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Higher Education in Switzerland

Dear reader

The road towards a comprehensive higher education system in Switzerland began 
with the popular vote of May 2006 on the new articles on education in the Constitu-
tion, and the first milestone along the route was the approval by Parliament of the 
Federal Act on the Funding and Coordination of the Higher Education Sector (HEA) 
in September 2011.  

Another important step was taken on 20 June: almost unanimously, the plenary as-
sembly of the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education adopted the 
‘Intercantonal agreement on Swiss higher education’.

The parliaments of each of the 26 cantons are now considering this agreement in the 
ratification process. It forms the legal basis in the cantons for the third and final mile-
stone, a cooperation agreement between the Confederation and the cantons to del-
egate certain coordination and quality assurance tasks to joint bodies, as envisaged 
under Article 63a of the Federal Constitution.

We do not yet know when this process will be completed. But it now seems likely 
that the new system of joint governance under the HEA will be in place by 2015 
when the Act can begin to have its intended effect. For example, there will be a 
streamlined organisational structure and a better understanding of the system both 
in Switzerland and abroad, and greater transparency thanks to new regulations on 
standardised accreditation for cantonal universities and universities of applied sci-
ences.

But these are aspects of a purely political governance, which can and should only 
contribute in part to the success of the system. The HEA is careful not to affect the 
autonomy of the entities which fund the higher education institutions. The majority 
of decisions regarding Switzerland’s higher education institutions will continue to be 
taken by the cantons responsible, or by the Confederation.

Of more tangible relevance are the agreement on across-the-board funding via inter-
cantonal contributions, based on student numbers, and the issue of federal funding 
for the cantonal higher education institutions. The keywords here are standardisa-
tion, congruence and a level playing field; the HEA will not result in a revolutionary 
change with respect to co-financing by the federal government. The principle is one 
of output rather than cost-based funding. This mechanism, which is not a conven-
tional subsidy, was already introduced by the Universities of Applied Sciences Act of 
1995 and the University Funding Act of 1999.

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

SERI NEWS l EDITORIAL
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SERI NEWS l VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAININGIN FOCUS

Interview on vocational education and training in an international environment

A good reputation helps to open doors

Against a background of high youth unemployment in several European countries, interest has grown in recent years 
in the Swiss dual-track, labour-market-oriented training model. Josef Widmer, SERI Deputy Director and head of the 
Directorate of Vocational and Professional Education and Training and General Education, also noticed this at the 
WorldSkills Competition in Leipzig in early July. This interest provides an opportunity to strengthen international ap-
preciation and acceptance of dual-track VPET. 

What impression did you gain during 
your visit to the WorldSkills Competition 
in Leipzig?
Josef Widmer: I came back from the 
event with a lot of positive impres-
sions. Germany did an outstanding job 
of organising this major event with over 
1,000 participants in 46 professions 
and more than 200,000 visitors. And of 
course, I was very impressed by the Swiss 
delegation’s hard work and great results. 
These young professionals, who only re-
cently completed their vocational educa-
tion and training, competed successfully 
against strong international competition, 
especially from emerging Asian coun-
tries. This shows that our broad-based 
Swiss VPET system can produce excel-
lent results. Our participants do not have 
years of specialist training under their 
belts; they have developed their skills 
during ‘normal’ vocational training and 
entered this international competition 
with a minimum of preparation.

How important is it for Switzerland to 
participate in these contests?
Skills competitions, whether at a national 
or international level, are a marvellous op-
portunity to directly show young people, 
parents and the general public the de-
gree of excellence that VET is capable of 
achieving. We want to increase this effect 
next September in Bern, when we will be 
holding the SwissSkills competition in one 
place for the first time. But the World-
Skills Competition also provides a good 
opportunity to exchange news and ideas 
with representatives from other countries.  
I learned a lot at the official events and in 
informal conversations that we can apply 
in our work here in Switzerland.

What were the main topics discussed?
A central theme was efforts to tackle 
youth unemployment in Europe. While 
youth unemployment is currently below 

ten per cent in countries with a dual-
track education system, like Germany or 
Austria, in other countries such as Italy, 
Spain and Portugal, forty per cent or 
more of young people are unemployed. 
These figures lead us to ask how young 
people can best be integrated into the 
labour market. Another, closely related 
question is how a training system should 
be designed so that it can best contrib-
ute to a country’s competitiveness and 
innovative capacity.

How can Europe reduce its youth unem-
ployment?
One measure is to increase the number 
of apprenticeships and traineeships. In 
vocational training systems that involve 
learning in the workplace, it is much eas-
ier for young people to enter the labour 
market. There should also be greater 
transfer of knowledge to practical train-
ing and the value of vocational appren-
ticeships should be better acknowledged 
generally. To achieve this, the European 
Commission launched the ‘European 
Alliance for Apprenticeships»’ at the 
WorldSkills Competition in Leipzig.

What contribution can Switzerland make 
to this?
We have, for some years now, been 
communicating more closely with other 
countries. For example, we send and 
receive official delegations at a bilateral 
level, and participate in multilateral con-
ferences and events organised by the EU 
or OECD. We also take part in the Eu-
ropean Union mobility programmes. We 
maintain close contacts with other coun-
tries that have a dual-track system, such 
as Germany and Austria. Finally, we pass 
on our knowledge to our bilateral part-
ners. This also gives us the opportunity 
to learn new things. However, you can-
not simply ‘export’ a VET system. But you 
can try to strengthen vocational training 
elements in the target countries. For this 
to happen, government and the private 
sector need to be clearly committed. If, 
for example, businesses are not fully on 
board, such initiatives cannot achieve any 
lasting effect. SERI is currently drawing 
up a detailed international VPET strategy 
for Switzerland in the field of education, 
research and innovation. This will allow 
us to clarify where and to what extent 

Josef Widmer, SERI Deputy Director and head of the Directorate of Vocational and Professional Education 
and Training and General Education
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WorldSkills - the world‘s largest vocational training event

The WorldSkills competitions are held every two years at different venues. The next will take place in 2015 in Saõ Paolo 
(Brazil). The participants are young professionals aged 22 and under who have won regional and national skills competitions 
on all five continents. The championships are organised by ‘WorldSkills International’, an association in which over 50 nations 
are represented. In Switzerland, the ‘SwissSkills’ foundation coordinates Swiss competitions in over 60 professions and pre-
pares the national team for the WorldSkills competitions. The Confederation, cantons and professional organisations jointly 
fund the foundation.

Swiss delegation finishes in 2nd place - an outstanding result

1. South Korea

2. Switzerland

3. Taiwan

4. Japan

5. Brazil

6. Austria

7. Germany

8. France

9. Finland

10. United Kingdom

Switzerland will participate in vocational 
training projects with other countries in 
the future.

What, in your view, are currently the 
greatest challenges facing Swiss VPET in 
the international environment?
We are faced with a paradoxical situa-
tion: on the one hand, our dual-track 
system receives international praise in 
the most recent OECD studies on vo-
cational education and training. On the 
other hand, we must fight to maintain 
the status of the VPET system within 
Switzerland, because the Anglo-Amer-
ican system of Bachelor’s and Master’s 
degrees is widely used internationally. 
Especially in tertiary-level professional 
education and training, we must ensure 
that our tried and tested qualifications 
retain their value in the public’s percep-
tion. To that end, we have launched a 
project to improve the positioning and 
funding of tertiary-level PET long term. 
This includes both clarifying the issue of 
qualification titles and intensifying our 
public relations efforts in the field of PET.

Where do you see further need for ac-
tion?
The education system must reflect the 
increasingly globalised nature of society, 
the economy and the labour market. The 
VET system must adapt to this interna-
tionalisation and allow students to gain 
international experience. Young people 
should be encouraged to work and train 
in other countries, both during and after 
their apprenticeship. Switzerland there-
fore participates in EU programmes on 
lifelong learning. An important starting 
point is to promote the teaching of for-
eign languages. Such measures also help 
to make VET an attractive option for tal-
ented young people.

Contact
SERI, Josef Widmer
Deputy Director and Head of the 
Vocational and Professional Education 
and Training and General Education 
Directorate,
	+ 41 31 323 76 12
 josef.widmer@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information about the WorldSkills 
Competition in Leipzig can be found on 
the WorldSkills website:

 www.worldskillsleipzig2013.com/en/
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Overview of SERI activities

Maintaining Switzerland’s position as a leading player 
in the ERI sector

On 1 January, the newly created State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) began its 
activities as a part of the Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education and Research (EAER). With this 
new agency, all ERI activities have been placed under a single roof. This article provides an update on selected 
legislative projects that are currently under way, as well as on support measures and strategic areas of focus 
for SERI.

Legislative projects

Federal CET Act: Federal Council 
Dispatch submitted to Parliament
In its meeting of 15 May, the Federal 
Council adopted the draft Continuing 
Education and Training Act and cor-
responding dispatch, which were then 
submitted to Parliament for considera-
tion. The draft Federal CET Act imple-
ments the constitutional mandate on 
CET (Art. 65a of the Federal Constitu-
tion), positions the CET sector within 
the Swiss education system and estab-
lishes the general principles applying to 
CET. The aim is to improve the quality 
of CET, as well as to reinforce lifelong 
learning by regulating and encourag-
ing the acquisition of basic skills among 
adults. The National Council is expected 
to debate the bill as first chamber in the 
autumn session. Enactment is planned 
for early 2015.

Complete revision of Financial Aid 
Act: an indirect counter-proposal to 
the ‘Financial Aid Initiative’
In the area of student grants, scholar-
ships and loans, the Federal Council 
seeks to establish conditions favouring 
more equitable access to tertiary edu-
cation. At the same time, it intends to 
assist the cantons in their efforts to har-
monise their financial aid packages. In its 

meeting of 26 June, the Federal Council 
approved a draft bill and corresponding 
dispatch on the complete revision of the 
Federal Act of 6 October 2006 on Fed-
eral Contributions to the Cantons for 
Financial Aid in Tertiary Education (SR 
416.0). These were then submitted to 
Parliament for consideration. The Fed-
eral Council also intends this complete 
revision to serve as an indirect counter-
proposal to the ‘Financial Aid Initiative’ 
submitted by the Union of Students of 
Switzerland (VSS-UNES-USU). The draft 
is expected to be debated in the first 
chamber in the winter session.

EU/EFTA: notification procedure now 
in force
In its meeting of 26 June, the Federal 
Council set 1 September as the date 
for entry into force of the new proce-
dure for notification and verification 
of professional qualifications for ser-
vice providers from EU/EFTA member 
states. The new procedure should re-
sult in quicker and more efficient verifi-
cation of professional qualifications of 
EU/EFTA nationals wishing to provide 
services in a self-employed capacity in 
Switzerland for no more than 90 days 
per calendar year. Likewise, and start-
ing from the same date, Swiss nation-
als wishing to offer their services in EU/
EFTA member states will also benefit 
from the fast-track verification of qual-
ifications procedure.

The following steps in the legislative 
process are planned for the second 
half of 2013:
 � Consultation on draft Federal Act on 
Healthcare Occupations.

 � Enactment of Ordinance on complete-
ly revised Research and Innovation 
Promotion Act (RIPA).

Research funding

Federal Council Dispatch on 
Education, Research and Innovation 
for 2013-2016: implementation 
under way
According to the Financial Plan, fund-
ing of the ERI policy area is once again 
expected to grow at a faster rate (3.7% 
per year) than other policy areas dur-
ing the 2013-2016 budget period. The 
planned federal expenditure for ERI 
over the 2013-2016 period stands at 
around CHF 26 billion. Nevertheless, 
the process of consolidation and veri-
fication of governmental tasks in 2014 
may have an impact on ERI activities. In 
the second half of 2013, SERI will begin 
planning the Federal Council Dispatch 
for Education, Research and Innovation 
for 2017-2020.

Federal Council submits two dis-
patches on funding of Swiss partici-
pation in EU programmes relating to 
education and research
On  27 February 2013, the Federal 
Council submitted two dispatches on 
funding of Swiss participation in EU pro-
grammes, the first relating to research 
and innovation and the second relating 
to general education, vocational train-
ing, youth and sports. Once approved by 
Parliament, Swiss researchers will once 
again have access to the second largest 
source of public funding as well as to the 
European-wide research network. More-
over, learners and students will continue 
to benefit from mobility activities un-
der EU programmes relating to general 
education, vocational training, youth 
and sports. The total budget request for 
both Federal Council dispatches stands 
at around CHF 4.7 billion (incl. reserves) 
for the years 2014 to 2020. 



7

SERI NEWS l OVERVIEW OF SERI ACTIVITIES

During the summer session, the National 
Council approved the Federal Council 
Dispatch on Funding of Swiss Participa-
tion in EU Framework Programmes by 
a large majority. The Council of States 
also approved the Federal Council Dis-
patch on Funding of Swiss Participation 
in EU Programmes Relating to General 
Education, Vocational Training, Youth 
and Sports. The aim is to complete the 
parliamentary process and negotiations 
with the EU by the end of 2013.

Strategic projects and activities

Professional education and training 
(PET): strategic project launched
The EAER attaches great importance to 
professional education and training (PET, 
ISCED 5B). In early 2013, a strategic pro-
ject was launched enabling SERI to work 
more intensively with the cantons and 
professional organisations to further de-
velop and reinforce the PET sector. This 
will result in better funding, positioning 
and recognition of PET pathways and 
qualifications.
 
On the subject of funding, discussions 
are currently under way with VPET 
partners on possible models to support 
preparatory courses for the Federal PET 
Diploma and Advanced Federal PET Di-
ploma examinations. The aim is to find 
a solution that benefits participants and 
effectively relieves their burden. This was 
the main reason why the Confederation 
increased its subsidies for these exami-
nations. So far, attendance of prepara-
tory courses has been voluntary and fair-
ly free of regulatory constraints. Where 
possible, this situation will continue. In 
terms of positioning and recognition, ef-
forts will be made to ensure the inter-
national comparability of PET qualifica-
tions. Among other things, these efforts 
will be based on a survey of human re-
source managers. 

Swiss National Qualifications Frame-
work for the VPET System (NQF-CH-
VPET)
The Swiss National Qualifications Frame-
work for the VPET System (NQF-CH-
VPET), diploma supplements for PET 
qualifications and certificate supple-
ments for VET qualifications should help 
to improve the comparability of Swiss 
VET and PET qualifications with similar 
qualifications in other European coun-
tries. This will make it easier for skilled 
workers and managers to work in other 
countries and will enhance the appeal of 
the Swiss VPET system, particularly the 
PET sector. An ordinance forming the le-
gal basis for the NQF-CH-VPET, diploma 
supplements (for PET qualifications) and 
certificate supplements (for VET qualifi-
cations) was submitted for consultation 
in 2012. Based on feedback from this 
consultation, SERI has begun talks with 
VPET partners and representatives of the 
Swiss higher education sector. The aim 
is to enact this ordinance sometime in 
2014. 
 
Integration of young people in VET 
programmes and the labour market
According to recent figures from the Ap-
prenticeship Barometer of April 2013, 
the supply/demand situation seems to 
be fairly balanced and comparable to 
last year’s situation. Imbalances in sup-
ply/demand were nevertheless detected 
in individual occupational fields and 
branches. Responding to a postulate 
made by National Council members 
Maja Ingold and Felix Müri, the Federal 
Council has asked SERI to prepare a re-
port on the integration of young people 
in VET programmes and the labour mar-
ket. The report, expected to be released 
by the end of the year, should also sug-
gest incentives for academic achievers 
as well as support measures for undera-
chievers. It should also identify areas in 
which improvements can be made. 

VET sector: increasing attention be-
ing given to green skills
The Federal Council considers that it is 
important for cleantech to be included in 
existing and new VET programmes. Re-
source efficiency and renewable energy 
sources should be streamlined within all 
levels of the Swiss education system; new 
policy measures are not needed for this, 
however. This is the conclusion drawn by a 

report adopted by the Federal Council on 
15 May 2013. Responding to a postulate 
submitted by National Council member 
Felix Müri, the Federal Council commis-
sioned a study of all VET programmes to 
determine whether training plans include 
cleantech-related content and whether 
any optimisation potential exists.

Higher Education Act (HEdA): broad-
based support for planned Federal-
Cantonal Agreement on Coopera-
tion in Higher Education (FCA-CHE)
In view of future enactment of the pro-
posed Federal Act on the Funding and 
Coordination of the Higher Education 
Sector (Higher Education Act, HEdA), 
consultation on the planned Federal-
Cantonal Agreement on Cooperation 
in Higher Education (FCA-CHE) took 
place in the second half of 2012. A 
recent evaluation report released by 
SERI shows that there is broad-based 
support for the FCA-CHE. In June, the 
Swiss Conference of Cantonal Minis-
ters of Education (EDK) adopted the 
Intercantonal Agreement on Coop-
eration in Higher Education (ICA-CHE). 
This is a further milestone on the road 
towards the creation of a unified Swiss 
higher education sector: cantonal par-
liaments may now begin discussion on 
the ICA-CHE. It is therefore likely that 
both ICA-CHE and HEdA will go into 
effect sometime in early 2015, thereby 
paving the way for adoption of the 
FCA-CHE and the creation of joint fed-
eral-cantonal bodies.  

In anticipation of this development, 
the Confederation, the cantons and 
other stakeholders within the higher 
education sector are currently working 
together on implementing provisions, 
particularly on accreditation, the struc-
ture of joint bodies and future funding 
of cantonal universities and universities 
of applied sciences.
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National Centres of Competence in 
Research (NCCRs)
Managed by the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (SNSF), National Centres of 
Competence in Research (NCCRs) are 
a federal instrument to encourage re-
search. NCCRs are institutionally sup-
ported research programmes conducted 
on a national scale over a period of twelve 
years. NCCR funding is only awarded to 
high-quality research projects that place 
particular emphasis on interdisciplinary 
perspectives and innovative approaches 
within individual disciplines. Moreover,  
NCCRs are also intended to help young 
researchers, transfer knowledge and of-
fer incentives to women. The first series 
of NCCRs launched in 2001 will come to 
a close in the summer. SERI will send its 
selection of five or six new NCCRs (4th 
series) to Federal Councillor Johann N. 
Schneider-Ammann for approval in the 
autumn.

Switzerland to hold chair of EUREKA 
in 2014/2015: preparations under way
In July 2014, Switzerland will take over 
chairmanship of EUREKA from Norway. 
Preparations for this one-year term began 
in the first half of the year and involve 
selecting an office location and deciding 
the key aspects of the framework pro-
gramme. The head of SERI’s International 
Research Cooperation Division, Bruno 
Moor, will handle general and strategic 
management (Chair High Level Group) 
and Andreas Gut, also from SERI, will be 
in charge of operations (Chair National 
Project Coordinator).
EUREKA is a European research and de-
velopment initiative that works in close 
partnership with businesses. It is com-
prised of a total of 41 member countries, 
the European Union and associate mem-
ber countries South Korea and Canada. 
The initiative is particularly important for 
SMEs: Through EUREKA, they find it eas-
ier to take part in international projects. 

Switzerland is a founding member of EU-
REKA and has only chaired the organisa-
tion once since 1994.

European Space Agency (ESA): Swiss-
Luxemburg co-presidency of ESA 
Council offers potential
Last November, at the C-MIN 2012 held 
in Naples, it was decided that Switzerland 
and Luxemburg would jointly preside the 
ESA Council until 2015. As a prelude to 
this, an important victory was scored: de-
spite the economic crisis and tight fiscal 
budgets, ESA member states allocated 
over EUR 10 billion to ESA activities and 
programmes for 2013–2017. This level of 
resources will ensure the necessary con-
tinuity of space activities over the long 
term. As a follow-up to C-MIN 2012, 
Switzerland and Luxemburg now need 
to focus their attention on implementing 
programme and policy decisions, particu-
larly the ‘Political Declaration towards the 
European Space Agency that best serves 
Europe’, which sets out the future devel-
opment of the ESA and its dealings with 
the European Union.
Switzerland is a founding member of the 
ESA, which was founded in 1975. At pre-
sent, the ESA has 20 members; Canada 
takes part in some programmes under a 
cooperation agreement. Thanks to Swiss 
membership of the ESA, Swiss research 
institutes and companies have access to 
ESA programme tendering procedures as 
well as to scientific data from ESA mis-
sions. The co-presidency of the ESA Coun-
cil by Switzerland and Luxembourg is a 
first in two respects: it is the ESA Council’s 
first co-presidency and the first time that 
Switzerland has presided the ESA Council.

ERI Network: swissnex to be estab-
lished in Brazil
According to the Federal Council’s Inter-
national Strategy for Education, Research 
and Innovation adopted in 2010, Brazil is 
one of seven priority countries chosen by 
Switzerland for closer cooperation.

To further reinforce bilateral cooperation 
with Brazil, Switzerland intends to open a 
new swissnex consular annex to comple-
ment the existing science counsellor. Start-
ing in October 2013, Gioia Deucher, will 
become head of swissnex Brazil and will 
begin development work in Rio de Janeiro. 
In the autumn/winter 2013, a person will 
be assigned to the Consulate General in 
São Paolo to support swissnex activities.

Bilateral research cooperation with 
priority countries
Bilateral research programmes with Brazil, 
China, India, Japan, Russia, South Africa 
and South Korea will be continued for the 
ERI budget period 2013-2016, with the 
aim of further deepening cooperation. 
Management of joint research projects 
will be transferred to the Swiss National 
Science Foundation (SNSF). The ‘Leading 
House’ model will be maintained, how-
ever. The Leading Houses responsible for 
pursuing cooperation initiatives with the 
above-listed countries sent their action 
plans to SERI in the spring. These action 
plans describe how cooperation during 
the next budget period may be further 
reinforced and expanded to include new 
countries with considerable development 
potential.

Contact
SERI, Dani Duttweiler
Communication Section, 
Project Manager and Deputy Head
	+ 41 31 322 45 60
 dani.duttweiler@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information and contact de-
tails can be found on the SERI website 
under the corresponding themes: 
 www.sbfi.admin.ch

SERI NEWS l OVERVIEW OF SERI ACTIVITIES
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SERI NEWS l FEDERAL VOCATIONAL BACCALAUREATE

The FVB has firmly established itself as the option of choice for more academically inclined 
young people enrolled in VET programmes

Federal Council extends deadline for implementation

New core curriculum enhances appeal of Federal Vocational 
Baccalaureate (FVB)

The Federal Vocational Baccalaureate (FVB) is expected to become even more attractive in the future. In early 2013, 
SERI adopted a new, standardised core curriculum for the FVB. This was done in cooperation with VPET partners and 
Swiss UAS. In order to give the cantons and VET schools the time they need to introduce the new core curriculum 
with the required level of quality, the Federal Council has extended the July 2013 deadline for implementation by one 
year: starting from the 2015/16 school year, teaching at all VET schools in Switzerland must be based on the new core 
curriculum.

Introduction of the Federal Vocational 
Baccalaureate (FVB) in Switzerland has 
been a success story. The FVB emerged 
from special academic classes given to 
particularly talented young people in du-
al-track VET programmes. The develop-
ment of universities of applied sciences 
(UAS) back in the 1990s led to a com-
mon set of principles being established 
for the FVB. This had the effect of boost-
ing its popularity: it quickly became 
known that an FVB, combined with a 
certificate of aptitude for a given field 
of study, would provide examination-
free admission to a Swiss UAS. Once the 
university aptitude test (UAT) for FVB 
holders was introduced, the option of 
enrolling in a cantonal university or one 
of Switzerland’s two federal institutes of 
technology (FIT) became possible.

An aptitude for studies combined 
with practical experience
Bachelor’s degree programmes at UAS 
build on the knowledge and skills devel-
oped in upper-secondary level VET pro-
grammes that are related to the chosen 
UAS branch of studies. The FVB is there-
fore intended as a guarantee that hold-
ers have the requisite combination of 
theoretical knowledge and practical ex-
perience and are able to take their train-
ing on to higher education. Although 
not all prospective UAS students hold 
this qualification, most do – at least in 
branches of study that relate to specific 
VET programmes. In the fields of music, 
theatre and other arts, most prospective 
students hold an upper-secondary level 
general education qualification (either 
a baccalaureate or a specialised bacca-
laureate) or a foreign school-leaving cer-
tificate. In the fields of healthcare and 
social care, FVB holders are still in the 

minority. Traditionally, these fields have 
drawn candidates holding a standard 
upper-secondary level vocational qualifi-
cation (either the Federal VET Diploma in 
Healthcare or the Federal VET Diploma 
in Social Care).

FVB broadens opportunities
The popularity of the FVB is reflected 
in the following figures. The number 
of FVBs awarded increased at an aver-
age rate of 5% each year, from 8,185 in 
2002 to 12,947 in 2011. Not all of the 
current six FVB specialisms have grown 
at the same rate, their corresponding 
proportions in the total vary sharply. The 
specialism in commerce, for instance, ac-
counts for over half of all FVBs awarded, 
the specialism in technology accounts 
for 29%, and the specialism in health 
and social care accounts for 12%.
The proportion of young people who 
obtain the FVB has increased sharply. 
Over the past few years, this increase 
has weakened somewhat; In 2011, the 

ratio was 13.2% (see chart). If we com-
bine this with the proportion of young 
people who obtain the baccalaureate 
(around 20%), we see that one-third of 
all young people in Switzerland have the 
opportunity to study at a higher educa-
tion institution.  
Slightly over half of all FVB holders de-
cide to enrol at a UAS either immediately 
after graduation or a few years later. At 
present, it is possible for vocational in-
struction at a VET school, work-based 
training at a host company and attend-
ance of general education subjects in 
preparation for the FVB examination to 
all be combined over the entire duration 
of the VET programme. In such cases, 
learners attend classes at the VET school 
for one more day per week, which is 
more challenging and requires a willing-
ness on the part of the host company 
to allow the learner to take that extra 
day per week to study. The benefit for 
the host company is the prospect of 
recruiting more academically inclined 

Quelle: SERI/OFS
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young people. Another alternative is 
for learners to first complete their VET 
programme (i.e. obtain their Federal VET 
Diploma) before enrolling in a one-year 
preparatory course for the FVB examina-
tion. This option requires a willingness to 
continue studying and (partially) forego 
fully paid employment. The hard work 
and interest in studying, however, are 
well worth the effort: An FVB offers a 
broader range of subsequent training 
options, as well as better employment 
prospects.

Learning how to apply integrated 
thinking at work
What benefits will the new standardised 
core curriculum bring once it is imple-
mented? For one thing, it will replace 
the previous core curricula that were 

different for each specialism and provi-
de the FVB with its own unique profile. 
It will also provide the regions, cantons 
and VET schools with a modern ba-
sis for the development of their lesson 
plans. Learners will acquire competen-
ces that will improve their aptitude for 
studies. Mastery of languages, greater 
awareness of the correlations between 
society, the economy and politics as well 
as a mathematical and scientific under-
standing of technical developments will 
all form a solid basis. In addition to oc-
cupational competences, learners will 
also acquire technical competences that 
may be applied successfully in the given 
field of training. Around 10% of study 
time will be devoted to interdisciplinary 
work as systems thinking and action are 
becoming increasingly important in all 

occupations, areas of activity and study 
programmes. The final transdisciplinary 
project must be directly related to real 
working life.
One of the objectives pursued by SERI 
is to maintain and enhance the appeal 
of VET pathways, and by extension, the 
FVB. The new core curriculum, which 
was developed in close cooperation with 
VPET and UAS partners, is an essential 
part of that effort.

Contact
SERI, Esther Ritter, Project Manager,
Vocational Education and Training Sec-
tion, Vocational and Professional Educa-
tion and Training Division
	+ 41 31 322 26 21
 esther.ritter@sbfi.admin.ch

New Apprenticeship Barometer shows a generally balanced situation

Monitoring the apprenticeship market
The Confederation systematically monitors the situation on the apprenticeship market, in order to detect imbalances 
between supply and demand early on and take the necessary measures. According to recent figures from the Apprenti-
ceship Barometer of April 2013, the supply/demand situation seems to be fairly balanced and comparable to last year’s 
situation. Imbalances were nevertheless detected in individual occupational fields and branches.

At the start of this century, Switzerland 
experienced major imbalances on the 
apprenticeship market, underscoring the 
increasing importance of carrying out 
systematic monitoring. Two instruments 
were introduced: the first was a regular 
trend survey conducted among the can-
tons to ascertain the number of appren-
ticeship vacancies advertised, the num-
ber of signed apprenticeship contracts 
and any shortages in supply; the second 
was the Apprenticeship Barometer.
 
Surveys among young people and 
companies
The Apprenticeship Barometer was de-
veloped by the LINK Institute on behalf of 
the State Secretariat for Education, Re-
search and Innovation (SERI). Conducted 
twice yearly – once in April and once in 
August – the survey is sent to around 
3,000 young people who are about to 
complete lower-secondary school, as 
well as to around 2,000 companies that 
offer apprenticeship positions. In the 
spring, the survey is intended mainly to 
determine how many young people are 
looking for an apprenticeship and how 

many apprenticeship positions have al-
ready been filled by the survey date. The 
survey in August is intended to deter-
mine how many apprenticeship positions 
have remained unfilled and how many 
young people have been unable to find 
a suitable apprenticeship position (and 
hence are required to pursue an interim 
solution or another education pathway). 
As with all surveys, there is a certain el-
ement of methodological and statistical 
imprecision; over the years, however, the 
Apprenticeship Barometer has provided 
a relatively reliable indication of trends 
on the apprenticeship market.

More relaxed situation
The latest Apprenticeship Barometer 
was published in mid-June. Overall, the 
results show that the trend observed 
over the past few years has continued: 
the situation on the apprenticeship mar-
ket has become more relaxed. This has 
been thanks to efforts made by the pri-
vate sector, the Confederation and the 
cantons to ensure that companies have 
enough incentives to offer apprentice-
ship positions. The situation is also the 

result of demographics as the number 
of young people coming out of lower-
secondary school has fallen since 2009. 
Compared to 2012, demand for appren-
ticeship positions has fallen somewhat, 
whereas supply has increased slightly: In 
April, an estimated 78,000 young people 
(2012: 80,500) opted for an apprentice-
ship. The companies surveyed reported a 
supply of around 81,500 apprenticeship 
positions (2012: 80,000). Past experi-
ence has shown that both supply and 
demand increase slightly between the 
survey date and when apprenticeships 
actually start in August. This is because 
some young people change their initial 
decisions and because apprenticeship re-
cruitment efforts in the French-speaking 
and Italian-speaking regions of Switzer-
land only begin to intensify in the spring.

No longer so early?
Based on responses from the young peo-
ple and companies surveyed, apprentice-
ship positions were awarded somewhat 
later this year than last year. This delay 
was caused by calls for uniform rules on 
apprenticeship contracts presented re-
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cently in the National Council. In April, 
around 51,000 young people (7,000 
fewer than in 2012) opted for an appren-
ticeship. For their part, roughly 56,500 
companies (2012: 58,000) signed an 
apprenticeship contract. The number of 
young people in April who had not yet 
received a response and who were only 
interested in finding an apprenticeship, 
has increased from 15,000 in 2012 to 
18,000 in 2013. Companies estimated 
that there were still about 25,000 ap-
prenticeship positions still unfilled (2012: 
22,000). As in the previous year, the sup-
ply of available apprenticeship positions 
outstripped demand from young people. 

Imbalances in individual branches
In the branches of Printing/Art, Health 
and Social Care, Information Technol-
ogy, Manufacturing and Sales, demand 
for apprenticeship positions surpassed 
supply. Excess demand was greatest in 
Health and Social Care. In Architecture 
and Construction, Office and Informa-
tion Management, Agriculture and 
technical fields, supply was greater than 
demand. In technical fields, supply has 
fallen whereas demand has remained 
stable. Excess supply therefore fell from 
5,000 in 2012 to 1,500 apprenticeship 
positions in 2013. In services, supply and 
demand were equal.
Closer analysis therefore reveals imbal-
ances in individual branches, confirming 
the already observed shortages of work-
ers in occupations relating to health and 
MINT (mathematics, IT, natural sciences, 
technology), which prompted the Con-
federation to establish its ‘Master Plan 
on Education in Nursing Professions’ and 
‘Qualified Workers Initiative’. Continued 
monitoring will make it possible to detect 
additional imbalances in the future and 
take suitable measures to correct them.

Contact
SERI, Beat Waber
Scientific advisor
Fundamentals and Policy Section,
Vocational and Professional Education
and Training Division
	+ 41 31 322 07 06
 beat.waber@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information:
Apprenticeship Barometer, April 2013,  
 www.sbfi.admin.ch/LeBaro_april13

Apprenticeship market

The apprenticeship market brings the supply of available apprenticeship positions 
and the demand of young people for those apprenticeships together. The desires 
of young people do not always coincide with the available apprenticeships and 
companies do not always find suitable candidates for training. For this reason, the 
state plays a supporting role by encouraging companies to offer apprenticeship 
positions and helping young people to select an occupation. 

The cantons are responsible for providing information and guidance concerning 
the various occupations, issue apprenticeship certificates and dispatch VET pro-
moters. If necessary, they can also provide other support services such as coaching 
and mentoring. The Confederation seeks to ensure optimal general conditions, 
supports the VET sector as a whole and provides funding to cantons as needed. 

Main findings from the Apprenticeship barometer, April 2013

Source: LINK Institut

Supply of apprenticeship positions
(extrapolation based on survey of host companies)

Demand for apprenticeship positions
(extrapolation based on survey of young people)

Apprenticeships filled

Intends to find
apprenticeship

Intends to find
another solution

Uncommitted

Interest only
 in apprenticeship Also other interests

Apprenticeships left vacant

81‘500 (2012: 80‘000)

Federal VET Diploma
(three- and four-year

 VET programmes)

77’000 (76‘000)

56‘500 (58‘000)

Federal VET
Diploma

Federal VET
Certificate

Federal VET
Diploma

Federal VET
Certificate

25‘000 (22‘000)

54’000 (55’500)

68‘500 (72’000)

51‘000 (58’000) 25‘000 (21’000)

9’500 (8’500)

78'000 (80‘500)

23’000 (20’500)2’500 (2’500) 2'000 (1'500)

Federal VET Certificate
(two-year VET programmes)

4’500 (4‘000)

2000 (1500)
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EU ‘lifelong learning’ and ‘Youth in Action’ programmes

Initial assessment of the national agency’s activities

Switzerland has been an official participant in the EU’s ‘Lifelong Learning’ and ‘Youth in Action’ programmes since 
2011. Since then, young people and adults alike have been able to take advantage of the opportunity to take part in 
various mobility activities. At the same time, the door has been opened for institutional partnerships. In 2014, a new 
programme generation 2014-2020 will replace existing programmes. In view of the planned renewal of Swiss partici-
pation, SERI commissioned an interim evaluation of the work done by the national agency. The overall assessment 
was positive. 

In 2006, the European Union approved 
a new generation of education, voca-
tional training and youth programmes 
for 2007-2013: the ‘Lifelong Learning’ 
programme covers both general educa-
tion and vocational training whereas the 
‘Youth in Action’ programme deals with 
extracurricular activities for young peo-
ple. Student exchange activities under 
the ‘Erasmus’ programme and trainee-
ships under the ‘Leonardo da Vinci’ pro-
grammes have been successful for years 
and are set to continue with the new 
programme generation.

External evaluation
Switzerland has been a full-fledged 
participant in these programmes since 
2011. As in all other participating coun-
tries, a special agency was established in 
Switzerland to implement EU education 
programmes. After a public call for ten-
ders, the contract was awarded to the 
‘ch Foundation for Federal Cooperation’ 
(ch Foundation), based in Solothurn. 
Acting under the terms of a federal 
mandate, the ch Foundation provides 
information and advice to potential 
programme participants in Switzerland, 
handles the preparatory work for project 
selection and co-managers decentral-
ised programme actions (around 80% 
of Switzerland’s contribution). These ac-
tions mainly relate to personal mobility, 
institutional partnerships, study visits, 
preparatory visits and innovation trans-
fer projects.
In view of the new programme genera-
tion 2014-2020, SERI contacted Inter-
face GmbH in 2012 to conduct an ex-
ternal evaluation of the ch Foundation, 
which is the agency responsible for de-
veloping and implementing nationally 
run programme activities. At the same 
time, Interface GmbH was asked to 
analyse the role of the authorities and 
other actors in programme implementa-

tion. The evaluation consisted of an as-
sessment of reports submitted by the ch 
Foundation, as well as discussions with 
around 20 experts from various bodies 
providing management and consulting 
services for Swiss participation in EU 
programmes. The heart of the evalua-
tion was an online questionnaire, which 
was used to gather information from 
contractual partners such as education 
institutions, associations and authorities 
as well as to customers.
 
Main findings
The evaluation clearly shows that the 
structure and processes established 
for programme implementation have 
proven to be only partly effective. The 
involvement of all stakeholders was cer-
tainly the right approach. However, the 
diversity and different background expe-
riences were not taken into account as 
well as they could have been. In addition, 
the tasks of the programme advisory 
boards were not defined clearly enough 
and co-decision powers were limited. 
The evaluation findings were more posi-

tive with regard to the administrative 
implementation of EU directives, which 
had already taken place shortly after the 
programmes were introduced.
According to feedback obtained during 
the evaluation, although the ch Foun-
dation had developed the right struc-
tures, it had failed to take the specific 
features of the various education sectors 
adequately into account. This objection 
was also raised in relation to programme 
implementation. Despite early growing 
pains, the results show a steady im-
provement in exchanges among the rel-
evant stakeholders in Switzerland.
Finally, the level of familiarity and sat-
isfaction with the various programmes 
was analysed. For the most part, the 
contractual partners contacted for the 
survey were quite familiar and pleased 
with the programmes. The level of sat-
isfaction felt by customers was slightly 
lower but above the targeted level. Fi-
nally, the survey showed that there was 
robust growth in mobility, which is the 
most important indicator of successful 
implementation. During the transition 

Towards ‘Erasmus for all’

Switzerland is currently working to renew its participation in EU programmes for ge-
neral education, vocational training, youth and sports for 2014. In February 2013, 
the Federal Council submitted a corresponding financial proposal to the Federal 
Assembly. This proposal was approved by the Council of States in June. The Natio-
nal Council is expected to vote on this proposal in the autumn session. Parliamen-
tary approval of the financial proposal will give the Federal Council the green light 
it needs to initiate 
negotiations with 
the EU and prepare 
for renewal of the 
corresponding bi-
lateral agreement. 
This should ensure 
a smooth transiti-
on in Swiss partici-
pation.

SERI NEWS l EU EDUCATION PROGRAMS
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period from indirect to official Swiss 
participation, mobility levels more than 
doubled. Moreover, the latest mobility 
estimates show a further increase in de-
mand for 2013.

After a successful start – time to 
optimise structures
Based on the positive evaluation of the 
ch Foundation’s handling of programme 
management, the evaluation report rec-
ommends that the mandate, which ends 
at the end of 2013, be renewed. The new 
mandate will be revised to ensure greater 
cooperation with national partners and 
improved customer focus. This will also 
include more targeted consultation with 
people and institutions that have an in-
terest in international mobility and co-
operation. In terms of strategic manage-
ment and advisory bodies, the evaluation 

report suggests various changes in the 
structure and remit of programme ad-
visory boards. In addition, now that the 
initial start-up phase is over, the advisory 
boards will be able to exert greater influ-
ence over strategic issues.
In conclusion, it can be stated Switzer-
land’s official participation got off to a 
good start in a very limited amount of 
time. The optimisation of structures will 
take place as part of the renewal of the 
ch Foundation’s mandate.

Contact
SERI, Gaétan Lagger 
Deputy Head,  
Int. Education Projects Section
General Education / Cooperation in 
Education Division
	+ 41 31 323 26 74
 gaetan.lagger@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
 � The report is available at: 
www.sbfi.admin.ch/ch-stiftung

 � ch Stiftung: www.ch-go.ch
Advisory desk for European, non-
European and Swiss programmes.

 � Federal Council Dispatch on ‘Erasmus 
for All’ (in German): 
www.sbfi.admin.ch/bot-era-d

First official visit to Switzerland by French Minister of Higher Education 
and Research, Ms Geneviève Fioraso

Switzerland and France move towards closer cooperation in the 
areas of education, research and Innovation

In early June, the French Minister of Higher Education and Research, Ms Geneviève Fioraso, made her first official visit to 
Switzerland. Her itinerary included a meeting with Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider Amman, the opening of the 
first Franco-Swiss Innovation Forum at the University of Lausanne and a visit to the Federal Institute of Technology Lau-
sanne (EPFL). In the afternoon, she met with State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio and attended the opening ceremony 
of the 14th Franco-Swiss Meeting on Cooperation in Higher Education, Science and Technology.

Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-
Ammann met with French Minister of 
Higher Education and Research, Ms 
Geneviève Fioraso in Lausanne, before 

going on to open the 1st Franco-Swiss 
Innovation Forum. This forum, organised 
by the University of Lausanne, which co-
hosted the event with the EPFL, the French 

Embassy in Switzerland, and 
the French Agency for Interna-
tional Business Development 
(UBIFRANCE), is intended to 
enable scientists and businesses 
to discuss the issue of energy 
transition.

Excellent long-term 
cooperation
The two ministers spoke about 
recent national policy develop-
ments relating to higher edu-
cation and research, namely 
the proposed framework act 
on the French higher educa-

tion and research sector. The Federal 
Councillor underscored the fact that the 
visit by the French minister to Switzer-
land was a clear indication of just how 
important cooperation in education, re-
search and innovation (ERI) has become 
in Franco-Swiss relations. For her part, 
the minister affirmed that Switzerland 
was a ‘long-standing, loyal and efficient’ 
partner of France, and that she had 
come to Switzerland to find out more 
about certain aspects of Swiss ERI policy. 
She stated that she was quite familiar 
with Swiss higher education institutions 
and research institutes and had already 
met several very prominent Swiss teams 
in the past. 

Federal Councillor Johann N. Schnei-
der-Ammann and Minister Geneviève 

Prof. Dominique Arlettaz (left), Rector of the University of Lau-
sanne, welcomes Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann 
and Minister Geneviève Fioraso. 

SERI NEWS l INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS



14

Fioraso reiterated their commitment to 
maintaining the excellent level of French-
Swiss cooperation within the context of 
EU framework programmes (Horizon 
2020), EU education programmes (Eras-
mus for All) as well as within the most 
important European research organisa-
tions such as CERN and the ESA.

14th Franco-Swiss Meeting on Coop-
eration in Higher Education, Science 
and Technology
After having met with French students 
and researchers at the EPFL, the minis-
ter travelled to Geneva for a working 
meeting with State Secretary Mauro 
Dell’Ambrogio, which gave her the op-
portunity to discuss issues relating to co-
operation in space affairs and the terms 
of cooperation within the European 
multilateral context.

At the end of the working meeting, 
State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio 
and Minister Geneviève Fioraso for-
mally opened the 14th Franco-Swiss 
Meeting on Cooperation in Higher 
Education, Science and Technology and 
signed a joint statement. This meet-
ing took place on the premises of the 
Hardt Foundation for the Study of Clas-
sical Antiquity in Vandœuvres, not far 
from Geneva. The foundation, which 
receives funding from SERI in support 
of Swiss archaeology, receives an aver-

Minister Geneviève Fioraso and State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio sign a joint statement concerning Fran-
co-Swiss cooperation in higher education, research and technology. Picture: Christophe Stolz, SERI

age of 10 to 15 French researchers per 
year and maintains close cooperative 
ties with France.

Institutionalised since 1984, these policy 
meetings allow Switzerland and France 
to regularly exchange information on 
the development of their respective na-
tional policies concerning education and 
research. The meetings allow new or up-
coming bilateral initiatives in these areas 
to be discussed and are intended to en-
able measures to be taken to encourage 

France – Switzerland – multiple cooperation initiatives

France and Switzerland share a long tradition of cooperation and exchange 
in education, research and innovation.

 � Over 6,000 French students attend Swiss higher education institutions.
 � The two countries are both members of the largest European research organisa-
tions such as the Eu-ropean Space Agency (ESA) or the European Organisation 
for Astronomical Research in the Southern Hemisphere (ESO).

 � Switzerland also takes part in major research facilities devoted to synchrotron 
radiation and molecular biology, situated in Grenoble. 

 � As founding members and host countries of CERN near Geneva, France and 
Switzerland contribute substantially to the availability of the world’s largest par-
ticle physics research centre. 

 � The two countries also have excellent cooperative ties within EU research frame-
work programmes. In the Seventh programme (FP7), France is Switzerland’s third 
main partner in terms of the number of collaborations, followed by Germany and 
the United Kingdom. This amounts to a total of 971 projects involving over 2,500 
French and Swiss researchers for a total cost of around EUR 6.9 billion.

the development of scientific coopera-
tion. Specifically, the meetings served to 
highlight the development of the web of 
cooperation initiatives between institu-
tions and researchers in both countries 
over the past three decades.

The 14th meeting was devoted to Fran-
co-Swiss cooperation within the context 
of EU framework programmes and dis-
cussion of the current deepening of co-
operative ties between national research 
funding agencies. The delegations also 
discussed the future outlook and chal-
lenges associated with new forms of 
online teaching such as massive open 
online courses (MOOCs). 

Contact
SERI, Ambassador Mauro Moruzzi 
Head of International Relations Division
	+ 41 31 322 68 36
 mauro.moruzzi@sbfi.admin.ch
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Switzerland intensifies ERI activities in Brazil

swissnex – partimos pro Brasil!

swissnex connects the world to Switzerland in science, education, art and innovation. In consultation with the Federal 
Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA), the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) is currently 
busy with plans to establish a swissnex consular annex in Brazil. Starting in October, Gioia Deucher will begin the 
development work in Rio de Janeiro. Synergies are expected to result from the future activities of swissnex and those 
pursued by Presence Switzerland (PRS) in Brazil. 

Who is the most famous Swiss football 
player in Brazil? Xherdan Shaqiri, Alex 
Frei or Alain Sutter? None of the above. 
Believe it or not, it’s Zlatan Ibrahimovic! 
The Swedish captain of Bosnian-Croatian 
origin. Generally speaking, Brazilians 
know little about Switzerland and the 
usual clichés about our country abound. 
This was recently confirmed in a survey 
commissioned by Presence Switzerland. 
Many people are still unaware of the 
fact that Switzerland is an outstanding 
location for education, research and In-
novation (ERI).

This should change over the next few 
years. In early June, the Federal Council 
approved funding for Presence Switzer-

land (PRS) to be used to promote Switzer-
land in Brazil during the FIFA World Cup 
2014 and the 2016 Summer Olympics. 
Switzerland’s ERI presence in Brazil will 
also be reinforced in the near future.

Brazil is an ERI priority country for 
Switzerland
According to the Federal Council’s Inter-
national Strategy for Education, Research 
and Innovation, which was adopted in 
2010, Brazil is one of seven priority coun-
tries chosen by Switzerland for closer co-
operation. Various indicators justify this, 
such as the annual growth rates in the 
number of scientific publications. Togeth-
er with China, Taiwan, South Korea and 
Turkey, Brazil is among the countries with 
the highest growth rates.

A general bilateral agreement on techni-
cal and scientific cooperation has existed 
between Brazil and Switzerland since 
1968. This agreement was renewed in 
2009 and set out in greater detail in 
an agreement on research cooperation 
and a corresponding action plan (see 
infobox). The priority fields are: Neuro-
science, Health, Energy and the Environ-
ment. Sponsored by the Swiss National 
Science Foundation (SNSF) and managed 
the Federal Institute of Technology Laus-
anne (EPFL) as Leading House on the 
Swiss side, these activities will build on 
the existing tradition of cooperation. 

SERI intensifies its presence
At present, FDFA diplomat Daniel 
Grünenfelder works part-time on ERI 
activities from the Swiss Embassy in 
Brasilia. His role in the country’s capital is 
to establish and maintain the necessary 
contacts with the authorities and moni-
tor policymaking trends. This role will 
remain important in the future. 

The potential for more intensive coop-
eration with Brazil is far from being ex-

Gioia Deucher, first head of 
swissnex Brazil

Deputy Di-
rector of 
swissnex San 
F r a n c i s c o , 
33-year-o ld 
Gioia Deucher 
is currently re-
sponsible for 
helping start-
up companies 

and ensuring the success of the U.S. 
Market Entry Camp programme. She 
has also gained experience in places 
such as Cambridge (Massachusetts), 
Jerusalem, Brazil, Zurich and Geneva.

Switzerland supports a contin-
uation of research cooperation 
with Brazil  
Brazil is one of the non-European pri-
ority countries chosen by Switzerland 
for closer research policy relations 
between 2008 and 2012 (the other 
countries were Russia, India, China, 
South Africa, Japan and South Ko-
rea). This cooperation will continue 
for the period 2013-2016. 

Within the next few weeks, a new ac-
tion plan will be signed by the Brazil-
ian Science Minister, Antonio Raupp, 
on behalf of the Brazilian Ministry for 
Science, Technology and Innovation, 
and Swiss Ambassador Wilhelm Meier 
in Brasilia, on behalf of the State Sec-
retariat for Education, Research and 
Technology (SERI). In addition, a Mem-
orandum of Understanding (MoU) on 
the Brazilian scholarship programme 
‘Science without Borders’ was signed 
in Brasilia in July during an official visit 
by Federal Councillor Doris Leuthard. 
This should eventually make it easier 
for Swiss higher education institutions 
to benefit from the ‘Science without 
Borders’ programme.

Experience has shown that in coun-
tries with emerging markets, the 
preparation of general bilateral 
agreements and the launch of specif-
ic cooperation programmes are abso-
lutely essential for Switzerland to po-
sition itself as an outstanding location 
for ERI activities. The ERI Network is 
becoming increasingly important as 
an instrument of science diplomacy. 
With the development of locations in 
Rio de Janeiro or São Paolo, swissnex 
will now have a presence in Brazil and 
will be able to better position and 
promote Switzerland as a location for 
education, research and innovation.

SERI NEWS l ERI NETWORK
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hausted. This is why Switzerland intends 
to reinforce its ERI presence. As a first 
step, and in consultation with the FDFA, 
State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio has 
appointed Gioia Deucher (see infobox) as 
head of the swissnex consular annex in 
Brazil. Starting in October, she will begin 
the development work in Rio de Janeiro. 
Until at least 2016, the offices of this new 
swissnex addition will be on the top floor 
of the Casa da Suiça, which also houses 
the offices of the Consulate General. Lat-
er in the autumn/winter, a person will be 
assigned to the Consulate General in São 
Paolo to support swissnex activities. 

swissnex encourages exchanges
Drawing inspiration from a model that 
has proven successful for years in the 
cities of Boston (since 2000), San Fran-
cisco (2003), Singapore (2005), Shanghai 
(2008) and Bangalore (2010), the activi-
ties of swissnex Brazil will mainly be re-
liant on support from its customers and 
partners. 

swissnex seeks to bring together peo-
ple from Brazil and Switzerland to share 
their pioneering spirit and creative ideas. 
At the same time, it assists Swiss higher 
education institutions and new start-up 
companies in their efforts to develop 
their international activities. The priori-
ties for swissnex Brazil activities – in Rio 
de Janeiro or in São Paolo – after 2016 
will depend on the experiences that Gioia 
Deucher and her team gather between 
now and then. swissnex - partimos pro 
Brasil! Off to Brazil!

Contact
SERI, Walter Grossenbacher
Head of ERI Network, Deputy Head of 
International Relations Division
	+ 41 31 325 79 06
 walter.grossenbacher@sbfi.admin.ch

SERI, Rosmarie Kiener, Scientific Advisor
Responsible for Brazilian affairs
(from 15 August: Sebastien Hug, cur-
rently at swissnex Boston), International 
Relations Division
	+ 41 31 322 47 25
 rosmarie.kiener@sbfi.admin.ch

Swiss-Austrian Mountain Research Alliance

Swiss-Austrian alliance to support 
research into sustainable development 
in European mountain regions

From 11 to 13 June 2013, the first Swiss-Austrian Mountain Days were held 
in Mittersill (Austria). This scientific conference, which marked the official 
launch of the Swiss-Austrian Mountain Research Alliance, was organised 
by the Mountain Research Initiative (MRI) and Institute for Interdisciplina-
ry Mountain Research (IGF). The conference drew around 140 researchers, 
most of whom were from Austria and Switzerland. Working groups gathered 
around a broad range of topics, including climate change, natural hazards, 
energy, tourism and gender. Astrid Björnsen Gurung, Programme Manager 
for MRI-Europe, was pleased with how well things went at the kick-off event. 

Why was the Swiss-Austrian Mountain 
Research Alliance created?
Astrid Björnsen: Both Switzerland and 
Austria hold a leading position in the 
field of mountain research and both 
countries continually strive for better 
protection of mountain regions, as they 
did at the Rio Summit back in 1992. Co-
operation between these two countries 
has enabled researchers to learn from 
one another and develop new knowl-
edge. The Swiss-Austrian Mountain Re-
search Alliance seeks to support research 
into sustainable development in Euro-
pean mountain regions. It is likely that 
other Alpine countries such as France, 
Italy and Slovenia will also want to join 
as they face similar challenges.  

Dr. Astrid Björnsen Gurung coordinates Mountain 
Research Initiative Europe at the University of 
Bern’s Geographical Institute. She holds a PhD in 
environmental science.

How is mountain research different?
For one thing, mountain research covers a 
wide range of disciplines – from traditional 
natural sciences all the way to social sci-
ences. At the same time, mountain region 
ecosystems are very diverse. Not only are 
they complex, they are more severely af-
fected by climate change than in lowland 
areas. What you find in one valley can be 
entirely different in the one right next to it. 
Finally, data availability is relatively limited 
and research activities are often dependent 
on the seasons and weather conditions. 

What are some of the typical research 
themes covered by mountain research?
The most important research projects, 
of course, relate to climate change. 
Climate change has a particularly vis-
ible impact in mountain regions: both 
forecasted and observed temperature 
increases there have been higher than in 
the flatlands. Research questions include 
such things as: what consequences has 
glacial melt had on slope stability or low-
land rivers? Or what impact can increas-
ing temperatures have on biodiversity? 
Mountain research considers the entire 
ecosystem. While purely disciplinary re-
search remains an important means of 
finding solutions to problems and adapt-
ing to changing environmental condi-
tions, multidisciplinary approaches are 
absolutely essential. Social science ap-
proaches, for instance, are applied in re-
search on tourism, as well as for themes 
relating to alpine farming and forestry, 
CO2 offsetting, the energy sector, han-
dling of natural hazards or archaeology. 
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International mountain research

In October 2011, State Secretary Mauro 
Dell’Ambrogio and the Austrian Minister for Sci-
ence and Research, Karlheinz Töchterle, signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding to enable the Swiss-Austrian Mountain Research 
Alliance to encourage mountain research. The aim is to support research into susta-
inable development in European mountain regions. In order to achieve this, bilate-
ral activities will be reinforced, research networks will be created and expanded and 
dialogue between policymakers and society will be enhanced to ensure knowledge 
transfer. Finally, the Mountain Research Alliance also pursues the objective of main-
taining the leading position held by Switzerland and Austria in mountain research. 

On the Swiss side, the Mountain Research Alliance will be coordinated by the 
Mountain Research Initiative (MRI), which is housed in the University of Bern’s Geo-
graphical Institute. The Austrian Academy of Sciences (OAW) in Innsbruck, acting 
through its Institute for Interdiscipli-
nary Mountain Research, will be re-
sponsible for coordinating activities 
on the Austrian side. Switzerland’s 
State Secretariat for Education, Re-
search and Innovation (SERI) and 
Austria’s Federal Ministry for Science 
and Research will each provide the 
Mountain Research Alliance with 
around EUR 40,000 per year until 
2015.

Are you pleased with the outcome of 
the Swiss-Austrian Mountain Days con-
ference?
Yes, I am. Although Swiss and Austrian 
mountain researchers have been sharing 
information for at least the past 40 years, 
they have never really worked together. 
The Mountain Days conference provided 
a suitable context for the launch of joint 
projects and the creation of networks. 
Discussions between hydrologists, karst 
experts and biologists, for instance, led 
to the creation of an environmental 
hydrology network. That was exactly 
what we had intended! The drafting 
of ‘Mountain Position Papers’ was in-
tended to convince the European Com-
mission to include mountain research 
perspectives in the planning of calls for 
project proposals in the new framework 
programme, ‘Horizon 2020’. Finally, in 
the closing statement, we were able to 
highlight the activities to be pursued by 
researchers in the Swiss-Austrian Moun-
tain Research Alliance. This includes 
such things as further development and 
continuation of Mountain Days events 
and implementation of the ideas and 
research activities discussed in Mittersill. 
Finally, efforts will be made to broaden 
membership in the Mountain Research 
Alliance to other Alpine countries so that 
the mountain research community will 
be able to help find solutions to prob-
lems at the international level.

Additional information:
  www.chat-mountainalliance.eu/de/ 

Contact
SERI, Monica Corrado
Scientific Advisor,
International Relations Division
	+ 41 31 322 94 63
 monica.corrado@sbfi.admin.ch

CH ATAlliance

Pierre-Yves Jeannin, Director of the Swiss Institute for Speleology and Karst Studies, takes part in the group 
discussion on water balance and climate change. 
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Switzerland’s multi-facetted contribution to space

‘Albert Einstein’ docks with the International Space Station (ISS)
The 4th European cargo-carrying Automated Transfer Vehicle (ATVs), was launched on Wednesday, 5 June, onboard the 
Ariane 5 ES launcher. The liftoff from the Guiana Space Centre (CSG) took place on schedule at 18:52 (Kourou), 23:52 
(Switzerland). The launch was relayed live at a SERI-organised public event at the University of Bern, which included 
speaker presentations that gave an exciting glimpse of the space industry.

ATV-4 was named ‘Albert Einstein’ at 
the proposal of the Swiss delegation 
to the ESA, in homage to the illustrious 
physicist who wrote several of his most 
revolutionary works while living in Swit-
zerland. To mark this launch, the Univer-
sity of Bern, where Albert Einstein also 
worked, and SERI organised a public 
event on the evening of 5 June.
 
Claude Nicollier as guest speaker
The varied programme included several 
presentations, particularly by Prof. Willy 
Benz, Director of the University of Bern’s 
Space Research and Planetary Sciences, 
who discussed the activities of Swiss 
universities and other institutions in 
space from the early days. Oliver Botta 
from SERI presented Switzerland’s role 
in space through  its participation in the 
ESA. For his part, ESA mission specialist 
Claudio Solazzo spoke about the techni-
cal process and complex task of mana-
ging preparations for the ATV.

Swiss astronaut, Prof. Claude Nicollier, 
was also present. With a great deal of 
enthusiasm, he shared his experiences 
with the audience, increasing their fas-
cination with space even more.  Prof. 
Hans-Rudolf Ott, from the Albert Ein-
stein Association allowed those in the 
audience to discover a few little-known 
aspects of the personal and professional 
life of the physicist while he lived in Bern. 
Finally, Prof. Antonio Ereditato du Albert 
Einstein Center for Fundamental Physics 
(UniBE) highlighted linkages between 
some of Einstein’s work and scientific 
experiments currently being conducted 
at CERN, on the ISS or even with appli-
cations in the medical field, particularly 
with regard to experimental processes 
at Bern University Hospital. Also worth 
mentioning is the presence of the funda-
mental physics module, the Alpha Mag-
netic Spectrometer (AMS), onboard the 
ISS, which should help to answer some 
of the universe’s greatest mysteries. This 
project has brought together over 600 

international researchers from 56 diffe-
rent institutions, including the University 
of Geneva, ETH Zurich and CERN.

Advanced technology from Switzerland
The Swiss space industry plays an impor-
tant role in the development and pro-
duction of ATVs. RUAG Space GmbH in 
Zurich designed the basic structure of the 
ATV, and APCO Technologies SA in Aigle 
(VD) developed the anti-micrometeorite 
and anti-space debris shield for the ser-
vice module. Syderal SA in Chules (BE) 
designed the electronic components 
used to regulate the temperature of the 
satellite. Thanks to its participation and 
the experience gained in this manner, the 
Swiss space industry is well positioned for 
future ESA development activities in the 
field of manned space flight. 

Given the size of the audience that 
evening, despite the late hour, it is fair 
to say that the public’s fascination for 
space is still present, if not growing: 
the session of expert presentations was 
followed by the live broadcast of the 
launch at 23:52. This event helped to 
raise public awareness of the role that 

SERI and the Confederation play in en-
suring the smooth transition between 
knowledge and final applications, in this 
field as well.

In flight from 5 to 15 June
With a cargo exceeding 20 tonnes 
(equipment, supplies, fuel and oxygen), a 
weight record for Ariane 5 – Europe’s lar-
gest launcher –, AT-4 docked with the ISS 
on 15 June. The ESA announced that the 
ATV-4 to ISS rendezvous procedure was 
‘absolutely perfect’. 

At the end of the mission the ATV will be 
used as a ‘waste bin’ to eliminate waste-
water and ISS materials and equipment 
that are no longer needed. Once the ATV 
undocks from the ISS, it will re-enter the 
earth‘s atmosphere and disintegrate.

Contact
SERI, Kamlesh Brocard
Scientific Advisor,
Space Office
	+ 41 31 325 14 87
 kamlesh.brocard@sbfi.admin.ch 

SERI NEWS l SPACE AFFAIRS



19

ESA Symposium in Thun

New developments in the field of rocketry 
and balloons

After Interlaken in 1983, Montreux in 1993 and St Gallen in 2003, Switzerland 
was once again the venue for this year’s 21st ESA Symposium on European 
Rocket and Balloon Programmes and Related Research, held in Thun between 
10 and 14 June. The symposium covered multiple aspects associated with the 
use of sounding rockets and balloons to conduct scientific experiments.

The ESA Symposium received support from 
Swiss partners, including the Federal Insti-
tute of Technology Zurich (ETHZ) and the 
Lucerne University of Applied Sciences and 
Arts (HSLU) as well as the State Secreta-
riat for Education, Research and Innova-
tion (SERI). Around 230 participants from 
several different countries – including 
Brazil, China, Japan, Italy and the United 
Kingdom – were given the opportunity 
to present their projects at the various 
sessions. Examples included ‘Projects and 
Missions’, ‘New Techniques’, ‘Troposphere, 
Stratosphere and Climate’, ‘Ionosphere’, 
‘Astrophysics’ and ‘Space Education’. 

The main themes related to observation 
of the upper atmosphere with local mea-
surements taken (hence the need for 
sounding rockets and balloons) as well 
as the development of new technologies 
enabling reuse of rockets to make them 
more environmentally friendly. The deve-
lopment of nano launch vehicles, which 
can place small payloads (under 20 kg) 
into low orbit, was also mentioned. 

The symposium also focussed on scien-
tific experiments and the development 
of payloads for launchers and balloons. 
Several students who were involved in 
the Rocket/Balloon-borne Experiments 
for University Students (REXUS/BEXUS) 
programmes were also present. These 
programmes were jointly sponsored by 
the German National Aeronautics and 
Space Research Centre (DLR), the Swe-
dish National Space Board (SNSB) and 
the European Space Agency (ESA). The 
students present included both Swiss 
teams, students from the Federal Ins-

titute of Technology Lausanne (EPFL) 
for the Gravity Gradient Earth Sensor 
(GGES) and REXUS 11 as well as students 
from the University of Applied Sciences 
and Arts Western Switzerland (HES-SO) 
for the Capillarity-based Experiment for 
Spatial Advanced Research (CAESAR) 
and REXUS 14. Although most of the 
participants came from the academic 
world and space agencies, there were 
also several representatives from indus-
try provided fellow participants with a 
glimpse of their activities with the help 
of posters and videos. There were also 
presentations of the Esrange Space Cen-
ter (Sweden) and the Andøya Rocket 
Range (Norway). 

Space is a field whose success depends 
on teamwork and true partnership 
between the various sectors. By bringing 
together the various stakeholders, the 
21st ESA Symposium on European Roc-
ket and Balloon Programmes and Related 
Research, as well as the partner countries 
who helped to organise it (Switzerland, 
Sweden, Norway, France, and Germany), 
gave participants the opportunity to rein-
force the linkages between education, 
research findings and innovation poten-
tial in the space field.

Contact
SERI, Kamlesh Brocard
Scientific Advisor,
Space Office
	+ 41 31 325 14 87
 kamlesh.brocard@sbfi.admin.ch 

The Polish-Swiss Innovation Forum on 
Energy Efficiency was held on 19 June 
2013. This was a unique occasion in two 
respects. For one thing, it was the first 
roundtable discussion of its type ever to 
take place between Poland and Switzer-
land. In two workshops, around 45 repre-
sentatives from business and research cir-
cles talked about ‘renewable energy’ and 
‘building technologies’. The main pur-
pose of this gathering was to exchange 
views on innovative products and services 
as well as on specific project proposals. 

Polish-Swiss Innovation Forum on Energy Efficiency

Poland and Switzerland intensify cooperation

Secondly, this was the first time an in-
novation forum had ever been held as 
part of an economic mission by the State 
Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO). 
The joint invitation was a success. The 
importance of the Innovation Forum 
was further underscored in the opening 
address given by State Secretary Marie-
Gabrielle Ineichen-Fleisch. 

Innovation forums provide Switzerland 
with the means to establish and maintain 
networking ties with selected partner 

countries in the areas of research and in-
novation. The legal basis for these events 
can be found in the Research and Innova-
tion Promotion Act (RIPA, SR 420.1) and 
the Federal Council Dispatch on Educa-
tion, Research and Innovation for 2013-
2016. Innovation forums were also held 
in Germany and Sweden in 2013 and ad-
ditional innovation forums in the Nether-
lands and Turkey are being planned.

Contact
SERI, Florin Müller,
Deputy Head, Bilateral Research and 
Innovation Initiatives Bilateral Section, 
National Research and Innovation 
Division
	+ 41 31 325 37 64
 florin.mueller@sbfi.admin.ch 
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FACT OF THE MONTH – Global Innovation Index 2013
For the third time in a row Switzerland tops the rankings based on the Global Innovation Index (GII). 
Sweden retains its 2nd place position while the UK has moved up from 5th to 3rd place. Four other 
countries from northern Europe occupy top ten places – Netherlands (4), Finland (6), Denmark (9) and 
Ireland (10) – along with the USA (5), Hong Kong (7) and Singapore (8). 

Switzerland has achieved a leading position in almost all areas and has a clear edge, particularly in inno-
vation output (e.g. share of high-tech firms and exports, number of new businesses and patents filed). 
High levels of investment in R&D by private business and university/industry research collaboration are 
also important success factors.

The country does, however, have potential to improve in education where it only holds a middling 
position in terms of overall expenditure on education in relation to economic performance and in the 
number of graduates it has in science and engineering. Switzerland also does less well in terms of ease 
of starting a business.

1st

The 8th European framework programme 
has been given the title of ‘Horizon 2020’ 
and will last from 2014 to 2020. The 
launch of this important research funding 
programme in Switzerland will be marked 
by an event jointly sponsored by SERI and  
Euresearch. SERI has included a kick-off 
event on 14 January in the programme 
and from 15 to 17 January, Euresearch 
will be holding information events with 
thematic workshops for researchers.

Additional information:
 www.launch-H2020.ch

With the Master Plan on Education in 
Nursing Professions, the Confederation, 
the cantons, professional organisations, 
education institutions and VPET profes-
sionals coordinate their efforts to over-
come workforce shortages in the nursing 
field. At this conference, the latest fin-
dings will be examined and remaining 
problem areas discussed.

Additional information:
 www.sbfi.admin.ch/tagung

28 October 2013 
Conference on the ‘Master Plan on 
Education in Nursing Professions’

14 – 17 January 2014 
Launch of 8th European framework 
programme

AGENDA

The next edition will appear at the 
beginning of September.
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