland may take 
part as associated partners in Euratom 
and “Spreading Excellence and Widen-
ing Participation” initiatives. As associated 
partners, researchers once again are able 
to receive funding directly from the EU. 
Since the associated country status came 
into effect, 114 ERC project proposals for 
Advanced Grants have been submitted 
from Switzerland (Status: End of January 
2015).

Transitional measures: funding 
Swiss participation in Horizon 2020 
projects
In all other calls for project proposals un-
der Horizon 2020 (mainly those falling 
under the second and third pillars), Swit-
zerland will retain its associated country 
status. In these programme areas, Swiss 
partners will be able to take part in joint 

research projects run by European part-
ners but will not receive any funding from 
the EU.

The Federal Council therefore decided 
on 25 June 2014 to compensate for the 
absence of EU funding by providing re-
searchers in Switzerland with direct fund-
ing to take part in approved joint Horizon 
2020 research projects. SERI will therefore 
provide funding to Swiss partners in such 
projects if they are eligible and adhere to 
funding criteria. 

The Confederation will also fund so-called 
Temporary Backup Schemes, which are 
sponsored by the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (SNSF) as a replacement for 
ERC Starting und Consolidator Grants, 
since both calls for project proposals for 
2014 had already been launched prior to 
15 September.

In addition, federal funding is available for 
Swiss participation in activities relating to 
Euratom or ITER (incl. Fusion for Energy), 
COST Actions and European JPI (initiatives 
under Art. 185 of the Treaty on the Func-
tioning of the European Union). Finally, 
SERI offers financial support to SMEs and 
coordinators wishing to prepare project 
proposals within the framework of Ho-
rizon 2020.

Recommendations to researchers 
from Switzerland
SERI expressly recommends that project 
partners from Switzerland (incl. compa-
nies and small businesses in particular) 
join international consortiums despite  
the changed general conditions so that 
they may take part in calls for project 
proposals for the second and third pil-
lars. Because Switzerland has associated 
country status, project submissions should 
be planned as follows (see also SERI fact-
sheet):

SERI NEWS 1/15 l RESEARCH AND INNOVATION
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Three Horizon 2020 projects in which researchers from Switzerland are taking part thanks 
federal funding
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Ebola virus vaccine
EbolaVac is the first research project approved by SERI. The aim is to gain a greater understanding of the Ebola virus. Since early 
last year, this virus has raged in West Africa, killing thousands of people. An effective virus has not yet been found. The project 
aims to develop a vaccine as quickly as possible to protect the population and aid workers in affected areas where the risk of 
infection is highest. This should help to stave off outbreaks of the disease. The project will run for a period of 36 months and 
is broken down into three phases. In the first phase, a vaccine will be developed and tested in a clinical trial at the cantonal 
hospital in Lausanne (Centre Hospitalier Universitaire Vaudois CHUV). In the second phase, the vaccine will be used in further 
clinical trials in West Africa outside the most severely affected areas. The results will then be assessed in preparation for the third 
phase, in which the immunological effect of the vaccine will be examined. 

The project is being coordinated by the pharmaceutical company GlaxoSmithKline Biologicals. In addition to researchers from 
Switzerland, project partners include the University of Oxford and the Bernhard-Nocht-Institut für Tropenmedizin in Germany.

AEROWORKS – flying robots for hazardous work
Another project involving researchers from Switzerland addresses the problem of hazardous and expensive work in renovat-
ing buildings and infrastructures. In industrial and developing countries, existing infrastructures are reaching the end of their 
lifecycles. Both inspecting and repairing buildings and infrastructures can be a very tedious and dangerous undertaking. The 
AEROWORKS project offers a potential solution in the form of flying robots. The aim is to develop and produce highly auto-
mated, efficient and safe machines that can inspect infrastructures and perform maintenance independently. The unmanned 
flying robots should lead to a novel perception system equipped with highly sensitive “smart” handling devices enabling precise 
physical interactions. The new generation of unmanned flying working robots, known as “collaborative aerial robotic workers”, 
should significantly reduce costs and the risk of accidents while at the same time simplifying complex operations at hazardous 
locations. The Horizon 2020 project will run for a period of 36 months. In addition to the ETH Zurich, project partners include 
universities from Sweden, Holland, the United Kingdom and Greece, as well as companies from Germany, Switzerland and 
Sweden.

CIMPLEX – a new complex form of data analysis
A third EU-approved project that Swiss researchers are taking part in is a basic research project involving the use of information 
and communication technologies, specifically to analyse the spread of epidemics in society. This project should lead to the de-
velopment of new models, methods of data analysis and concepts for data clarification, visualisation and interaction. The aim 
is to gain a greater understanding of how epidemics of viruses and other “infectious” phenomena spread in complex social 
systems. Examples include the spread of rumours or fashion trends. This should enable potential effects to be predicted and 
enable positive action to be taken to influence these trends. Researchers will combine various models and methods of data 
analysis to enable a detailed and complete analysis of systemic risks. Such complex phenomena, however, cannot really be 
modelled “as a whole”. Instead, they can be better understood using the “decentralisation” model: the problem is solved for 
small groups of individuals who, in turn, interact with one another. In this manner, the problem can be approached on various 
scales and use made of new “multilayer” computing structures. The aim is to enable visionary research and development that 
leads to fundamental theoretical, methodical and technological progress and allows us to bring together research findings in a 
broad and easily accessible ICT platform. 

The “CIMPLEX: Bringing CItizens, Models and Data together in Participatory, Interactive SociaL EXploratories” project will run 
for a period of 36 months. In addition to the ETH Zurich, project partners include research institutes from Germany, the United 
Kingdom, Hungary and Italy.

• Each application must meet the con-
dition that consortium partners come 
from at least three different institutions 
in three different EU member states 
or associated countries (not including 
Switzerland).

• According to the conditions for partic-
ipation in Horizon 2020, researchers 
from associated countries may also 
coordinate projects if they are able to 
obtain their own funding to cover coor-

dination costs. Swiss research institutes 
will therefore be able to retain their co-
ordinator role. 

• In joint research projects, Swiss project 
partners are advised to remain within 
the budget established by the EU in 
the project call (incl. Swiss contribution, 
even if this will not be funded by the EU).

Funding for the Swiss project partner is 
formalised in a contract signed by the pro-
ject partners and SERI, based on a posi-

tive evaluation by the EU of a research 
project. Any reductions in the overall 
project budget will generally be applied 
in a manner similar to that applying to 
Swiss project partners in a cooperation 
project. Advance funding guarantees will 
not be issued. SERI expects to be able to 
fully fund the participation of Swiss pro-
ject partners in the Horizon 2020 joint 
research projects approved in the 2014 
calls for project proposals. 
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SERI approves first applications for 
funding
SERI has already approved 40 applications 
from researchers from Switzerland who 
wish to take part in joint research projects 
in the second and third pillars of Horizon 
2020 (status: end of January 2015). These 
applications cover a wide range of differ-
ent research fields including ICT, nano-
technology and biotechnology, materials 
science, environmental and agricultural 
sciences, space, health and medicine, en-
ergy and climate research as well as social 
sciences and humanities. 

More information about project-based 
funding for Swiss project partners, the 
exact procedure and the required forms 
can all be found here: www.h2020.ch. 

Contact
EU Framework Programmes Section
		europrogram@sbfi.admin.ch 
	+41 58 463 50 50

Additional information
Information on Swiss participation in 
Horizon 2020:
		www.h2020.ch

The Euresearch information network 
provides assistance with submission of 
research project proposals to the EU:
		www.euresearch.ch 

Overview of current calls for research 
project proposals and the various grant 
funding possibilities: 
		http://ec.europa.eu/research/partici-
pants/portal/desktop/en/home.html

Based on the objectives of the Federal Council and the Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education and Research 
(EAER), in 2015 the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) continues to operate in a variety of 
areas to promote education, research and innovation (ERI). At the heart of the ERI measures are ensuring succession of 
skilled and qualified workers and maintaining the high quality of teaching and research.

Overview

ERI topics in 2015

In line with its federal structure and 
the considerable autonomy afforded to 
individual institutions, the federal gov-
ernment pursues a strategy of targeted 
support for a healthily functioning ERI 
system. SERI’s role is to strengthen and 
improve the quality of the system in con-
junction with the cantons, private sector, 
higher education institutions and bodies, 
research and innovation promotion and 
other organisations. 

In 2015 ERI topics on the agenda in-
clude the following:
ERI Dispatch 2017-2020: every four 
years, the Federal Council prepares a 
dispatch on the promotion of education, 
research and innovation (ERI). In this  
dispatch, the Federal Council presents  
its funding requests for various policy 
areas. In 2015, the Federal Council is 
expected to adopt a discussion paper on 
the technical and financial direction to 
be taken in the ERI Dispatch for 2017-

2020. The ERI Dispatch will then be for-
warded to the Swiss Parliament. As one 
of the most important multi-year budget 
planning documents (CHF 6-7 billion per 
year), the ERI Dispatch is directly includ-
ed in the legislative plan and therefore 
is dependent – in both a positive and 
negative sense – on the state of federal 
finances.

Professional education and training: 
At the beginning of 2015 the Federal 
Council submitted the draft bill on the 
partial revision of the Federal Act on Vo-
cational and Professional Education and 
Training for consultation (see article on 
page 4). Under the proposed legislation, 
from 2017 onwards students preparing 
for federal examinations will receive 
funding for courses directly from the 
Confederation. The consultation period 
runs until 21 April 2015. The amount of 
additional expenditure involved and how 
this will be shared between the Confed-
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eration and the cantons will be decided 
on the basis of the available budget es-
tablished in the ERI Dispatch for 2017-
2020.

The recognition procedure for profes-
sional colleges will be streamlined and 
accelerated, and the roles of those in-
volved more clearly defined. The EAER’s 
ordinance on minimum requirements 
for recognition of courses of study and 
post-graduate programmes at profes-
sional colleges is therefore being revised 
in 2015-2016.

Professional qualifications and
change of career for adults: Recom-
mendations for the further development 
of vocational education and training for 
adults as set out in the relevant report 
(“Berufsabschluss und Berufswechsel für 
Erwachsene”, June 2014) are currently 
being implemented by all VPET partners. 
This issue will be addressed in the Con-
federation’s and cantons’ joint education 
policy objectives and in the ERI Dispatch. 
VET for adults will be taken into account 
when drawing up the Ordinance on the 
Continuing Education and Training Act. 
The aim is to develop and expand op-
portunities for adults, draw up a national 
information concept and address issues 
regarding funding and support. Studies 
will be carried out to provide greater un-
derstanding of target groups and of the 
potential, barriers and success factors 
involved. The measures are designed to 
make the framework conditions for pro-
fessional qualifications and new career 
opportunities for adults efficient and 
age-appropriate, so that the number of 
adults gaining new qualifications can be 
increased.

EU education and youth program-
mes: The Swiss interim solution for Eras-
mus+, introduced in 2014, continues 
into this year. The main aim is to continue 
to improve Switzerland’s third-country 
status which Switzerland has had since 
the adoption of the mass immigration 
initiative. The legal bases must also be 
adopted to the current situation. Initial 
proposals on the future of exchange and 
mobility programmes will be drawn up 
this year. A decision depends on what 
happens regarding the agreement on 
the free movement of persons, and will 
be made in 2016 at the earliest.

International cooperation in VPET:
Priority will, on the one hand, be given to 
implementing measures in international 
VPET cooperation: bilateral agreements 
will be finalised with partner countries 
and multilateral cooperation in interna-
tional professional bodies will continue. 
Preparations for Switzerland to take part 
in WorldSkills 2015 in Brazil and the in-
ternational VET congress in Winterthur 
next year are on the agenda. At national 
level, the national qualifications frame-
work for VPET qualifications will be im-
plemented and national coordination 
measures introduced for those federal 
offices and national players involved in 
international VPET cooperation. For ex-
ample, in April 2015 the first national 
stakeholder conference will be held. An-
other priority is to establish international 
cooperation in VPET as part of VPET pol-
icy in the relevant legal bases regarding 
a partial revision of the Vocational and 
Professional Education and Training Ordi-
nance (VPETO, SR 412.101). 

Continuing Education and Training 
Act: In June 2014 Parliament passed  
the Continuing Education and Training 
Act (CET). In the autumn of last year 
work began on drafting the ordinance  
to this act, which includes provisions 
on financial aid for organisations active 
in CET and on encouraging adults to  
acquire and maintain basic skills. Hear-

ings will be held on the proposal  
between July and October of this  
year. The Continuing Education and 
Training Act and its ordinance are due 
to come into effect on 1 January 2017. 
Statistics, monitoring and sector research 
studies are being conducted at the same 
time.

Cooperation in Education Act: It is the 
joint responsibility of the Confederation 
and cantons to ensure, within their own 
area of operation, that the education 
system in Switzerland is flexible and of 
a high quality. They must therefore co-
operate when preparing and developing 
policies. It is now proposed that existing 
cooperation projects, which until now 
have taken place on a range of different 
and in some cases temporary legal bases, 
should obtain a unified and permanent 
framework in a new Cooperation in Edu-
cation Act. All projects involve preparing 
and making available knowledge (educa-
tion monitoring and PISA) and – closely 
related – coordination in educational re-
search (SCCRE and CORECHED), as well 
as developing a joint understanding of 
what constitutes quality. A consultation 
on this matter is planned for summer 
2015.
 
Healthcare Occupations Act: Training 
plays an important role in making the 
Swiss health system fit to deal with cur-
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rent and future challenges. The require-
ments for professional college courses 
are set out in the Vocational and Pro-
fessional Education and Training Act 
(VPETA, SR 412.10). In contrast, study 
programmes in healthcare at universities 
of applied sciences (in particular nursing, 
physiotherapy, occupational therapy, 
nutrition and midwifery) are covered by 
the Healthcare Occupations Act, which 
the Federal Department of Home Af-
fairs (FDHA) and the Federal Department  
of Economic Affairs, Education and  
Research (EAER) prepared at the re-
quest of the Federal Council. Moreo-
ver, for study programmes in healthcare  
at universities of applied sciences and 
study programmes in nursing at profes-
sional colleges, both the training con-
tent and access to the profession will  
now be made uniform all over Switzer-
land. In November 2014, the Federal 
Council tasked the FDHA and the EAER 
to prepare draft legislation by November 
2015. 

Higher Education Act: The HEdA came 
into effect in early 2015. Now the Con-
federation and the cantons are jointly 
responsible for coordinating and main-
taining the quality oft he Swiss higher 
education sector. The newly formed 
Swiss Conference of Higher Education 
Institutions will begin its work as the 
highest policymaking body within the 
Swiss higher education sector. Its first 
meeting will take place at the end of 
February 2015 and will be chaired by the 
head of the EAER. Two additional joint 

federal-cantonal bodies were also estab-
lished at the start of the year: the Swiss 
Conference of Rectors of Higher Educa-
tion (swissuniversities) and the Swiss Ac-
creditation Council with its Swiss Agency 
of Accreditation and Quality Assurance 
in Higher Education (AAQ).

The next generation of academics at 
Swiss higher education institutions: 
The Federal Council is willing to consid-
er introducing special incentives to help 
higher education institutions to develop 
sustainable and suitable career devel-
opment pathways. The Federal Council 
stated this in a report released at the end 
of May 2014; this initiative will be tak-
en in response to a request made by the 
Swiss Parliament. The planned measures 
and recommendations are intended both 
for federal agencies and federal funding 
bodies as well as to cantonal agencies, 
rector’s conferences and individual high-
er education institutions. In preparation 
for the ERI Dispatch for 2017−2020, im-
plementation of the measures proposed 
in the Federal Council report will be dis-
cussed and decided with the rectors con-
ferences and research funding institution 
in 2015.

Roadmap for research infrastructu-
res: In preparation for the ERI Dispatch 
for 2017-2020, the Swiss Roadmap for 
Research Infrastructures will be updated. 
This strategic working document pro-
vides an overview of planned expendi-
ture aimed at developing important re-
search fields that serve the interests of 
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Switzerland as a whole. The definitive 
financial decisions will be made in the 
ERI Dispatch for 2017-2020.

National research programmes: NRPs 
are an important instrument used by the 
Confederation to encourage targeted re-
search. They help to provide information 
that can be used for policymaking and 
problem-solving in relation to current so-
cial and economic issues. In the spring of 
2015, the Federal Council is expected to 
examine the EAER’s request to approve 
new NRP themes and budgets and to 
task the Swiss National Science Founda-
tion (SNSF) with execution of approved 
NRPs.

European X-ray Free-Electron Laser Fa-
cility: The European XFEL uses high-en-
ergy electrons to generate ultrashort 
X-ray flashes with a very high level of 
luminosity. The facility therefore opens 
up new global opportunities for top 
research – into the atomic details of vi-
ruses, molecular composition or cells, 
three-dimensional images of the nano-
cosmos and physicochemical and biolog-
ical reactions. The Federal Council is due 
to issue a dispatch on Switzerland’s par-
ticipation in the XFEL facility in the first 
half of 2015.

EU Framework Programmes: In 2014, 
Switzerland’s status in Horizon 2020 
changed from fully-fledged member 
to associated country. As a result, SERI 
now provides direct funding to Swiss 
researchers wishing to take part in joint 
research projects under Horizon 2020. 
No more funding for such participation 
will be forthcoming from Brussels. Thus 
far, SERI has evaluated between 500 and 
1000 requests for project funding each 
year. SERI will analyse  Swiss participation 
in EU projects and the impact that Swiss 
voter approval of the popular initiative 
against mass immigration has had.

Commission for Technology and In-
novation: The CTI will become an insti-
tution governed by public law. Its remit 
– to form a bridge between research and 
the market – will remain unchanged. The 
CTI will nevertheless be better equipped 
to face the future challenges associated 
with supporting innovation. In November 
2014, the Federal Council commissioned 
the EAER to prepare a corresponding 
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federal act. SERI will therefore prepare a 
consultation draft to be submitted to the 
Federal Council in the summer of 2015. 
This draft will be discussed in the Swiss 
Parliament sometime in 2016.

Swiss Innovation Park: The new Swiss 
Innovation Park should help to reinforce 
Switzerland’s leading position as a lo-
cation for innovation and ensure Swiss 
competitiveness over the coming years 
and decades. In September 2014, Feder-
al Council received the green light from 
the cantons to begin work on the future 
innovation park. Initial plans include the 
creation of two hub sites and network 
sites. In the spring of 2015, the Federal 
Council will issue a dispatch presenting 
federal support measures.

swissnex: swissnex are consular annex-
es that seek to promote international 
exchange in the area of science and in-
novation. They are a key instrument in 
the federal policy of pursuing bilateral 
cooperation in the area of education, 
research and innovation between Swit-
zerland and global knowledge hubs in 
selected partner countries. Currently, 

swissnex has six main locations through-
out the world. In response to the postu-
late formulated by National Councillor 
Fathi Derder “A roadmap to double the 
size of the Swissnex network” (12.3431), 
SERI intends to publish a report showing 
the current situation and future scenarios 
for subsequent development of the net-
work. The results will be used to respond 
to the postulate in the ERI Dispatch for 
2017-2020. 

Bilateral cooperation in ERI: The fed-
eral government’s international ERI strat-
egy (2010) includes a report drawn up 
by SERI on bilateral activities carried out 
under the ERI dispatches. This report will 
appear in 2015 for the first time and will 
be considered in the 2017-2020 ERI Dis-
patch.

Space activities: Continuation of Swiss 
co-presidency of the ESA and start of 
preparations for the ESA Ministerial 
Council 2016 to be held in Lucerne. At 
the national level, the main objective for 
2015 is to establish a new strategic man-
agement structure for space activities. 
This will entail interdepartmental cooper-

ation within the Federal Administration 
at a policymaking level and coordination 
between the public and private sector on 
a technical level.

Additional informations
On the SERI website you can find more 
information and documents on the 
above topics and details of contact per-
sons: www.sbfi.admin.ch.  

Contact
Dani Duttweiler, SERI
Deputy head of Communication
	+41 58 462 45 60
	dani.duttweiler@sbfi.admin.ch
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FIGURE OF THE MONTH 

The qualification most frequently awarded by the higher educa-
tion institutions was the Bachelor’s degree. In 2013 over 13,700 
Bachelors’ degrees were awarded by universities, and around 
12,000 by UASs (Universites of applied sciences), and over 
2,500 by UTEs (Universites of teacher education). Masters’ de-
grees were introduced at UASs comprehensively in 2008/2009. 
Masters’ programmes are being continually developed at these 
institutions. In 2013, 2,271 Masters’ degrees were awarded by 
UASs (of which half were in the fields of music, theatre and other 
arts) and 1,063 were awarded by UTEs. At tertiary-A institutions 
the number of Masters’ degrees awarded was higher. In 2013, 
tertiary-A institutions awarded a total of 12,000 Masters degrees 

across all fields: economic sciences (1,964), social sciences (1,728), law (1,632) and 
natural sciences (1,156) are the fields in which most Masters’ degrees were awarded 
in 2013.
Source: Federal Statistical Office, 2015

Higher Education qualifications in Switzerland (universities, UASs, UTEs)

12‘000

ERI ANNOUCEMENTS 

The Confederation contributes funding towards the cantonal universities’ investment plans. These funds are used for teaching, research and 
other university facilities. One example was the project to renovate the former von Roll railway points manufacturing plant in Bern, transforming 
the building into a new lecture hall. Federal funds were also used to build a new institute at the University of Bern. This new building was opened 
in the autumn semester of 2013. Photo: Croci & du Fresne Fotografie

ERI I photo of the month
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International VPET Congress in
Winterthur 2016 and 2018
After the successful outcome of the first 
congress held in September 2014, the next 
International VPET congresses in Winterthur 
are scheduled to take place in the first half 
of 2016 (from 20 - 22 June) and 2018. The 
aim of these congresses is to encourage 
open dialogue and the exchange of ex-
pertise between national and international 
actors on international cooperation in voca-
tional and professional education and train-
ing. The congresses are also a good way to 
become more familiar with Swiss dual-track 
VET programmes.

Contact 
Sandro Stübi, SERI
Project manager, International Education 
Projects Section

 sandro.stuebi@sbfi.admin.ch

 +41 58 465 13 71

Factsheets on ERI topics
Various factsheets on topics relating to edu-
cation, research and innovation can be found 
on the SERI website (e.g. management of ERI 
system or ERI activities in Switzerland). These 
factsheets are updated on a regular basis.

  www.sbfi.admin.ch/factsheets-e

First university degree or diploma

Universities: Bachelor's degree

Universities: Master's degree

UASs/UTEs: first degree or diploma

UASs/UTEs: Bachelor's degree

UASs/UTEs: Master's degree


