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Development and expansion of VET research

NRP: SERI begins new round of evaluations

Activity report of the ETH Board
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Cover:
One of the highlights of the 2008-2012 legislature period of the ETH Domain was the inauguration of 
the new building housing the national super computing centre CSCS of the ETH Zurich in Lugano. Those 
benefitting from the ‘Piz Daint’ supercomputer at the CSCS, in operation since April 2013 are climate and 
earth system scientists, researchers in the fields of chemistry, materials and nan sciences with their complex 
calculations, but also physicists and biologists, who run applications at the CSCS that require ever more 
powerful processors (see report on page 8). Photo: CSCS
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Things are different, but they work just as well

Dear reader

A visit to a US university campus is a remarkable experience, not merely because of 
the sheer size of the campus.

The university campus is not just a place for teaching, learning, research and develop-
ment. It is also a place where people live and eat together, where they share cultural 
experiences. Students can often be found working on campus on a part-time basis as 
gardeners and parking attendants or working in the many cafeterias, campus librar-
ies, theatres or museums. You can even find students working in the campus book-
shop, which mainly sells second-hand textbooks, which are cheaper than new text-
books and therefore very much in demand.

The money that students earn from campus employment helps to pay back some of 
the (considerable) amounts owed for tuition fees. In addition, university professors 
also tend to pursue business interests off campus, which makes an economic contri-
bution to the towns where the campus is located.

The special life on campus is an important reason for the strong ties that US students 
feel towards their university. Many alumni remain loyal to their university for their 
entire lives. One example of this can be seen at weekend American football matches 
(not between professional teams but rather university teams!) played in front of 
60,000 spectators, even in a town that barely has a population that size: the campus 
stadium is mostly filled with alumni, some of whom travel long distances to be there 
and who spend considerable amounts to get the best seats; all for the sake of their 
alma mater.

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

SERI NEWS l EDITORIAL
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Development and expansion of VPET research in Switzerland

Dedicated ‘Leading Houses’ for VPET research to be added to 
Swiss research landscape

The rapid pace of technological and social developments has created a more press-
ing need for solid information to enable strategic management of the Swiss VPET 
system and to guide implementation of VPET policy decisions. With the enactment 
of the Federal Vocational and Professional Education and Training Act in 2004, an 
opportunity was created to develop VPET research from the ground up and raise 
its status. Key VET-related issues were bundled together into research themes and 
assigned to one or more university chairs – referred to as Leading Houses – for fur-
ther investigation. By 2016, three more Leading Houses will be added to the current 
four. These new Leading Houses will devote their attention to issues relating to 
teaching/learning processes and strategic management of the Swiss VPET system.

VET is a key pillar of the Swiss economy. 
It caters to the needs of the labour mar-
ket and makes an important contributi-
on towards strengthening Switzerland’s 
innovative and competitive position. It is 
therefore important to maintain, further 
develop and improve the quality of VET.

But what exactly are the factors ensuring 
success of the VET sector? What deter-
minants influence the education and trai-
ning choices of people at various stages 
in life? What factors influence the wil-
ling-ness of companies to offer appren-
ticeship positions? In what technological 
learning environments are young peop-
le successful? How can entrepreneurial 
skills also be developed in the course of 

VET programmes? What impact does in-
ternationalisation have on labour market-
oriented VET? And how does the com-
petence of teaching staff influence the 
success of learners? These are some of 
the questions and current challenges that 
the Confederation, the cantons, compa-
nies and education institutions address 
to provide a scientifically sound basis for 
decision-making. In the past, solid data 
and explanations were only available to a 
limited extent in Switzerland.

SERI programme to encourage VPET 
research
For this reason, a new programme to 
encourage VPET research was develo-
ped following enactment of the new Fe-

deral Vocational and Professional Edu-
cation and Training Act of 2004 (VPETA, 
SR 412.10). 

The most important instrument in this 
VPET research support programme is 
the Leading House. Leading Houses 
conduct research on key VPET-related 
issues and are tied to one or more uni-
versity chairs. For each research theme, 
Leading Houses are responsible for esta-
blishing and pursuing research projects. 
In addition, they are also responsible for 
providing support to young researchers, 
preparing reports on the latest state of 
research and establishing networking 
ties between VPET researchers at natio-
nal and international level. 

In order to handle these extensive tasks, 
the Confederation has set aside long-term 
funding for Leading Houses. There are cur-
rently four Leading Houses examining VPET 
themes such as ‘Learning and Instruction 
for Commercial Apprentices’, ‘Technolo-
gies for Vocational Training’ and ‘Econo-
mics of Education’.

Bringing research findings into the 
classroom

In 2010, the Leading House on ‘Tech-
nologies for Vocational Training’ at 
the Federal Institute of Technology 
Lausanne (EPFL) founded a start-up 
company to market prototypes of a 
software programme that simulates 
learning environments. This software 
programme was developed as part 
of a project for future logisticians. 
Since then several VET schools have 
acquired this software programme. 
The two project partners that worked 
with the Leading House to develop 
the software programme were the 
‘Centre professionnel du Nord vau-
dois’ and the ‘gewerblich Industrielle 
Berufsfachschule Thun’.

Source: dualt.epfl.ch/cms/site/dualt/
lang/en/thinkerlamp/pid/12599 Locations Cooperations

Economics of Education I ( Uni Geneva)
- UAS Geneva

LH  Learning and Instruction (Uni Zurich)
- Uni Fribourg
- Uni Zurich

LH Economics of Education II
(Uni Zurich and Uni Bern)

New from 2015: LH VET Governance

LH Technologies (EPFL Lausanne)
- IUFFP Lugano
- Uni Geneva
- Uni Fribourg

Locations and national cooperation partners of Leading Houses (LH; as of 
August 2013)
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In addition to these Leading Houses, sup-
port is also given to individual projects that 
seek to clarify current VPET-related policy 
issues. These projects generally run from 
two to four years. Currently, there are nine 
individual projects devoted to themes such 
as the transition from lower to upper-se-
condary level education (transition I) as well 
as the transition from VET school to the 
labour market (transition II), to healthcare 
professions, entrepreneurship and langua-
ge learning in VET programmes.

Source of funding for VPET research 
support programme
Funding for the VPET research support 
programme comes from the federal bud-
get allocation for policy area research. In 
2012, the Confederation spent around 
CHF 234 million on policy area research. 

Of this amount, CHF 3.4 million (around 
1.5% of the total budget allocation) was 
spent on VPET research. With this, the 
Leading Houses will each receive CHF 
500,000 to CHF 600,000 in funding and 
individual projects will receive between 
CHF 100,000 to 120,000 in funding.

Current challenges
SERI’s VPET research concept  for the 
years 2013 to 2016 includes the expan-
sion of research to cover additional the-
mes. As a case in point, current research 
being done in specialised didactics for 
VET programmes in commerce will be 
expanded with the creation of two new 
Leading Houses: one for technical pro-
fessions and one for healthcare profes-
sions. The call for tenders for another 
Leading House on ‘VET governance’ is 

expected to follow later this year. Star-
ting from 2015, this new Leading House 
will examine issues relating to strategic 
management of the Swiss VPET system.

In just under ten years of its existence, 
federally funded VPET research has 
enabled the development of a solid 
scientific basis. Research findings on 
such matters as the costs and benefits 
of VET programmes for host compa-
nies have been included in government 
action and have been made available 
various protagonists involved in further 
development of the VPET system. Ac-
cording to the ‘Evaluation of implemen-
tation of quality guidelines for policy 
area research’, research findings should 
be used more effectively to manage 
and further develop the VPET system 
through suitable measures. 

In 2014, as required in Art. 2 VPETO, 
SERI’s VPET research activities will be 
evaluated. In July 2013, a correspon-
ding call for tenders for this mandate 
was issued. Among other things, this 
evaluation will take stock of the current 
state of federally funded VPET research 
in terms of sustainability and scientific 
quality. In addition, the evaluation will 
offer the opportunity to determine whe-
ther the current support strategy enab-
les the aims of the legal mandate to be 
met. The results of the evaluation will be 
available in early 2015 and may then be 
used in the planning of VPET research 
activities for the years 2017 to 2020.

Contact
SERI, gerda Haldemann
Project Manager, 
Project Promotion and Development 
Section Vocational and Professional 
Education and Training Division
	+41 31 324 93 99
 gerda.haldemann@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
Information on federally funded research 
in the VPET field:
 www.sbfi.admin.ch/bbf_en

Research to assess the willingness of international companies to offer 
apprenticeships
The project on the impact of internationalisation on labour market-oriented VET is 
be-ing conducted by the Leading House on ‘Economics of Education: Firm Behav-
iour and Training Policies’ at the University of Zurich. In 2013, this project examined 
the impact of internationalisation on labour market-oriented VET. In 2009, the 
average percentage of companies that were willing to offer apprenticeships stood 
at around 27% (host company ratio), compared to 44% for local Swiss companies. 

Analysis of the host company ratio by company size nevertheless shows that only 
international companies with fewer than 50 employees were significantly less will-
ing than local companies to offer apprenticeships (see chart below). As it happens, 
international companies with over 100 employees  tend to be slightly more willing 
than local companies to take on apprentices.

Source: www.isu.uzh.ch/leadinghouse/WorkingPapers/0092_lhwpaper.pdf 
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1 www.sbfi.admin.ch/berufsbildung/01528/index.html?lang=en
2 www.ressortforschung.admin.ch/html/publikationen/Evaluation_Qualitätssicherung_Resultatnutzung_d
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National qualifications framework for the Swiss VPET sector

Raising the international profile of Swiss VET and 
PET qualifications

The Confederation is currently working at various levels to draw greater international attention to the strengths of Swiss 
dual-track vocational education and training (VET) at upper-secondary level and Swiss professional education and training 
(PET) at tertiary level. The aim is to achieve greater recognition of VET qualifications and encourage greater mobility of work-
ers. Switzerland, represented by SERI, therefore takes part in the EU’s Copenhagen Process. The instruments proposed by the 
EU such as national qualifications frameworks (NQFs), diploma supplements for PET qualifications, certificate supplements 
for VET qualifications are in the preparation phase. It is likely that the Federal Council will issue a decree on a corresponding 
ordinance in the first half of 2014.

The Swiss VPET system makes a consi-
derable contribution to ensuring an ade-
quate number of highly skilled workers 
and managers for both the economy 
and society. It does this through the pro-
vision of high-quality training and the 
combination of theory and practice. De-
spite this, the value and significance of 
VET and PET qualifications are not well-
known at the international level and are 
therefore not held in the same esteem as 
academic qualifications.

Qualifications frameworks as key 
instruments
The EU’s Copenhagen Process is a labour-
market oriented strategy to encourage 
individual development, competitiveness 
and employment, as well as to enhance 
the appeal of vocational education and 
training. The EU has developed several 
instruments to implement this process. 
These instruments should lead to grea-
ter international transparency and com-
parability of VET systems. At the same 
time, they should encourage occupatio-
nal mobility. The European Qualifications 
Framework (EQF) adopted by the EU as a 
translation tool alongside national qua-
lifications frameworks (NQFs) developed 
in various countries will serve as key inst-
ruments in these efforts.
In future every Swiss VET and PET qua-
lification will be referenced on the basis 
of material requirements to one of eight 
different levels within the Swiss national 
qualification framework (NQF-CH-VPET). 
In addition, a certificate supplement 
will be created for each VET qualifica-
tion and a diploma supplement for each 
PET qualification. These documents will 
indicate the level that the qualification 
holds within the NQF-CH-VPET. In order 

to ensure better comparability, reference 
will also be made to the EQF. In addition, 
certificate and diploma supplements will 
include information that will enable em-
ployers both in Switzerland and abroad 
to quickly determine whether the appli-
cant possesses the requisite skills. The 
aim is to ensure that each qualification 
and corresponding certificate supple-
ment (VET) or diploma supplement (PET) 
is available in all three of Switzerland’s 
official languages (german, French, Ita-
lian), as well as in English.

In future every Swiss VET qualification such as the Federal VET Diploma will be referenced to one of eight 
levels in the National Qualification Framework for Swiss VET qualifications according to its content require-
ments (NQF-CH-VET). Photo: SDBB

 
Certificate and diploma supplements 
provide useful information
Thanks to the referencing to NQFs and 
the EQF, certificate and diploma supple-
ments allow international companies to 
gain a better appreciation of the corres-
ponding VET or PET qualification as well 
as an understanding of what the qualifi-
cation holder is able to do. Skilled workers 
and managers holding Swiss VET and PET 
qualifications have better chances when 
applying for employment both in Switzer-
land and abroad, and therefore have gre-
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Transparency thanks to the EQF 
and NQFs

On 23 April 2008, the European Par-
liament and the Council adopted a 
recommendation to create a Europe-
an Qualifications Framework (EQF) for 
lifelong learning.  EU member states 
were asked to use the EQF as a frame 
of reference and to develop their own 
national qualifications frameworks 
(NQFs) that could be used to map 
national qualifications both domes-
tically and at the EU level. Since the 
various NQFs reflect the structure of 
the national education system in each 
country, they may differ from one an-
other (e.g. different number of levels 
or different descriptions of each level). 
Each NQF is then linked to the EQF in 
a process referred to as referencing. 
Each level within the given NQF is as-
signed to a corresponding level within 
the EQF.

ater opportunities for occupational mobi-
lity. This, in turn, increases the appeal of 
the Swiss VPET system. In addition, lingu-
istic, cultural and social competences of 
workers improve with greater mobility. 

Adjustments to draft ordinance and 
additional documents
In 2012 the ‘Ordinance on the Swiss Na-
tional Qualifications Framework for the 
VPET System’ and the three instruments 

NQF-CH-VET EQF GQF

Knowledge Skills Competencies

Descriptions Descriptions Descriptions

Knowledge Skills Competencies

Descriptions Descriptions Descriptions

Swiss VPET qualification German employer

Knowledge Skills Social skills Independence

Descriptions Descriptions Descriptions Descriptions

Professional competence Personal competence

Translation instrument: European Qualification Framework (EQF)

developed (i.e. NQF-CH-VPET, certificate 
supplement and diploma supplement) 
were submitted for consultation. The re-
sponse was positive: there was general 
agreement on the need to introduce the 
NQF-CH-VPET, certificate supplements 
and diploma supplements. 

In 2013, in an effort to clarify unresol-
ved questions, SERI engaged in dialogue 
with VPET partners as well as with higher 

education stakeholders 
who had developed a 
qualifications framework 
for the higher education 
sector (nqf.ch-HS). The 
final adjustments are 
currently being made 
and all documents are 
being finalised. The Fe-
deral Council intends to 
discuss the draft in the 
spring of 2014 and the 
definitive ordinance is 
expected to go into ef-
fect in the summer of 
2014. The instruments 
can then be implemen-
ted and the process of 
mapping qualifications 
to the NQF-CH-VPET and 
referencing to the EQF 
can begin.

Contact
SERI, Sarah Daepp
Project Manager, 
International Education Projects Section, 
general Education/Cooperation in Edu-
cation Division
	+41 31 324 91 93
 sarah.daepp@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
www.sbfi.admin.ch/kopenhagen

The EU’s Copenhagen Process also makes it possible to show the value 
of professional education and training qualifications such as advanced 
federal PET diplomas.

1 Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 April 2008 on the establishment of 
the European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning, OJ C 111, 6.5.2008, p. 1.
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The year 2000 marked a turning point 
in the management of the Federal Ins-
titutes of Technology Domain (ETH Do-
main): since then, the Federal Council 
has managed the ETH Domain on the 
basis of performance mandates and 
budget appropriations. Performance 
mandates adopted by the Federal Coun-
cil and approved by the Federal Assem-
bly determine the priorities and objec-
tives of the ETH Domain in the area of 
education, research and services over a 
period generally lasting four years. The 
duration and scope of performance 
mandates are aligned with federal bud-
get appropriations and consider both 
the Confederation’s general science po-
licy and the strategic objectives of the 
ETH Domain.

Level-appropriate management of 
the ETH Domain
Although policymakers set priorities and 
objectives, the ETH Domain enjoys con-
siderable  scope when it comes to spe-
cific implementation and use of federal 
funding. As the strategic management 
and supervisory body, the ETH Board is 
responsible for implementation of the 
performance mandate given by the Con-
federation. For this reason, it signs per-

formance agreements with both federal 
institutes of technology (ETHZ and EPFL) 
as well as with the four affiliated research 
institutes of the ETH Domain (PSI, WSL, 
Empa and Eawag). These performance 
agreements remain in effect for the du-

ration of the performance mandate pe-
riod and determine how federal funding 
is distributed. The autonomy of the ETH 
Domain and its individual institutions is 
guaranteed by law.

Various reporting tools
The freedom enjoyed by the ETH Do-
main with regard to implementation of 
its performance mandate comes with 
corresponding reporting obligations. 
Various reporting tools enable the Con-
federation to monitor progress towards 
implementation of the performance 
mandate and take corrective action if 
necessary:
 � Each year the ETH Board prepares a 
report for the Federal Council and the 
Federal Assembly.

 � In the middle of the performance man-
date period, the Federal Department 
of Economic Affairs, Education and 
Research (EAER) commissions external 
experts to perform an evaluation of the 

Report on fulfilment of performance mandate for 2008-2012

ETH Domain on track
On 20 September 2013, the Federal Council took note of the report drafted by the ETH Board on the performance 
mandate for the period 2008-2012 before passing it on to the Federal Assembly for approval. The Federal Council also 
acknowledged the considerable achievements made by the institutions in the ETH Domain, which have further con-
solidated their leading international positions.

In 2012, after two years of construction, Switzerland launched a new supercomputing centre. The supercom-
puters at the CSCS in Lugano are available to all Swiss universities and research institutions. Photo: CSCS

 ETH Zurich, Federal Institute of Technology Zurich
EPFL Federal Institute of Technology Lausanne
PSI Paul Scherrer Institute

 WSL Institute for Snow and Avalanche Research

  Empa, Swiss Federal Laboratories for Materials Testing and Research 
Eawag, Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic Science and Technology

Basel

Zürich

Kastanienbaum LU

Thun

Neuchâtel

Bellinzona

Davos

St. Gallen
Villigen

DübendorfBirmensdorf

Lausanne

Sion

Lugano

Integration of the ETH Domain in the regions

The institutions in the ETH Domain are spread out in different geographical locations in Switzerland. 
They work closely with cantonal universities and universities of applied sciences as well as with cantonal 
authorities and local businesses.
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state of progress made towards imple-
mentation of the performance manda-
te and state their stance on the future 
strategy of the ETH Domain. The ETH 
Board then takes note of the findings 
and recommendations made by these 
experts. The external evalu-
ation report and position of 
the ETH Board form an inte-
rim report, which is used in 
the preparation of the next 
performance mandate.

 � At the end of a performance 
mandate period, the ETH 
Board drafts a performance 
report on whether the esta-
blished objectives have been 
reached. This report is then 
submitted to the Federal As-
sembly for approval.

Over the next few years, and 
taking into account specific in-
herent features, management 
of the ETH Domain will be ad-
apted to bring it in line with 
corporate governance princip-
les for outsourced units of the 
Confederation. Among other 
things, the Federal Council will 
draft a report for the Federal 
Assembly on the achievements 
of the ETH Domain. As it hap-
pens, the Federal Council has 
already been submitting such 
reports at the request of the 
corresponding parliamentary 

committees since 2011. The required 
legislative amendments will be made 
within the framework of the next ERI 
Dispatch for 2017-2020.

Marco Pedrozzi, head of the SwissFEL injector project, at the injector test facility where technologies for the first 
stage of the SwissFEL accelerator are tested. Photo: Paul Scherrer Institute.

Successful performance mandate 
period 2008-2012
As the performance report drafted by 
the ETH Board for the period 2008-2012 
shows, the ETH Domain grew dynami-
cally during the reporting period and 
by and large achieved the objectives set 
out in the performance mandate. The 
six institutions offer outstanding quality 
in the area of teaching, produce world-
class research and purse efficient trans-
fer of both knowledge and technology 
to Swiss businesses and society at large.

Among the numerous highlights of the 
past performance mandate period: the 
successful bid by the EPFL to obtain EU 
FET flagship status for its Human Brain 
Project; the inauguration ceremony for 
the new building of the Swiss National 
Supercomputing Centre run by the ETH 
Zurich in Lugano; and commencement 
of construction work on the accelerator 
tunnel for the free-electron X-ray laser 
SwissFEL at the Paul Scherrer Institute. 
During the reporting period, the com-
petences of the ETH Domain in energy 
research also became the focus of public 
interest.

Current challenges include dealing with 
increased international competition, 
maintaining the high quality of teaching 
in the face of rapidly rising student figu-
res and providing support to women at 
all levels of their academic career.

Contact
SERI, François grandjean
Scientific Advisor, 
University Policy Section, 
	+41 31 322 94 20
 francois.grandjean@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information:
ETH Board: www.ethrat.ch

Download performance report here (in 
german): 
www.sbfi.admin.ch/leistungsb_eth_de

The main aim of the flagship ‹Human Brain Project› coordinated by 
the EPFL is to create a computer-assisted simulation of the human 
brain, which it is hoped will lead to fundamental advances in neu-
roscience, medicine, social sciences, information technology and 
robotics. Photo: EPFL
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National research programmes (NRPs)

SERI launches new call for NRP proposals in November 2013

National research programmes (NRPs) are an important instrument used by the Confederation to encourage practical re-
search. NRPs help to establish a scientifically sound basis for solutions to current problems facing the country. On 11 No-
vember 2013 SERI intends to launch a new call for NRP proposals.

So far over 70 national research pro-
grammes (NRPs) have been launched 
since the instrument was created back in 
1975. More recent NRPs have focussed 
on such themes as Managing Energy 
Consumption (NRP 71),  Resource Wood 
(NRP 66), New Urban Quality (NRP 65), 
Smart Materials (NRP 62) and Religions, 
the State and Society (NRP 58). (see addi-
tional information below for an overview 
of new, current and concluded NRPs) 

Call for new NRP proposals
All interested parties, e.g. private indi-
viduals, companies, associations, and 
government agencies have the possibi-
lity to take part in the call for new NRP 
proposals, which will remain in effect 
until early 2014. Applicants are expected 
to submit problem-oriented, easily un-
derstood outlines of their NRP proposals. 
These outlines should briefly cover the 
main aspects of the NRP proposal and 
provide a general explanation of how 
the research plans justify the creation 
of an NRP. Applicants are not required 
at this initial stage to produce detailed 
outlines of the scientific research to be 
conducted. All relevant information re-
garding the selection round, such as in-

National research programmes (NRP) generate scientific knowledge aimed at solving Switzerland’s most 
pressing social and economic problems such as in the case of  NRP 66, which is devoted to topic Wood. 
Picture: SERI, Christophe Stolz

NRP: the only research funding instrument where the entire Federal Council is able to directly choose research top-
ics and budget ranges.

National research programmes (NRP) generate scientific knowledge aimed at solving Switzerland’s most pressing social and 
economic problems. Research questions should be approached with various interdisciplinary research perspectives in mind. This 
should be achieved through coordinated research projects which each pursue a common objective. Past experience has shown 
that NRPs lead to the formulation of valuable recommendations for action and create fresh momentum.

NRPs generally last for a period of five years and receive around CHF 12 million on average. Topics are selected through a 
bottom-up process, where interested parties are invited to submit new NRP proposals. At the request of the Federal Depart-
ment of Economic Affairs, Education and Research (EAER), the Federal Council periodically selects topics and budget ranges 
for up to three new NRPs. It then issues a mandate to the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) to pursue these new NRPs. 

National centres of competence in research (NCCRs) are another instrument used by the Confederation to encourage research. 
Unlike, NRPs, NCCRs promote long-term research projects in areas of vital strategic importance for Switzerland. They also help 
to improve the research structure in Switzerland.

structions, application forms and dead-
lines, will be posted on the SERI website 
on 11 November (see below). The dead-
line for the submission of NRP proposals 
is 10 January 2014.

NRP criteria
Upon expiry of the submission deadline, 
NRP proposals will undergo an initial 
selection under the supervision of SERI. 
This initial selection phase will continue 
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In 2013 the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI) signed 
exchange agreements with the USA and Brazil on behalf of Switzerland. These 
agreements should encourage the international mobility of young researchers and 
raise the profile of the Swiss higher education and research landscape.

Now more than ever, efforts to encou-
rage the international mobility of young 
researchers depend on early networking 
with the international research com-
munity. Initiatives have therefore been 
launched in the USA and Brazil in recent 
years to encourage the international 
mobility of young researchers. Switzer-
land is a desirable partner for both coun-
tries due to its internationally recognised 
expertise in both teaching and research.

Research internships in Switzerland 
for the best US PhD students
In early 2013, at the initiative of the Na-
tional Science Foundation (NSF) – the US 
equivalent of the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (SNSF) – Switzerland sig-
ned a Letter of Intent to join the gra-
duate Research Opportunity Worldwide 
(gROW) programme. This Letter of In-
tent is intended to broaden the internati-
onal research network of NSF-sponsored 
young researchers. Starting in February 
2014, the NSF’s best PhD students will 
be able to take up a research internship 
in Switzerland lasting between six and 
twelve months. This exchange program-

me will be funded by Switzerland’s Fe-
deral Commission for Scholarships for 
Foreign Students (ESKAS). For its part, 
the NSF has declared its willingness to 
provide funding for Swiss researchers to 
undertake similar research internships in 
the USA.
 
Cooperation with Brazil
In July 2013 Switzerland also became an 
official partner in the Brazilian program-
me Science without Borders. The Brazili-
an government launched this initiative in 
2011 for the purpose of enabling a total 
of 100,000 Brazilian university students 
(Bachelor, Master, PhD and postdoctoral 
level) to attend a top university abroad 
by 2014. Already prior to the signing of 
this Letter of Intent between Brazil and 
Switzerland, over 60 Brazilian students 
had been awarded student or research 
scholarships at a Swiss university under 
the Science without Borders program-
me. The ETH Zurich associated itself 
with the Brazilian programme in 2012. 
Thanks to this agreement, further admi-
nistrative hurdles have been lifted and 
Brazilian students will be provided with 

better information on the Swiss higher 
education and research landscape. 
Both agreements establish general 
conditions for closer international net-
working between universities. This will 
not only facilitate exchanges between 
young researchers but also strengthen 
long-term scientific cooperation with 
important partner countries. This will 
increase the visibility of Swiss academic 
activities and position Switzerland as an 
open country with excellent research in-
stitutes.

Contact
SERI, Sebastien Hug
Scientific Advisor, 
International Relations Division
	+41 31 322 94 64
 sebastien.hug@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
graduate Research Opportunity World-
wide (USA, National Science Foundati-
on):
 www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.
jsp?pims_id=504876

Science without Borders (Brazil): 
 cooperation.epfl.ch/page-95237-en.
html

Encouraging the mobility of young researchers

New exchange agreements signed with the USA and Brazil

until the spring of 2014. NRP proposals 
will be assessed on the basis of NRP cri-
teria set out in the Ordinance of 10 June 
1985 on the Promotion of Research and 
Innovation (RIPO, SR 420.11) 1. Accor-
ding to this Ordinance, NRPs must main-
ly be devoted to issues:
 � for which scientific research can bring 
benefits for the whole of Switzerland;

 � that can be solved with the help of 
Swiss research activities;

 � that can only be solved through re-
search activities from various disciplines;

 � that do not fall into a category co-
vered by fundamental research, policy 
area research or industrial research;

 � for which directly applicable research 
findings can reasonably be expected 
within a period of around five years.

Towards the end of 2014, the Federal 
Council will be asked by the Federal 
Department of Economic Affairs, Edu-
cation and Research (EAER) to determi-
ne the topics and budget ranges for the 
new NRPs. At the same time, the Swiss 
National Science Foundation (SNSF) will 
be given a mandate to pursue the new 
NRPs.

Contact
SERI, Claudine Dolt
Scientific Advisor,
Research Section,
National Research and Innovation 
Division
	+41 31 322 78 38
 claudine.dolt@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
National research programmes
www.sbfi.admin.ch/nfp_en

1 See Art. 4 - 8a RIPO (status on 1 September 2013), SR 420.11: http://www.admin.ch/opc/de/classified-compilation/19850098/index.html
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Delegation led by Federal Councillor Schneider-Ammann makes official visit to 
South Africa

First joint economic and scientific mission

In early September 2013, Federal Councillor Johann N. Schneider-Ammann led a 
delegation to South Africa. This is the first foreign mission made by the head of 
the Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education and Research (EAER) since 
the creation of the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI). 
The main purpose of this visit was to deepen bilateral ties between Switzerland 
and South Africa particularly in the area of  ‘Energy & Environment’.

In the first combined foreign mission 
relating to economic affairs, education, 
research and innovation, the Swiss de-
legation closely examined Switzerland’s 
broadly structured bilateral cooperation 
activities with South Africa. The visit also 
provided additional opportunities for 
joint projects, in the area of biodiversity 
for instance. 

Intensive cultivation of contacts
In addition to talks with Minister of Sci-
ence and Technology Derek Hanekom 
and Minister of Trade and Industry Ro-
bert Davies, a series of meetings were 
also held with companies as well as 
education, research and innovation in-
stitutions. Federal Councillor Johann N. 
Schneider-Ammann was accompanied 

by representatives from the private sec-
tor and the research community. During 
this mission, contacts were improved not 
only with South African partners, but 
also among Swiss private sector and re-
search representatives.

Priority countries for Switzerland
South Africa is one of seven non-EU 
priority countries in Swiss education, 
research and innovation policy. The bi-
lateral agreement on scientific and tech-
nological cooperation with South Africa 
was signed in December 2007. This led 
to the launch of the Swiss South African 
Joint Research Programme (SSAJRP). In 
the first phase (2008-2012), both coun-
tries sponsored 16 joint research projects 
(JRPs) relating to public health and bio-
medicine, Bio- and nanotechnologies as 
well as human and social sciences. In 
the current programme phase (2013-
2016) renewable energies (greentech 
and cleantech) were added as a research 
theme. The results of the evaluation of 
65 research proposals are still pending.

Contact
SERI, Pia Stalder
Scientific Advisor, 
International Relations Division
	+41 31 322 12 97
 pia.stalder@sbfi.admin.ch

Additional information
Bilateral research cooperation between 
Switzerland and South Africa:  
 www.sbfi.admin.ch/suedafrika_en

The Swiss delegation also visited the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research CSIR in Pretoria, one of the 
most important research institutes in South Africa.
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Working visit by State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio to the USA

A glimpse of the US higher education and research system

In mid-September State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio, Director of the State Secretariat for Education, Research and 
Innovation (SERI) made a working visit to the USA. The purpose of the working visit to Washington, D.C. and Blacks-
burg, VA was to strengthen existing contacts between Switzerland and the USA in the area of higher education and 
research. The working visit also enabled discussion of current issues with local exponents.

The visit began with an evening gala at 
the Swiss Embassy in Washington, D.C. 
Over 1,000 guests attended this year’s 
event, which was devoted to the theme 
of Swiss innovation. Among those in at-
tendance were solar impulse pioneers 
Bertrand Piccard and André Borschberg. 
The event also of-fered the opportunity 
for an exchange with the US Chief Tech-
nology Officer, Todd Park.

Intensive cooperation
The following day a visit was made 
to the start-up company Sanaria Inc., 
which is involved in malaria research. 

This company has developed a new, very 
promising vaccine for malaria and is cur-
rently working with the Swiss Tropical 
and Public Health Institute (Swiss TPH). 
Joan Ferrini-Mundy, Assistant Director 
of the US National Science Foundation 
(NSF), was also invited to the Swiss Em-
bassy to discuss similarities and differen-
ces between the NSF and Switzerland’s 
own research funding institution, the 
Swiss National Science Foundation 
(SNSF). They also discussed the growing 
interest in the USA in vocational edu-
cation and training (VET) and possible 
cooperation projects with Switzerland. 

State Secretary Mauro Dell’Ambrogio with the US Chief Technology Officer, Todd Park

Cooperation with the USA 
deemed important
Switzerland and the USA maintain 
close research cooperation ties. In 
2009, both countries signed a bilat-
eral agreement to facilitate and re-
inforce scientific and technological 
cooperation between researchers and 
higher education institutions in both 
countries. 

The great importance of the USA as 
a research partner for Switzerland 
can be seen by the fact that Swiss 
researchers co-publish far more fre-
quently with US colleagues than with 
researchers from other countries. For 
its part, the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (SNSF) maintains close 
contact with its US counterpart, the 
National Science Foundation (NSF), 
and provides considerable funding 
for research cooperation between 
Swiss and US researchers. Between 
2008 and August 2013, the SNSF 
sponsored around 2,100 Swiss pro-
jects involving cooperation with US 
researchers, for a total of around CHF 
760 million. And, since the 1980s, 
over 400 young researchers from 
Switzerland and the USA have re-
ceived Fulbright scholarships to con-
duct research in an academic institu-
tion in either Switzerland or the USA.
 
In January of this year, State Secretary 
Dell’Ambrogio and former Director of 
the US NSF, Dr. Subra Suresh, signed 
a Letter of Intent regarding Swiss 
participation in the NSF’s gROW Pro-
gramme. 
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Campus life figures large at American universities, as does the weekly football game such as here at Virginia Tech in Blacksburg.

Another important point was the gradu-
ate Research Opportunities Worldwide 
(gROW, for more details, see page 11 of 
the SERI newsletter), for which conside-
rable progress has already been made.
Cooperation initiatives were also dis-
cussed during a meeting at the White 
House with Philip E. Rubin of the Of-
fice for Science and Technology Policy 
(OSTP), which is the advisory body to 
the US President on matters pertaining 
to science and technology. Rubin is 
the Principal Assistant Director of the 
Science Division and is responsible for 
neuroscience – in particular the BRAIN 
Initiative, which is similar in focus to the 
Human Brain Project (HBP) pursued by 
the Federal Institute of Technology Lau-
sanne (EPFL). For this reason, discussions 
touched on possible in-depth cooperati-
on between the US BRAIN Initiative and 
the European HBP.

In an exchange with representatives of 
the georgetown University School of 

Medicine, an effort was made to ascer-
tain whether Switzerland can adapt cer-
tain aspects of US training practices so 
as to make training in Switzerland more 
efficient and thereby increase the num-
ber of Swiss doctors.

US campus in Ticino
During the last two days of the trip, 
a visit was made to Virginia Tech in 
Blacksburg, Virginia. This public univer-
sity sends an average of around 150 stu-
dents to Switzerland, primarily through 
an exchange programme with the Uni-
versity of Basel. It also maintains its own 
campus at Riva San Vitale in the can-
ton of Ticino: the Virginia Tech Center 
for European Studies and Architecture 
(CESA). What initially began as an iso-
lated outpost has grown over the years 
to a hub for several partnerships with 
European and Swiss universities (USI, 
EPFL, Ecole Hotelière de Lausanne). Sta-
te Secretary Dell’Ambrogio talked with 
Virginia Tech officials about cooperation 

programmes with Swiss partners and 
during visits to various institutes was 
able to gain a clearer idea of the struc-
ture of this university. 

Contact
SERI, Sebastien Hug
Scientific Advisor, 
International Relations Division
	+41 31 322 94 64
 sebastien.hug@sbfi.admin.ch

SERI, Fabio Berta
Academic Intern
International Relations Division
	 +41 31 322 86 17,
 fabio.berta@sbfi.admin.ch
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Administrative and Finance Committee of the ESA 
meets in Montreux

The Administrative and Finance 
Committee of the European Space 
Agency ESA, chaired by a member 
of the Swiss delegation to the ESA, 
held its 270th meeting in Montreux 
on 26 and 27 September 2013.

The European Space Agency ESA, of 
which Switzerland is a founder member, 
is currently implementing over 60 pro-
grammes and projects. Its 20 member 

states assure the governance of the or-
ganisation through the ESA Council and 
through various specialised and transver-
sal committees which meet periodically.

The Administrative and Finance Com-
mittee AFC, which is directly answerable 
to the Council and brings together dele-
gates from the member states, supervi-
ses and decides on budgetary, financial 
and legal questions, as well as personnel 

A Swiss scientific and economic mis-
sion headed by the Swiss Space Of-
fice at SERI met with Chinese coun-
terparts in mid–September.

China’s space programmes are testament 
to the dynamism of the space sector and 
make China an important actor in this 
field. The Swiss scientific and economic 
mission headed by the Swiss Space Of-
fice at the State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation (SERI) included 

matters. It has been chaired for the last 
two years by Raphaël von Roten, deputy 
head of the Swiss delegation to the ESA.
Switzerland has held the co-presidency 
of the ESA at ministerial level since 2012. 
The next meeting of the ESA Council is 
scheduled for the end of 2014 and the 
AFC is assisting in its preparation.

Contact
Raphaël von Roten
Deputy head of the Swiss Delegation 
to the ESA
Swiss Embassy in France, Paris
	+33 1 495 56710
 raphael.vonroten@eda.admin.ch

Switzerland-China: Exchange of views on space affairs

representatives from the federal adminis-
tration, the academic world and industry.

The discussions with the high-ranking 
representatives of the Chinese space 
programme confirmed the mutual will 
to build on and strengthen cooperation 
in space affairs between both countries. 
They also provided an opportunity to ex-
plore new mutually beneficial opportuni-
ties for cooperation, particularly in terms 
of scientific space missions.

Contact
SERI, Daniel Neuenschwander
Head, Swiss Space Office 
	+41 31 323 17 93
  daniel.neuenschwander@sbfi.admin.ch

Representatives from 20 states met in Montreux for a meeting of the ESA Administrative and Finance 
Committee.



16

SBFI NEWS l PANORAMA

Publisher: State Secretariat for Education,  
Research and Innovation SERI 
Effingerstrasse 27, 3003 Bern
info@sbfi.admin.ch
www.sbfi.admin.ch
Editors: Dani Duttweiler, Martin Fischer
graphics: Thomas Lüthi
Translations: Languages Services SERI, EAER, FCh
Printer: FOBL
Languages:  ger and fr (print), en and it (electronic)
ISSN 1661-4984

FIGURE OF THE MONTH

Confederation R&D expenditure in 2012

In 2012, the Confederation’s expenditure on research and de-
velopment (R&D) amounted to CHF 2.1 billion, up 17% com-
pared to the last data collected in 2010. This spending level has 
been trending upwards since 2000 (compound annual growth 
rate: +6%).

Nearly 90% (CHF 1.9bn) of this expenditure is in the form 
of contributions towards research either in Switzerland (CHF 
1.2m) or as part of international research programmes (CHF 
714m). Compared with 2010, these contributions have in-
creased by 18%. The largest beneficiary of these contribu-
tions is the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF), which 
received CHF 878 million. 

2.1bn

The State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation (SERI) and 
Euresearch are organising a national 
conference to mark the launch of the 
EU framework programme for re-
search and innovation, Horizon 2020. 
This conference will be held at the 
Stade de Suisse in Bern from 14 to 17 
January 2014.

At the kick-off event organised by SERI 
on 14 January 2014, decision-makers 
from research, political and economic 

AGENDA

New EU framework programme  – Horizon 2020

National Conference from 14 to 17 January 2014 in Bern

SERI publication ‘Higher Education 
and Research in Switzerland’
 
Updated publication now available

In early October, SERI released an up-
dated version of its publication entitled 
‘Higher Education and Research in Swit-
zerland’. The English version of this pub-
lication is 52 pages long and provides 
general information about the Swiss 
education and research landscape – 
from apprenticeships in upper-secondary 
level VET programmes to research and 
innovation promotion. It also draws in-
ternational comparisons and includes 
descriptions of Switzerland’s two federal 
institutes of technology (ETH in Zurich 
and EPF in Lausanne), cantonal universi-
ties and universities of applied sciences. 
In addition to English, this publication is 
also available in german and French.

A hardcopy version of this publication 
may be ordered free of charge from: 
info@sbfi.admin.ch. Alternatively, an 
electronic version may be downloaded 
here:
www.sbfi.admin.ch/campus-switzerland-e

spheres will learn more about the oppor-
tunities, objectives and content of the 
new EU framework programme; keynote 
speakers will include Federal Councillor 
Johann N. Schneider-Ammann, the Eu-
ropean Commissioner for Research, In-
novation and Science, Máire geoghegan 
Quinn and the Director-general of the 
Dg for Research and Innovation, Robert-
Jan Smits.
In the following days, researchers will 
be able to attend workshops organised 
by Euresearch to learn more about the 

content of Horizon 2020: 
‘Social challenges’ (15 Jan.), 
‘Leading role of industry’ (16 
Jan.) and ‘Scientific excel-
lence’ (17 Jan.).  

The documents can be 
downloaded here: 
www.launch-H2020.ch


