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Terra incognita

Dear reader,

A few days ago the Swiss National Science Foundation staged an event to conclude the 
‘Smart Materials’ National Research Programme NRP 62. Along with the National Cen-
tres of Competence in Research, NRPs are the only federal instrument for funding tar-
geted research. The main aim of an NRP is to gather findings which may help to solve 
current problems in society and the economy; they are initiated from the bottom up, 
that is to say, researchers propose possible pressing issues, and the powers-that-be 
decide which topics to pursue and commission the research programmes. 

The system of NRPs was established in the mid-1970s, and so can be considered a 
traditional element in federal research policy. Politicians cannot claim to be able to 
identify and name all issues which need addressing, nor to be able to allocate resourc-
es to the appropriate area of research: it is panels of science experts, advised by inter-
national experts, who decide which proposals meet the standards of excellence and so 
are worthy of receiving funding. We are all aware that a small country like Switzerland 
cannot excel in all scientific fields, but it is among the leaders in a great many areas, as 
international comparative studies show.

The fact that research in Switzerland is given so much scope does not really reflect the 
current trend. The EU Framework Programmes, for example, focus to a large extent on 
political priorities and strategies, which respond to the fears and expectations of the 
citizens. This approach is understandable, as public money has to be used in a legiti-
mate and accountable way. And yet we should never forget how difficult it is to plan 
scientific advances and how difficult it is to predict the course of research. CERN pro-
vides a classic example: a facility costing millions is set up to search for the tiniest of 
particles, and the scientists working there happen to invent the internet, which has 
revolutionised the world and will continue to do so. The intention of research is not per 
se to discover new products. It is terra incognita, and in exploring it clever minds are 
challenged and trained. To specify what exactly should be researched is hardly efficient, 
certainly over the long term.

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

SERI NEWS l EDITORIAL
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Swiss Innovation Park

Federal Council supports national generation project

At the beginning of March the Federal Council submitted its dispatch to parliament on the design and support to be 
given to the new Swiss Innovation Park. Acting in subsidiary fashion, it plans to support the generation project by 
providing a limited-term framework credit of CHF 350 million to be used as collateral against loans and a landmark 
decision on the awarding of construction rights for federally owned land. The Innovation Park should help to rein-
force Switzerland’s leading position as a location for innovation and ensure Switzerland’s competitiveness.

Switzerland frequently tops leading 
rankings in research and innovation and 
is world leader in terms of the number 
of patents and scientific publications per 
capita. Nevertheless, there are indica-
tions of a downward trend in the share 
of companies undertaking R&D activi-
ties. Furthermore, businesses report that 
there is still a great deal of potential to 
be had from cooperation with higher 
education institutions and with other 
businesses. Typical reasons for this in-
clude a lack of information on the part 
of businesses with regard to the oppor-
tunities available for cooperation and 

The Swiss Innovation Park should be located at two hub sites in the vicinity of the two federal institutes of technology, complemented initially by two 
network sites which can be linked in to one network. One of the two network sites is to be set up in the canton of Aargau: the innovAARE PARK should 
become a leading global centre to drive innovation in fields oriented towards the accelerator technologies of the large-scale research facilities of the Paul 
Scherrer Institute (PSI). Photos: Hornberger Architekten

knowledge transfer; but cultural barri-
ers between academic institutions and 
the private sector also inhibit innovation 
activities.

Innovation Park as a fresh approach
In order for Switzerland to be better 
placed in the face of this ever tougher 
global competition, its capacity to inno-
vate not only needs to be maintained, 
but given a boost. The Swiss Innovation 
Park is intended to complement Swit-
zerland’s established funding instru-
ments in a targeted manner.

The novel approach is to make Swit-
zerland more attractive to international 
research and development entities by 
providing fully developed plots and 
floor space in the vicinity of existing uni-
versities and businesses, with sufficient 
space to expand. Ideally, an innovation 
park should be situated in an attractive 
location, which is easy to reach inter-
nationally and with outstanding public 
transport connections. It should not only 
offer employment opportunities and an-
cillary services, but also offer ideal sur-
roundings for leisure, relaxation and 
sport. Another feature of innovation 
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“Through its willingness to finance the 
operating costs of the Swiss Innovation 
Park Foundation for up to ten years, 
the Swiss private sector is sending a 
clear signal that it places great impor-
tance in Switzerland’s future success as 
a centre of manufacturing and learn-
ing. I am extremely grateful for that.”
Ruedi Noser, member of the National 
Council and President of the Swiss In-
novation Park Foundation.”

Ruedi Noser, member of the National 
Council and President of the Swiss In-
novation Park Foundation

parks is that they facilitate knowledge 
transfer across institutions and subject 
areas. This increases the chances of in-
novations emerging, ultimately leading 
to the development of new products 
and services and new jobs.

Extensive preparatory work
In 2012, the Federal Assembly adopted 
the complete revision of the Research 
and Innovation Promotion Act (RIPA), 
which establishes the legal basis ena-
bling the Confederation to support a 
Swiss Innovation Park. These provisions 
provide a great deal of scope in terms 
of what form the Innovation Park should 
take, although they state that there 
must be multiple sites from the outset. 
The cantons, higher education institu-
tions and the private sector should de-
termine the competencies and partners 
(and thus the future shape of the Inno-
vation Park). A national sponsor should 
be responsible for the Innovation Park 
brand and also help to coordinate with 
the respective individual site sponsors. 
The site sponsors are also responsible 
for financing the operation and main-
tenance of each site, which should be 
self-financing and cover their own costs. 
The local sponsors determine their own 
priorities and decide which innovation 
actors are able to take up residence.

The Confederation will not play any 
operational part in the project, but will 
instead conclude an agreement under 
public-private law with the national 
sponsor organisation in accordance with 
RIPA. This reflects the subsidiary role 
played by the Confederation in promot-
ing research and innovation.

Start configuration
The Federal Council Dispatch covers the 
intensive preparatory work, carried out 
mainly by the cantons, higher education 
institutions and the private sector, and 
describes the specific design of the Swiss 
Innovation Park.

The Federal Council approved the start 
configuration put forward by the Con-
ference of Cantonal Directors of Eco-
nomic Affairs (VDK) in late summer last 
year. The paper proposed locating the 
Innovation Park at two hub sites in the 
vicinity of the two federal institutes of 
technology in Zurich and Lausanne; 
these would be complemented initially 
by two network sites in the canton of 
Aargau and in north-western Switzer-
land:

SERI is currently in the process of clari-
fying as part of follow-up proceedings 

whether further sites will join the net-
work in time for the launch of the In-
novations Parks in 2016 after which it is 
expected to develop dynamically.

Foundation as umbrella organisation
The umbrella organisation for the Swiss 
Innovation Park is the Swiss Innova-
tion Park Foundation established under 
private law, which was founded at the 
beginning of March. The task of the 
foundation is to help position Switzer-
land internationally through the Innova-
tion Park, to ensure the individual sites 
work together and generally contribute 
to promoting innovation and Switzer-
land’s appeal through further activities 
and in conjunction with other actors. At 
the same time the foundation will serve 
as a link to the Confederation, manage 
the loans (see below) and oversee the 
continued development of the Innova-
tion Park.

 

“The Innovation Park will help to en-
sure that our country remains attrac-
tive, particularly for future private 
investment in R&D. It strengthens inter-
national competiveness. Even if there 
are multiple sites competing a little 
amongst themselves, we would to the 
outside world still be speaking about 
the Swiss Innovation Park.

The competitors are not Zurich, Laus-
anne, Basel, Geneva or Bern. They are 
Berkeley, Palo Alto, Cambridge, Berlin 
and Singapore and dotted around the 
globe.

We want to make it onto the short lists 
of all those able to invest in innovation 
and research and development. The 
best minds should have outstanding in-
frastructure and inspirational surround-
ings at their disposal. If we succeed, it 
won’t just be the businesses partner 
universities concerned that benefit, but 
suppliers and start-ups throughout the 
country.”

Federal Councillor Johann N. Schnei-
der-Ammann, head of the Federal De-
partment of Economic Affairs, Educa-
tion and Research EAER
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The foundation itself, however, will not 
take any local decisions regarding the 
siting of the park’s hubs. That responsi-
bility rests with the local site sponsors. It 
will also not enter into any agreements 
with the Confederation with regard to 
the transfer of federally owned land. 
Such arrangements will be made directly 
between the Confederation’s buildings 
and logistics bodies and the relevant in-
dividual cantons.

Federal government measures
In principle, the federal government’s ex-
isting funding instruments for research 
and innovation are also available for ac-
tivities at the Swiss Innovation Park sites. 
In order to support the realisation of the 
Innovation Park, the federal government 
has made provision for two measures in 
the approved dispatch: 

 � Federal government guarantee: the 
Federal Council is requesting a frame-
work credit of CHF 350 million to 
be used as collateral for earmarked 
loans. With this capital on hand, 
the new foundation will be able to 
obtain capital funding at advanta-
geous conditions, thereby providing 
the various site hosts with the loans 
needed to pre-finance research infra-
structures (equipment, facilities). The 
credit would not be used to finance 
construction and will be limited in du-
ration and earmarked for specific pur-

“Switzerland enjoys a high level of pro-
sperity. If we are to maintain that stan-
dard in future, innovation levels in our 
country need to be boosted. The Swiss 
Innovation Park will play a key role in 
that respect, also at an international le-
vel. The fact that it is now going to be 
realised jointly by the Confederation, 
the cantons and the private sector is to 
be welcomed.”

Cantonal Councillor Andreas Ricken-
bacher (Bern), President of the Con-
ference of Cantonal Directors of Eco-
nomic Affairs

Innovation park and technoparks:  
two different concepts 
Switzerland already has a number of technoparks. These provide young business-
es with rented office space and core services and usual serve a regional catchment 
area. While technoparks can also accommodate firms in a more advanced stage of 
professionalization, the amount of space available at technoparks is often severely 
limited and they make use of existing real estate. 

An innovation park differs from a technopark in terms of the size and mix of the 
firms based there, and in terms of the general way in which it operates. Innova-
tion parks are primarily aimed at already successful firms with an international 
outlook, which due to their proximity to public research and a strong private R&D 
are based in Switzerland, or are interested in a long term presence in Switzerland. 
They generate products ready for market from the theoretical knowledge of the 
neighbouring research partner or develop solutions to client’s problems with the 
help of research actors found on site. In addition, these companies offer university 
graduates attractive training and employment opportunities in their immediate 
environment. The competition for innovations developed at an innovation park is 
almost always global, as is the market potential of the products.

poses; the Federal Council will release 
funding in stages.

 � Land transfer: to support the Innova-
tion Park, construction rights should 
be awarded for federally owned land 
without renouncing land lease rates 
to be paid in exchange for these 
construction rights. The usual mar-
ket rates should apply. According to 
the Ordinance on Federal Real Estate 
Management and Logistics, the deci-
sion (land transfer with construction 
rights without renouncing land lease 
rates) and later negotiation of land 
lease rates rests with the buildings and 
logistics bodies of the Confederation. 
However, due to the fact that the In-
novation Park affects the Confedera-
tion’s most important strategic land 
reserves, namely a portion of the cur-
rent military airfield site at Dübendorf, 
the Federal Council has decided to 
present the relevant decision of princi-
ple to parliament for approval. 

The dispatch is expected to be debated 
by parliament in the course of this year. 
Work on the Innovation Park should be-
gin in 2016.

Contact
Sebastian Friess, SERI
Head, Innovation Policy
	+41 58 464 94 04 
 sebastian.friess@sbfi.admin.ch

Further informations
Federal Council dispatch:
			www.sbfi.admin.ch/Innopark_BR_e

Conference of Cantonal Directors of 
Economic Affairs: 
			www.vdk.ch/de/Innovationspark

Swiss Innovation Park: 
			www.swissinnovationpark.ch

SERI NEWS 2/15 l INNOVATION 
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Skilled Workers Initiative – Education policy measures

Steps to gradually improve general conditions

In 2011, Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann launched the Skilled Workers Initiative, which calls for joint 
federal and cantonal measures to address labour force shortages. Various measures taken within the Swiss VPET 
system and higher education sector will also further this objective. In recent years, there have been gradual improve-
ments (e.g. increase in the number of holders of qualifications in healthcare; consolidation of Swiss professional 
ed-ucation and training). Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann places great importance on the consistent 
and swift implementation of the measures together with the cantons, professional institutions and organisations.

The Swiss economy relies on well-trained 
workers at all levels. The Skilled Workers 
Initiative is intended to tap Switzerland's 
domestic supply of skilled workers.  
Efforts will be centred on four areas of 
action: 
1. Upgrading the skills of workers to im-

prove employment prospects, in keep-
ing with the needs of the labour mar-
ket

2. Supporting innovations to alleviate la-
bour force shortages through greater 
productivity

3. Creating favourable conditions for 
older workers to remain economically 
active

4. Making it easier to reconcile family and 
working life

The measures taken by the State Secre-
tariat for Education, Research and Inno-
vation (SERI) to tackle labour force short-
ages are mainly centred on the first area 
of action. These measures are devised 
with the involvement of other federal 
offices and corresponding actors and in 

alignment with the Skilled Workers Ini-
tiative. They are aimed at optimising the 
education system as it currently stands, 
preserving its strengths and closing ob-
served gaps. This ensures that measures 
are both sustainable and suited to the 
needs of the labour market. 

It is important to keep in mind the fact 
that most of the measures taken in rela-
tion to education are medium- to long-
term in focus. For example, it takes a cer-
tain amount of time to obtain vocational 
qualifications later on in life or for higher 
education institutions to establish ca-
reer development pathways. Additional  
federal expenditures are planned for  
individual education measures (e.g. 
following enactment of the Continu-
ing Education and Training Act). As  
with the other education measures, 
funding will be set out in the Federal 
Council Dispatch on the Promotion of 
Education, Research and Innovation (ERI 
Dispatch).

The following summary provides an over-
view of education projects that SERI is 
responsible for or involved in. The pro-
jects are part of the package of measures 
adopted by the Federal Council at the 
end of 2013.

VPET System

“Match-Prof” project
The "Match-Prof" project is intended to 
improve the matching between supply 
and demand on the apprenticeship mar-
ket. This should help to reduce the num-
ber of unfilled apprenticeship positions 
and reduce the number of young people 
coming out of lower-secondary school 
who are required to find transitional so-
lutions pending a suitable apprenticeship 
position. Young people should also be 
integrated more quickly and directly into 
upper-secondary level VET programmes, 
thereby reducing the need for bridge 
year courses. 

Through the Match-Prof project, SERI 
provides limited-term funding contribu-
tions to the cantons and professional 
organisations for the development of 
projects. Corresponding project ideas 
may be sent to SERI, which will help to 
fine-tune these ideas and provide guid-
ance with a corresponding project pro-
posal. As of the beginning of March 
2015, work was conducted on 47 part-
ner projects, 5 of which can already be 
supported by SERI. 

			www.sbfi.admin.ch/match-prof

Masterplan on Education in Nursing 
Professions
With the Masterplan on Education in 
Nursing Professions, a coordination plat-
form has been created to enable the 
Confederation, the cantons and profes-

Strengthened measures against a shortage of skilled labour: the skilled workers initiative is intended 
to maximise the potential of Switzerland’s domestic supply of skilled labour. Photo: Iris Krebs
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sional organisations to agree on and im-
plement measures aimed at increasing 
the number of holders of nursing qualifi-
cations between 2010-2015. 

Most of the education policy objectives 
set out in the Masterplan on Education in 
Nursing Professions have been reached. 
The number of Swiss VET qualifications 
has been increasing steadily. The number 
of Federal VET Diplomas in healthcare 
have more than doubled since 2007. At 
tertiary level, the number of qualifica-
tions has also been increasing. Moreo-
ver, funds have been set aside to ensure 
an adequate number of apprenticeship 
positions and nursing professions have 
been made an integral part of the Swiss 
education system. Two additional mile-
stones were the Federal Council’s man-
date to prepare a dispatch for a Health-
care Professions Act in November 2014 
and implementation in 2015 of measures 
enabling previous qualification holders to 
upgrade their qualification to a nursing 
degree from a Swiss university of applied 
sciences.

		www.sbfi.admin.ch/masterplan_pflege 

“Consolidating Professional Education 
and Training" project
The strategic project on "Consolidating 
Professional Education and Training" 
was launched in 2013 to suitably posi-
tion the Swiss PET sector at both the na-
tional and international level and to clar-

ify issues surrounding equitable funding 
in tertiary level education. 

On 1 October 2014, the Ordinance on 
the National Qualifications Framework 
for the VPET System came into effect. 
This piece of legislation establishes  
the legal basis for the referencing of 
formal VET and PET qualifications to a 
specific national qualifications frame-
work (NQF VPET) and the drafting of 
corresponding certificate supplements 
(for VET qualifications) and diploma sup-
plements (for PET qualifications). This 
Ordinance should facilitate international 
comparisons, particularly with regards to 
PET qualifications. The referencing pro-
cess began in autumn 2014. The first 
results will be available in the summer 
of 2015.

In addition, in early 2015, the Federal 
Council submitted its draft bill for the 
partial revision of the Federal Vocational 
and Professional Education and Training 
Act (VPETA) for consultation. According 
to the proposed amendments, those 
wishing to prepare for federal examina-
tions for the Federal PET Diploma and 
Advanced Federal PET Diploma are to 
receive a direct federal subsidy start-
ing from 2017. The consultation phase 
will continue until 21 April 2015. The 
amount of additional expenditure and 
the sharing of financial burden between 
the Confederation and the cantons will 
be established on the basis of available 

funding proposed in the ERI Dispatch for 
2017–2020 (estimated at between CHF 
60 to 100 million francs).

In addition, the permeability of access-
ing the higher education sector, particu-
larly the universities of applied sciences 
should be clarified. A pilot project is be-
ing planned in collaboration with the 
Rectors‘ Conference of Swiss Universities 
(swissuniversities).

			www.sbfi.admin.ch/strategie_hbb_d

Vocational qualifications for adults
Upgrading the skills of adults who lack 
vocational qualifications is a very impor-
tant means of addressing labour force 
shortages. A report published in June 
2014, "Vocational qualifications and ca-
reer changes for adults", takes stock of 
the various vocational training options 
available to adults and examines wheth-
er there is a need to harmonise and ex-
pand existing options. 

Recommendations were made on the 
basis of the report's findings. The Con-
federation, the cantons and professional 
organisations are currently implementing 
these recommendations in a coordinat-
ed fashion. In 2015, this theme will be 
taken into account in the shared educa-
tion policy objectives of the Confedera-
tion and the cantons as well as in the ERI 
Dispatch for 2017-2020. In addition, the 
possibility of adults to obtain vocational 
qualifications will be included in the Or-
dinance to the Continuing Education and 
Training Act. In addition, the creation 
and development of suitable courses for 
adults will be encouraged: plans include, 
for example, the drafting of guidelines 
on how to train and test adults. The 
preparation of a Swiss-wide information 
concept and clarification of questions 
surrounding financial aspects and assis-
tance will also begin in 2015. Supporting 
studies should focus on spe-cific groups 
of people, their potential, any obstacles 
that adults face in their pursuit of initial 
training, and success factors of adult-ori-
ented training programmes. Combined, 
the various measures should help to im-
prove the general conditions in which 
adults obtain vocational qualifications 
and change occupations, making the en-
tire process more efficient and suited to 
the needs of adults. The ultimate aim is 

The measures of the Masterplan on Education in Nursing Professions are having an effect: since 
2007 the number of people obtaining national qualifications has continued to rise. Photo: Iris Krebs
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to increase the proportion of holders of 
vocational qualifications.

		www.sbfi.admin.ch/berufsbildung_de

Professions relating to mathematics, in-
formation technology, science and engi-
neering)
In order to address the problem of labour 
force shortages in this field, the Confed-
eration has proposed a series of meas-
ures to be implemented in close coop-
eration with the cantons and education 
institutions.
 � Launch of grant funding programme 
“MINT Schweiz”: this grant funding 
programme supports projects and ini-
tiatives to encourage the acquisition of 
competences in the above-mentioned 
fields in Switzerland. Swiss Academies 
of Arts and Sciences coordinate pri-
vate and public initiatives aimed at 
supporting mathematics, information 
technology, science and engineering. 
The call for tenders for MINT fund-
ing programmes by third parties was 
published via www.mint.educa.ch in 
2014. 28 projects were selected.

 � Support for Federal Vocational Bac-
calaureate: Among other things, a 
recommendation has been made to 
support the Federal Vocational Bacca-
laureate by encouraging a comprehen-
sive range of different FVBs, by creat-
ing greater awareness of the benefits 
of the FVB and supporting degressive 
models of classroom attendance.

 � Access to Swiss universities of ap-
plied sciences for holders of academic 
baccalaureates: the practical skills of 

baccalaureate holders need to be de-
veloped both before and during the 
studies at a Swiss UAS. This measure 
is aimed at encouraging the training of 
workers in the fields of mathematics, 
information technology, science and 
engineering. First of all, SERI intends to 
help the Swiss Conference of Rectors 
of Higher Education (swissuniversities) 
to prepare uniform general conditions 
at the national whereby holders of ac-
ademic baccalaureates must have one 
year of experience in a field relating to 
engineering, economics and design in 
order to apply for admission to a Swiss 
UAS. The corresponding guidelines for 
this one-year of work experience are 
currently being drafted. In addition, 
for a limited period of three years, 
Swiss UAS may also admit baccalaure-
ate holders who lack one year of work 
experience to Bachelor’s degree pro-
grammes relating to mathematics, in-
formation technology, science and en-
gineering. The applicant must be able 
to demonstrate strong practical apti-
tudes in the desired field of study and 
will have to study for one year longer 
(four years instead of three).

Higher education sector

Consolidation/expansion of teaching and 
research in human medicine
In recent years, there has been a grad-
ual increase in the number of available 
slots for studies in human medicine. The 
Swiss health system is heavily reliant on 
medical practitioners from neighbouring 

countries in Europe. In order to prevent 
gaps in medical care, the issue of con-
solidation and expansion of teaching and 
research in human medicine has been in-
cluded as a priority in the ERI Dispatch 
for 2017-2020. The Federal Council 
took this into account in its response to 
the Rytz Motion (12.3931). Afterwards, 
the Confederation and the cantons is-
sued a mandate to the rectors’ confer-
ence to propose a series of measures in 
its strategic plan for 2017-2020. At the 
next meeting of the Swiss Conference of 
Higher Education Institutions, the Con-
federation and the cantons will decide 
on the aims, suitable measures and fund-
ing to be proposed in the Federal Council 
Dispatch on the Promotion of Education, 
Research and Innovation for 2017-2020.

		www.sbfi.admin.ch/Humanmedizin_d

Measures in support of young research-
ers at higher education institutions
At the end of May 2014, in response 
to Postulate 12.3343 by the Council of 
States Science, Education and Culture 
Committee (SECC-S), the Federal Coun-
cil formulated a series of measures and 
recommen-dations regarding support to 
young researchers as a means of main-
taining the quality and competitiveness 
of Swiss higher education, research and 
economic activities. The proposed meas-
ures and recommendations are intended 
for federal offices and grant funding in-
stitutions as well as the cantons, Rectors’ 
conference and individual higher educa-
tion institutions. In preparation for the 
ERI Dispatch for 2017−2020, implemen-
tation of the measures proposed in the 
Federal Council report will be discussed 
and decided with the rector’s conference 
and research funding institutions over the 
course of the year.

		www.sbfi.admin.ch/wissenschaftlicher-
nachwuchs

Gender equality at Swiss UASs
Alongside the balance between work/
studies and family life, gender equality 
and diversity are among the cross-cut-
ting themes offering considerable po-
tential for development. The following 
issues are important: the mainstreaming 
of gender equality policies (cultural and 
structural change), support for young 
researchers, human resources policy, re-

In order to alleviate shortages in the healthcare system, the theme of consolidating and expanding 
teaching and research in human medicine has been adopted as a priority in the ERI dispatch 
2017-2020. Photo: University of Geneva

SERI NEWS 2/15 l SKILLED WORKERS INITIATIVE
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cruitment of students and consideration 
of gender aspects in teaching and re-
search. During the ERI budgetary period 
2013-2016, Swiss universities of applied 
sciences (UAS) have been taking meas-
ures to ensure gender equality and each 
year submit a report to SERI. Gender 
equality is expected to be firmly estab-
lished in higher education institutions 
with the ERI Dispatch for 2017-2020.

	www.sbfi.admin.ch/chancengleich-
heit_fh_e

Active and Assisted Living Programme 
(AAL)
By encouraging independent living among 
the elderly through the use of technologi-
cal innovations, this EU programme helps 
to ease the burden on healthcare work-

ers, which in turn has the effect of reduc-
ing the impact of labour force shortages. 
Switzerland is involved in around 50 AAL 
projects aimed at developing correspond-
ing innovations. Project sponsors include 
universities of applied sci-ences, cantonal 
universities, companies and relevant or-
ganisations. On average 12 new projects 
with Swiss participants result from the an-
nual calls for tenders.

			www.sbfi.admin.ch/AAL_de

Contact
Katrin Frei, SERI
Head of Fundamentals and Policies 
Section, Education Fundamentals 
Division
	+41 58 462 82 47
 katrin.frei@sbfi.admin.ch

Jenny Hutter, SERI
Scientific advisor, Higher Education 
Division
	+41 58 463 24 43 
 jenny.hutter@sbfi.admin.ch

Martin Fischer, SERI
Head of Communication
	+41 58 462 96 90
 martin.fischer@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information on Skilled 
Workers Initiative
			www.wbf.admin.ch/de/themen/bil-
dung-forschung-innovation/fachkraeft-
einitiative/

Switzerland’s top university governing body, the SHK, met for the first time at the end of February under the chairmanship of 
Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann. The SHK is tasked with implementing Article 63a of the Federal Constitution, 
under which the Confederation and the cantons are made jointly responsible for coordinating and guaranteeing quality in the 
higher education sector. The legal basis for the new Swiss higher education system is the Higher Education Act (HEdA), which 
came into force at the start of 2015, the Intercantonal Agreement on Cooperation in Education and the Agreement between 
the Confederation and the Cantons on Cooperation in Higher Education (FCA-CHE). 

Swiss Conference of Higher Education Institutions SHK

Inaugural meeting: SHK takes up work

At the inaugural meeting of the SHK, the 
head of the Federal Department of Eco-
nomic Affairs, Education and Research 
EAER, Federal Councillor Johann N. Sch-
neider-Ammann, and Cantonal Council-
lor Christoph Eymann (BS), President of 
the Conference of Cantonal Parties to 
the Higher Education Agreement, signed 
the FCA-CHE. This agreement sets out 
the goals of the Confederation and the 
cantons for joint coordination, establish-
es the required bodies and assigns their 
respective responsibilities and powers. It 
comes into force with retrospective ef-
fect from 1 January 2015.

The SHK met both as a plenary assem-
bly and as the Higher Education Council 
(see box). Federal Councillor Johann N. 
Schneider-Ammann acts as president of 
both forms of the SHK. He is assisted by 
two vice-presidents, Cantonal Council-
lors Regine Aeppli (ZH) and Anne-Cath-
erine Lyon (VD), who were each elected 
by the plenary assembly for a two-year 
term of office.

In addition, the Conference of Cantonal 
Parties to the Higher Education Agree-
ment appointed four further cantons to 
the Higher Education Council. They are 

Schweizerische Hochschulkonferenz
Conférence suisse des hautes écoles 
Conferenza svizzera delle scuole universitarie
Conferenza svizra da las scolas autas

SHK I CSHE I CSSU I CSSA 

the cantons of Aargau, Graubünden, 
Jura and Schwyz.

Plenary assembly and Higher Educa-
tion Council take their first decisions
At its first meeting, the plenary assembly 
approved the SHK‘s work programme 
and budget for 2015 and took note of 
the planning process towards the ERI Dis-
patch 2017-2020. 

The Higher Education Council, which 
met afterwards, brought the SHK or-
ganisational regulations into force and 
approved the regulations of the Rec-

SERI NEWS 2/15 l SHK 
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Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann and Cantonal Councillor Christoph Eymann (BS), 
President of the Conference of Cantonal Parties to the Higher Education Agreement, signed at the 
first meeting of the SHK the Agreement between the Confederation and the Cantons on Coopera-
tion in Higher Education. Photo: Béatrice Devènes 

tors’ Conference for Swiss Higher Edu-
cation Institutions (swissuniversities). In 
addition, the Higher Education Council 
elected the members of the Swiss Ac-
creditation Council, as well as establish-
ing the Working World Committee and 
electing its members. Furthermore, an 
initial reading was made of the accredita-
tion guidelines and a discussion was held 
on the universities’ strategic plans with 
a view to the ERI Dispatch 2017-2020. 
Many of the topics considered will be 
discussed again at the next meetings, in-
cluding strategic planning for 2017-2020 
for the universities and the universities of 
applied sciences and their priorities, such 
as support for young researchers and the 
shortage of qualified personnel in the 
fields of health and medicine, as well 
as the new financial model for cantonal 
higher education institutions. 

Contact
Valérie Clerc
Head, SHK Secretariat
	+41 58 462 88 12 
 valerie.clerc@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
		www.shk.ch

SERI NEWS 2/15 l SHK 
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The institutional system under the Higher Education Act (HEdA)
The institutional system established by the HEdA comprises three new bodies: a political body, an academic body and an  

accreditation body.

Political body– Swiss Conference of Higher Education 
Institutions (SHK)

The SHK meets as two committees, the plenary assembly and 
the Higher Education Council:

• The plenary assembly comprises the Federal Councillor re-
sponsible for education and research, Johann N. Schneider-
Ammann, the cantonal ministers of education who have 
signed the Agreement on Cooperation in Education (cur-
rently 22), and various members acting in an advisory capac-
ity (SERI, EDK, ETH Board, swissuniversities, SNSF, CTI, SSIC, 
employers’, students’, researchers’’ and teachers’ organisa-
tions). The plenary assembly deals with matters related to 
the rights and obligations of the Confederation and all the 
cantons. For example, it determines the general financial 
terms for the coordination of university activities throughout 
Switzerland and the reference costs, and drafts recommen-
dations for the cantons on awarding grants and loans.

• The Higher Education Council comprises the Confedera-
tion, 14 cantons and the same advisory members as in the 
plenary assembly. The legislation already provided for the 
ten cantons that signed the Agreement on Cooperation in 
Education in 1999, which has since been superseded. The 
four additional cantons (AG, GR, JU, SZ) were added by the 
Conference of the Cantonal Parties to the Higher Education 
Agreement at the proposal of the Basel Cantonal Councillor 
Christoph Eymann. The Higher Education Council deals with 
matters relating to the tasks of higher education funding 
bodies. For example, it issues regulates on levels of study, 
standardised names for qualifications, permeability and 
mobility. In addition, it is responsible for allocating tasks 
in especially cost-intensive areas and decides on granting 
project-related federal funding.

Academic body– Rectors’ Conference (swissuniversities)
At an academic level, the rectors or presidents of the universi-
ties joined to form the swissuniversities association in 2012 in 
preparation for the merger of the three previous Rectors’ Con-
ferences CRUS (universities/ETHs), KFH (universities of applied 
sciences) and COHEP (universities of teacher education). Since 
the HEdA came into force, swissuniversities has acted as the 
Rectors’ Conference for Swiss Higher Education Institutions. In 
this capacity, swissuniversities can comment on the business 
of the Swiss University Conference and make proposals to the 
same on behalf of the higher education institutions. In addi-
tion, the association represents the interests of Swiss universi-
ties at national and international levels.

Accreditation body – Swiss Accreditation Council
The Council is made up of 18 independent members, who 
represent universities, employers, students, researchers and 
teaching staff. In future, a single body will be responsible for 
accreditation procedures in the universities, universities of ap-
plied sciences and universities of teacher education. The Ac-
creditation Council decides on the accreditation of public and 
private institutions in Switzerland that wish to be accorded the 
titles university, university of applied sciences or university of 
teacher education. 

It bases its decision on expert reports provided by the Swiss 
Agency of Accreditation and Quality Assurance (AAQ). Thanks 
to the quality standards applied, it will be possible in future 
to make a clear distinction between top-class institutions and 
those that are rather dubious. The Accreditation Council thus 
guarantees the quality of Switzerland’s higher education in-
stitutions.

Confederation Cantons

Swiss Conference of Higher Education 
Institutions

Plenary Assembly

Universities Board

Rectors' Conference of Swiss Higher 
Education InstitutionsAccreditation Council

Agency (swissuniversities)
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True to its mission of bringing together 
people and ideas across borders, the 
swissnex network organised three round 
tables at the Lift Conference involving 
Swiss and foreign experts to discuss dif-
ferent forms of public participation in 
education, research and innovation.

Playing an active part in research
The podium discussion organised by 
swissnex China focused on new technol-
ogies which allow an ever growing pub-
lic to not only access research, but also 
play an active part, whether by gather-
ing data or generating financing through 
‘crowdfunding science’ platforms, for ex-
ample. The type of projects supported in 
this way are often developed outside the 
academic environment, ideally in maker 
spaces, i.e. creative spaces in which ama-

teur inventors and experienced innova-
tors alike can come together. The prin-
ciple behind these spaces is that people 
should be able to learn about technol-
ogy by themselves and share know-how, 
thanks to open source. By providing IT 
tools, 3D printers or even equipment 
from biology labs, everyone should have 
a chance to be creative, develop new 
products and thus become a source of 
innovation for businesses. These maker 
spaces, which exist in numerous coun-
tries, including Switzerland, have spread 
rapidly in China, where they have taken 
on particularly exciting local character-
istics. These are interesting for the field 
of innovation, as was confirmed by ex-
perts at the round table. The proximity 
to production sites, which ensures not 
only easy access to components, but also 

offers the possibility to produce small 
batches, has allowed innovation cycles 
to be accelerated and develop the eco-
nomic potential of these creative spaces. 

Crowd Science – collectively genera-
ted know-how
Another way for the public to play an ac-
tive part in research is through crowd sci-
ence, a form of scientific research which 
calls on a broad public to gather or ana-
lyse a much larger quantity of data than 
would be possible by a normal team of 
researchers. That is the idea behind the 
‘Data Canvas: Sense Your City’ project 
launched by swissnex San Francisco, in 
partnership with Lift and Gray Area, a 
non-profit organisation. This initiative 
involves around a hundred participants 
in Geneva and in the six swissnex net-
work cities; its aim is to gather and make 
freely available a certain amount of at-
mospheric data (temperature, humidity, 
luminosity, pollution, etc.) thanks to sen-
sors that the participants had assembled 
themselves in the do-it-yourself work-
shop. The emphasis of the project is not 
on scientific precision. Instead it should 
allow anyone to familiarise themselves 
with data, measuring instruments and 
forms of visualisation. At the same time 
it stimulate reflection and dialogue on 
the theme of smart cities.

New forms of teaching and know-
ledge dissemination
In recent years, digital tools, particularly 
via MOOCs (Massive open online cours-
es), have allowed scientific knowledge 
to be spread on a far larger scale. Apart 
from these new ways of spreading in-
formation, these new technologies also 
offer more individualised ways of teach-
ing and learning. That was the subject of  

The Lift Conference is one of the major European events dedicated to innovation and digital technologies. It was held in 
Geneva at the beginning of February. In addition to podium dis-cussions with experts from various branches, the conference 
also offered interactive work-shops and exhibitions on media projects and prototypes. The Swiss science consulates, swissnex, 
and the European Space Agency ESA took advantage of the inter-disciplinary nature of the conference and presented a special 
selection of offerings from their areas of activity.

Lift Conference in Geneva

Exciting inter-disciplinary exchanges on innovation 
and technology

Working together on innovative creations: DIY sensor assembly workshop at swissnex Singapore in 
January 2015. Photo: swissnex Singapore
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the round table organised by swissnex 
Brazil where five experts shared their 
thoughts on the future of learning. The 
speakers, who had very different pro-
files, offered a comprehensive vision of 
the subject, touching not only on tech-
nological aspects, but also questioning 
the role of academic institutions in the 
future, the evolution of ‘homo con-
necticus’ and the neuroscientific conse-
quences of video game use on learning, 
for example. 

‘Lift to Space’ for businesses: ESA at 
the Lift Conference
The European Space Agency ESA and the 
Lift Conference also joined forces this 
year: ESA held its annual ARTES Appli-
cations Workshop event during the first 
two days of the Lift Conference where 
the aim was to harness know-how and 
findings from space to develop new 
solutions for the digital age. Over two 
hundred participants from the European 
Space community got a ‘Lift to Space’ 
when they mixed with the one thousand 
or so participants of the Lift Conference. 
The aim was to harness knowledge and 
findings from space research in the de-
velopment of new solutions for the 
digital age. The event was co-hosted by 
AP-Swiss, a platform to promote space 
applications financed by SERI.

New technologies and solutions 
thanks to know-how from aerospace
Examples shown during ‘Lift to Space’ 
ranged from space infrastructure based 
services for MOOCs in Africa’s emerging 
economies to solutions for new forms 
of unmanned air transport of goods, or 
to small and micro satellites as potential 
enablers for new services for the global 
digital economy. Dedicated examples 
with a Swiss perspective were also pre-
sented and discussed: these include ap-
plications for the Alpine region or for 
use in humanitarian aid, such as in mine 
clearance.

The conference provided an opportunity 
to expand the network for researchers 
and entrepreneurs in the field of space. 
As the network grows, so does its power 
to create new connections and to match 
end user communities with the entrepre-
neurs from Lift and the space commu-
nity. Ultimately the best ideas should be 
transformed into potential products and 
services, thus creating new business op-
portunities.

Contact
Beatrice Ferrari, SERI
Scientific advisor
International Relations
 +41 58 462 48 58
 beatrice.ferrari@sbfi.admin.ch

Johann Richard, SERI
Scientific advisor
Space Office
 +41 58 465 58 95
 johann.richard@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
 � Lift Conference: 
			www.liftconference.com

 � BFI-Aussennetz swissnex :  
			www.swissnex.org

 � Blog BFI-Aussennetz: 
			www.swissnex.org/blog 

 � ESA Artes Applications: 
			http://artes-apps.esa.int/ 
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INTERNATIONAL  
COOPERATION IN VPET 

National Stakeholder Conference
April 23 2015

Switzerland is actively involved in inter-
national cooperation in vocational and 
professional education and training in a 
number of policy areas and with a num-
ber of partner states. The federal gov-
ernment has strategic foundations in 
various policy areas (education, devel-
opment cooperation, foreign, econom-
ic and migration policy), which serve as 
a guide for activities undertaken by the 
relevant federal agencies.

In order to improve inter-disciplinary 
coherence and coordination in interna-
tional VPET cooperation, the relevant 
federal agencies (SERI, SDC, SECO, Po-
litical Directorate, SEM and SFIVET) hold 
a national information and exchange 
day. The invitees are Swiss players al-
ready active in IC-VPET or interested in 
the subject. The conference will take 
place in Bern on 23 April. At the event, 
interested parties will find out about 
the strategies and goals pursued by the 
different federal agencies, as well as the 
planned coordination measures. At the 
same time, the conference also serves 
as a platform for delegates to meet and 
exchange views, thereby fostering and 
strengthening the network of national 
players. A survey will also be made of 
their expectations and needs.

Further information
			www.ibbz.admin.ch

ERI-NEWS
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In mid-February, the European Space Agency ESA tested its new spacecraft, the Intermediate eXperimental Vehicle (IXV). The 
aim of the flight was to test and validate new technologies and systems for re-entry into the earth’s atmosphere. In addition, 
data was also gathered on seldom researched, extremely high speed flight through the upper layers of the atmosphere. Sys-
tems and components from Switzerland were also on board the IXV.

ESA: New Intermediate eXperimental Vehicle IXV

Successful flight through the atmosphere

Re-entry into Earth’s atmosphere was a 
difficult step to master in space flight and 
required corresponding technologies. It 
is absolutely essential for various appli-
cations such as the return of astronauts 
and equipment from space infrastructure 
(e.g. a space station), the return of sam-
ples from other celestial bodies, but also 
for the reuse of launcher stages. The IXV 
is the first steerable spacecraft from Eu-
rope to have been used for a mission to 
test re-entry into Earth’s atmosphere.

Newly developed ceramic materials 
to protect from heat
The IXV was launched from Europe’s 
spaceport in Kourou, French Guiana. 
A Vega launcher took the spacecraft 
to an altitude of about 340 km. After 
separation from the upper stage, the IXV 
climbed to a maximum altitude of 412 
km before turning back to earth. The 
spacecraft re-entered the atmosphere at 
an altitude of about 120 km. It was here 
that the ‘hot’ phase of the flight began, 
as the spacecraft descended through the 

thin, upper layers of the atmosphere. 
The on-board computer controlled the 
thrusters and two aerodynamic rudders 
at the tail of the fuselage to autono-
mously stabilise and steer the vehicle. 

The inner architecture of the vehicle was 
equipped with newly developed ceramic 
thermal protection panels to protect the 
spacecraft from the extreme heat of re-
entry. After decelerating to a sufficient 
velocity, the space plane deployed a large 
parachute at an altitude of 26 km, which 
slowed its descent for a safe splashdown 
in the South Pacific. A recovery vessel 
that was waiting at the planned splash-
down site was able to bring the IXV on 
board in a matter of hours. 

Initial analysis showed that the entire 
mission went according to plan. All of 
the telemetric data was transferred and 
recorded at the ground stations. Other 
data are still saved on board the IXV and 
will be analysed as soon as the spacecraft 
reaches Europe.

Swiss participation 
Swiss actors were also involved in the 
successful mission. The cold structure 
of the IXV and a number mechanisms 
and sensors, including an infra-red cam-
era with a telescopic periscope, which 
monitored the underside of the IXV dur-
ing re-entry, were developed by RUAG 
Space Switzerland. APCO Technologies 
supplied mission-specific ground sup-
port material for the integration of the 
IXV in Kourou, and for recovery at sea. 
CFS Engineering supported the mis-
sion by providing services in the field of 
thermo-aerodynamic computer simula-
tions. These contributions, made possi-
ble thanks to Switzerland’s participation 
in the ESA programmes to develop and 
operate launch vehicles, as well as the 
experience and expertise gained, enable 
the Swiss aerospace industry to have a 
stake in future ESA development activi-
ties in the field of launchers, but also in 
other areas of application such as space 
exploration. 
 

Contact
Oliver Botta, SERI
Scientific advisor, Swiss Space Office
	+41 58 462 99 67 
 oliver.botta@sbfi.admin.ch

Further information
 esa.int/Our_Activities/Launchers/IXV

After the test flight, the IXV was retrieved from the water by a recovery vessel. The traces of extre-
me heat during re-entry are clearly visible. Source: ESA
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ERI I PHOTO OF THE MONTH

Swiss Youth and Science Foundation: Elsa Tschopp, a high school student from the Limmat valley, developed a self-made submarine as part of the 
2014 National Competition. It is remote controlled, has an on-board camera and can carry various measurement instruments. The National Com-
petition is organised by the Swiss Youth and Science Foundation, co-financed by SERI, and invites young people with an interest in science from 
all areas to present their research projects to jury of experts. The 49th National Competition, for which 120 young people qualified, takes place in 
Davos at the beginning of May. (Further information at www.sjf.ch) Photo: Swiss Youth and Science Foundation

FIGURE OF 
THE MONTH 

The upward trend in 
investment in young 
Swiss businesses 
continued in 2014, 
reaching a total of 
CHF 457 million; 
an increase of 10% 
compared to the pre-
vious year.

Over three-quarters of the funds inves-
ted went to firms in life sciences, which 
largely benefitted the medtech sector: 
investment in 2013 amounted to CHF 
90 million, but rose sharply in 2014 
to CHF 150 million. Investments in in-
formation and communications firms, 
however, fell by almost CHF 92 million 
to CHF 86 million.

457

Most cited publications: 
Swiss performance 1997-2011

Switzerland regularly tops international 
rankings in terms of research output. 
That is the conclusion of a recently pub-
lished SERI report on developments in 
most cited publications, which provide 
an insight into a country’s research out-
put. 

The report follows on from the biblio-
metric analyses published by SERI, which 
present the Swiss research landscape and 
developments since the beginning of the 
1990s in international comparison based 
on bibliometric indicators. Between 
2007 and 2009, 16.4% of publications 
produced in Switzerland were among 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
the world’s top 10%. As a result Swit-
zerland holds 2nd place, just behind the 
USA, which has 16.6% of its publica-
tions in the top 10%.

			www.sbfi.admin.ch/biblio-en
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