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President’s statement
Human health, the environment and social wellbeing exemplify the challenges of our time. In order to play a 
key role in addressing these challenges, ETH Zurich has focused its activities on finding solutions that will 
enable society to adapt to major shifts in the environment, economy, and social matters. ETH Zurich is well 
aware of the hurdles it must overcome to ensure the security of future generations. Hence, the concept of 
sustainable development has been integrated into education, research, knowledge transfer, and a role model 
for our campus. A diverse curriculum offers numerous opportunities for students to explore sustainability 
related topics, including energy science and technology, resource management, environmental science and 
engineering, world food systems, or urban planning.

Beyond the material covered in the classic disciplines, ETH Zurich’s philosophy promotes collaboration across 
disciplines and it fosters the entrepreneurial spirit of our students and their desire to lead global change. In 
addition to corporate engagements, ETH Zurich also regularly presents its findings in research to the public 
through designated forums where stakeholders are encouraged to openly discuss different opinions.

Finally, ETH Zurich works diligently to lead by example. Large-scale projects on campus reinforce sustainable 
objectives, such as the “Anergy” project on Campus Hönggerberg, which utilizes a geothermal system to regu-
late building temperatures and to make one of the University’s campuses virtually CO2-free by 2025. Our support 
for education and student initiatives, such as the ETH Sustainability Summer School Program, Seed Sustain-
ability, and Ecoworks, encourages students to learn more about sustainability and think critically about solu-
tions. To exemplify the socially responsible aspect of sustainability, ETH Zurich has actively worked to narrow 
the gap between the number of males and females in faculty positions and ensure a highly diverse student 
body, faculty, and staff at the University.

Further demonstrating our commitment to sustainability and transparency, ETH Zurich has developed this 
report, our second integrated GRI/ISCN-GULF Sustainable Campus Charter report. We aspire to have our 
expanding University help shape a more sustainable future for the world.

Ralph Eichler 
President of ETH Zurich
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This report is the second sustainability report published by 
ETH Zurich which fully integrates the requirements of the 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) B Level and the ISCN-GULF 
Sustainable Campus Charter reporting frameworks. As the 
previous report was released in the spring of 2010, this report 
adheres to the biennial reporting timeframe and covers the 
2011 and 2012 calendar years.

The topics outlined in the GRI framework cover a broad range 
of sustainability metrics related to economic, environmental, 
and social (including labor practices and decent work, human 
rights, society, and product responsibility) performance which 
is applicable to various industry sectors. Conversely, the 
ISCN-GULF Sustainable Campus Charter reporting frame-
work focuses on sustainability metrics specific to universities 
according to the three overarching ISCN principles.

Following the guidelines of both of these frameworks allows 
ETH Zurich to transparently disclose its most fundamental 
sustainability efforts at the campus level in addition to de-
scribing engagements with the public and private sectors.

This chapter covers 10 GRI Indicators and ISCN Principles 
1,2 and 3.

Introduction Profile
ETH Zurich is a leading international university for technol-
ogy and natural sciences. It is well-known for its excellent 
education, groundbreaking basic research and applied results 
that are beneficial for society as a whole. Its faculty and 
graduates play an important role in the transfer of knowledge 
and technology into the economy. In this way, ETH Zurich 
makes impactful contributions to society.

Originally founded as the Federal Polytechnic School in 1855, 
ETH Zurich was given its present name, Swiss Federal In-
stitute of Technology (Eidgenössische Technische Hochschule 
Zürich) in 1911. 21 Nobel Laureates have studied, taught or 
conducted research at ETH Zurich. ETH Zurich regularly 
appears at the top of international rankings as one of the 
best universities in the world.  With its competitive reputa-
tion, in 2012 ETH Zurich hosted more than 17,000 students 
from more than 100 countries, 3,800 of whom were doctoral 
students. More than 480 professors teach and conduct re-
search in the areas of engineering, architecture, mathemat-
ics, natural sciences, system-oriented sciences, and man-
agement and social sciences.

The university is mainly located in Zurich with two campus 
sites “Zentrum” and “Hönggerberg” and several smaller 
satellite locations throughout Switzerland. ETH Zurich is 
structured into 16 academic departments which are organized 
into five academic disciplines: architecture and civil engi-
neering; engineering sciences; natural sciences and math-
ematics; system-oriented natural sciences; and management 
and social sciences. Strategic oversight of ETH Zurich is 
provided by the ETH Board, which fulfills this function for 
the entire ETH Domain including EPFL as a second technical 
university and four research institutes. Basic funding for 
ETH Zurich is predominantly (75%) from public sources. The 
remaining budget is sourced by competitive funds from pri-
vate and industry contributions, donations and grants. The 
total expenditure for the 2011/2012 academic year was 
1,455/1,467 million CHF.

Engaged in sustainability
Through attracting people from several disciplines and all 
regions of the world, ETH Zurich has enormous potential to 
develop sustainable solutions for the most critical problems 
facing our planet. With over 20 years of experience in re-
search, education and knowledge transfer related to sustain-
ability, ETH Zurich continues to deepen its commitment to 
sustainability in strategic planning for the future. The ETH 
Sustainability Office plays a major role in supporting the 

integration of sustainability into research, teaching, opera-
tions and campus life.

In an effort to ensure sustainability is integrated into all 
aspects of ETH Zurich, the “ETH Zurich Strategy and Devel-
opment Plan 2012-2016” provides guidance on five major 
challenges: (1) future cities and sustainable design of living 
spaces; (2) natural resources and their protection; (3) food 
security; (4) energy supply; and (5) climate change. These 
challenges are further addressed by an interdisciplinary 
approach that encourages students and faculty from different 
disciplines to collaborate with one another. Several Compe-
tence Centers have been established to facilitate these col-
laborations and support related research projects. The results 
from these projects are also shared with the public and 
business sector through various events and programs. In 
this way, ETH Zurich serves as a “living laboratory”, utilizing 
its resources for academic and research advancements while 
engaging external stakeholders to be active participants in 
developing new solutions.

The ISCN-GULF Campus Charter
ETH Zurich has also demonstrated its commitment to sup-
porting sustainability more broadly through its close involve-
ment with the International Sustainable Campus Network 
(ISCN). Serving as one of the host organizations, ETH Zurich 
has played a major role in supporting this global forum of 
universities in the exchange of information, ideas, and best 
practices for achieving sustainable campus goals.

As part of the ISCN-GULF Sustainable Campus Charter, 
signatories are committed to uphold three overarching prin-
ciples that guide sustainable developments on their cam-
puses and develop Charter Reports that track progress 
against these principles. The first principle focuses on the 
campus infrastructure and addresses how sustainability 
considerations should be an integral part of the planning, 
construction, renovation and operation of buildings on cam-
pus. To ensure long-term sustainable campus development, 
the second principle considers the campus as a whole and 
encourages universities to develop campus-wide master 
planning and targets that include environmental and social 
goals. The final principle provides guidance on how universi-
ties should align their core mission with sustainable devel-
opment, facilities, research, and education through an inte-
grated approach. The objective is to support a “living 
laboratory” for sustainability.

For questions on this report, please contact Dr. Christine Bratrich, 
the Director of ETH Sustainability, or Dr. Dominik Brem, Deputy 
Head Safety, Security, Health, and Environment (SSHE).

GRI Indicators

2.1 Name of the organization.

2.2 Primary brands, products, and/or services.

2.5 Number of countries where the organization operates.

2.7 Markets served.

3.1 Reporting period.

3.2 Date of most recent previous report.

3.3 Reporting cycle.

3.6 Boundary of the report.

4.7 Process for determining the qualifications and expertise of the 
members of the highest governance body for guiding the organiza-
tion’s strategy on economic, environmental, and social topics.

Tables at the beginning of 
each chapter transparently 
refer to the relevant 
indicators of the reporting 
system. Specific goals and 
achievements are 
highlighted in grey boxes 
throughout the report.

Explanation of the ISCN 
Principles.

Principle 1
Buildings and 
their sustainable 
Impacts

Principle 2
Campus-wide 
planning and 
target settings

Principle 3
Integration of 
research, teaching, 
facilities and 
outreach.
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ETH Zurich is renowned for the breadth and quality of its 
Research and has defended its title as the best university  in 
Continental Europe in 2011 and 2012. 

Over the last two years, its researchers published more than 
9,600 scientific papers and have been successful in obtaining 
sought-after grants from the European Research Council 
(ERC). European funding programs contributed 85 million 
CHF to research activities at ETH Zurich in 2011 and 2012.

Complementing its disciplinary excellence, the school en-
gages in 17 Competence Centers that transcend disciplines. 
ETH Zurich’s research cultivates innovation and economic 
development, and has resulted in 159 new patents filed and 
44 spin-off companies formed over the last two years.

This chapter covers 5 GRI Indicators and ISCN Principle 3.

Research and 
knowledge transfer

GRI Indicators

EC9 Understanding and describing significant indirect economic impacts, 
including the extent of impacts.

EN6 Initiatives to provide energy-efficient or renewable energy based 
products and services, and reductions in energy requirements as a 
result of these initiatives.

EN26 Initiatives to mitigate environmental impacts of products and ser-
vices, and extent of impact mitigation.

2.2 Organizational Profile – Primary brands, products and/or 
services.

2.8 Scale of the reporting organization, including number of employees, 
net sales, total capitalization, quantity of products or services 
provided. The Future Cities Laboratory (FCL) in Singapore 

is a transdisciplinary research center focusing 
on urban sustainability in a global framework.
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Research and knowledge transfer

A dynamic research environment
ETH Zurich has been ranked amongst the world’s top uni-
versities for years, both in the Times Higher Education 
Ranking (at present rank nr. 12) and the Shanghai Academic 
Ranking of World Universities (at present rank nr. 23). In 
2012, ETH Zurich also proved its academic quality as the 
new number 13 in the QS World University Ranking list.

Another indication of ETH’s successful research activities 
is the number of grants from the European Research Council 
(ERC): five professors in 2011 and eight professors in 2012 
were awarded an ERC Starting Grant. Never before at ETH 
Zurich have so many talented young scientists received 
support from this source. In 2012, they were awarded the 
equivalent of about 14 million CHF for their projects. Sci-
entists at ETH Zurich were also successful when it came 
to the prestigious ERC Advanced Grants: seven ETH re-
searches in 2011 and 12 in 2012 were successful in their 
bids. In total, European funding programs contributed 85 
million CHF.

However, ETH Zurich is not content with merely participat-
ing in solving already known problems. In the context of 
global civilization, it wants to respond to changing condi-
tions, identify new problems as a kind of early warning 
system, and assume a leading role in seeking solutions. 
This mission is carried out through the innovative research 
projects conducted at ETH Zurich.

Applying resources to protect the 
environment
ETH Zurich’s leading role as a research institution sets an 
ideal platform for exploring topics related to environmental 
issues. The founding of the Environmental Sciences 
Department (D-UWIS) in 1987 commenced ETH Zurich’s 
commitment to understand and protect the natural 
environment. Since then, sustainability-related studies and 
research projects have spanned across numerous 
departments and institutes.

At the Department of Mechanical and Process Engineering 
(D-MAVT) research covers topics on robots, cars, nuclear 

Research goals

Strengthening ETH Zurich’s position as a research 
institution at the highest international level, par-
ticularly with regard to fundamental and engineer-
ing research, within the life sciences, the system 
oriented natural sciences and the design 
sciences.

Achieved. ETH Zurich kept its high ranking position on 
the list of the world’s top universities and has defended 
its title as the best university in Continental Europe in 
2011 and 2012. More than 19,000 scientific articles and 
contributed to about 5,000 conferences.

Maintaining and extending a rigorous policy of 
excellence with regard to the appointment of 
professors.

Achieved. ETH Zurich was successful in the period 
2008-2012 in recruiting international top researchers. 
69 professors were appointed from within Switzerland, 
64 from the USA, 31 from Germany, 37 from the rest of 
Europe and eight from other countries.

Solidifying the position as a leading global partner 
for technical and natural science problems.

Achieved. In 2012, researchers from ETH Zurich ac-
tively participated in approx. 1,000 editorial or advisory 
boards, 700 evaluation teams, 500 program committees 
as well as 600 executive committees of professional 
associations and societies. These impressive numbers 
illustrate the strong support that representatives of 
ETH Zurich provide to external bodies, based on their 
expert knowledge.

Inter- and transdisciplinary 
research goals

Strengthening the collaboration between engi-
neering and natural science disciplines with the 
humanities and social and management 
sciences.

Achieved. 16 Competence Centers that provide platforms 
for ETH Zurich professors and institutes to engage in 
inter- and transdisciplinary projects and activities are 
in place.

Achieved. Under the slogan “Sustainable Worlds”, ETH 
Zurich expanded its collaborative research work with 
the founding of the World Food System Competence 
Center (WFSC): 31 chairs from 6 departments are in-
volved in WFSC.

Achieved. As part of ETH Zurich’s internal research 
funding amounting to 2.6 million CHF over the the 
period of 2008-2012, collaborative projects between 
humanities, social and management sciences with 
other disciplines were supported.

The interdisciplinary nature of architectural research at 
the Department of Architecture (D-ARCH) has lent to sig-
nificant contributions in advanced designs. As an example, 
the increasing attention paid to the relationship between 
the built environment and natural environments along with 
growing economic constraints has inspired research to 
support the use of products, technologies and construction 
methods that are sustainable in terms of their material 
composition and energy use.

Taking energy research a step further, the Department of 
Mechanical and Process Engineering (D-MAVT) addresses 
the drive for efficient use of natural resources and improved 
efficacy through research projects in future power genera-
tion and air transportation systems.

Research related to sustainable development is also con-
ducted within the Department of Humanities, Social, and 
Political Sciences (D-GESS) focusing on behavioral science, 
governance and political science, humanities and law, and 
economics.

The Department of Management, Technology and Econom-
ics (D-MTEC) conducts fundamental and applied research 
in management, economics, systems design and risk, with 
a focus on efficient and responsible business practices. 
The underlying mission of this research is to understand, 
shape and teach the interactions between technology, so-
ciety and organizations as well as the impact of these on a 
sustainable use of resources and manpower.

Some examples from various disciplines illustrate  
ETH Zurich’s sustainability-related research: 

ETH-Zurich Assistant Professor Lian Pin Koh has built an 
autonomous drone that can be used for nature conservation 
purposes, such as surveying large mammals and monitor-
ing the rainforest. 

ETH Zurich physicists, in collaboration with colleagues at 
universities in Switzerland and abroad, have made a break-
through in the manufacture of monolithic semiconductor 
structures on silicon. The new structures are nearly perfect, 
and likely to revolutionize not only X-ray technology.

It goes on a trailer and should supply remote areas in de-
veloping countries with electricity: the intelligent generator 
SMiG, which students from ETH Zurich developed within 
the scope of their Master’s project.

For the first time, ETH-Zurich researchers provided concrete 
data on how alternative forms of land use influence the 
carbon balance in tropical ecosystems. This information is 
not just interesting for climate researchers; the measures 
agreed in the Kyoto Protocol for the reduction of CO2 can 
be implemented more effectively armed with this 
knowledge.

Many developing countries should turn to wind power plants 
because of the lower costs, ETH-Zurich researchers have 
concluded in a new study on the use of climate protection 
funding from the north.

A collection of relevant ETH Life articles can be found here: 
www.sustainability.ethz.ch/nachhaltigkeitsbericht/ethlife →

plants, and wind turbines to address the social and economic 
challenges faced by Switzerland and the world through 
engineering innovation.

Research in the Department of Civil, Environmental and 
Geomatic Engineers (D-BAUG) is designed to build and 
operate systems of the urban and peri-urban infrastructure 
that are innovative, functionally reliable, and economical. 
Engineers in these fields monitor, model, and understand 
the relevant processes in order to protect the environment 
and its natural resources.

http://www.sustainability.ethz.ch/nachhaltigkeitsbericht/ethlife
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Research and knowledge transfer

Under the slogan “Sustainable Worlds”, ETH Zurich expanded 
its collaborative research work in the fields of energy, climate, 
sustainable building and global food supplies in 2012. In 
particular with the founding of the World Food System Center, 
ETH Zurich laid an important foundation for future research 
work. Thirty-one chairs from six departments at ETH Zurich 
and the Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic Science and Tech-
nology (Eawag) have been involved in the World Food System 
Center program.

Furthermore, international collaborations on excellence in 
education and research are essential to ETH Zurich’s task 
of supporting the international reputation of Switzerland as 
a location for education, research and business. An outstand-
ing example for this cooperation is “The Future Cities Labo-
ratory” (FCL) in Singapore - a transdisciplinary research 

International alliances goals

Extension of collaborations with peer insitutions 
globally.

Achieved. The number of registered international con-
tacts is increasing steadily: 4,136 contacts (2011); 5,585 
contacts (2012; eduction and reseach contacts).

Extension of existing and establishment of new 
alliances with first-rate partner universities 
abroad.

Achieved. Strategic international partnerships main-
tained with IDEA League, the International Alliance of 
Research Universities (IARU), the Global Alliance of 
Technological Universities (GlobalTech), the Alliance 
for Global Sustainability (AGS), the Global University 
Leaders Forum (GULF), and the Singapore-ETH Center 
(SEC) for Global Environmental Sustainability.

center focused on urban sustainability in a global frame. It 
is the first research program of the Singapore-ETH Center 
for Global Environmental Sustainability (SEC) and home to 
a community of over 100 PhD, postdoctoral and Professorial 
researchers working on diverse themes related to future 
cities and environmental sustainability.

ETH Global, the office for international relations is responsible 
for implementing the global strategy of ETH Zurich that 
defines three main goals for ETH Zurich’s international 
activities: (1) to educate future leaders and experts; (2) to 
address challenging and complex research topicsand; and 
(3) to position ETH Zurich as a forward-looking global 
research university.

Adding value through partnerships
The common belief that “two heads are better than one” is 
celebrated at ETH Zurich where partnerships are strongly 
encouraged so that multiple perspectives may drive innova-
tion more effectively.

Strong domestic collaborations are key to realizing ETH 
Zurich’s responsibilities in securing the future of the Swiss 
higher education and research landscape, and thus of the 
welfare of the country. To accomplish this, ETH Zurich has 
a number of highly collaborative relationships with institu-
tions of research and education within Switzerland. This 
includes ETH Zurich’s engagement in 17 Competence Centers 
that provide platforms for professors and ETH Zurich insti-
tutes to engage in inter- and transdisciplinary projects. These 
projects allow faculty and students to learn from one another 
and take advantage of resources most efficiently.

ETH Zurich is very well-connected worldwide. Its scientists work 
with numerous educational and research institutions all round 
the world. ETH Global, the office for international relations is 
responsible for coordinating these partnerships.

Research Contact
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Research and knowledge transfer

In addition to fellowships, the newly established Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship Lab (ieLab) has been supporting tal-
ented young students with promising ideas. The ieLab offers 
a number of informational and coaching resources including 
a matching process for novice entrepreneurs to work with 
more experienced mentors and industry partners. As a valu-
able resource to students just getting started with their 
ventures, the ieLab also significantly benefits the local 
economy and community by supporting new startup busi-
nesses and encouraging continued scientific research.

which has developed a software solution to improve energy 
efficiency through data mining and recommending behavioral 
shifts. 2012 spin-offs that serve as environmentally respon-
sible solutions include ElectricFeel which developed an e-
bike-sharing system that allows users to rent bicycles quick 
and easily through a smartphone app. And, Polyport also 
addressed challenges with emissions through two services: 
the Kartoffeltaxi offers climate friendly transportation 
through the use of biofuels and BringBee is a delivery service 
designed to maximize the transportation efficiency of smaller 
IKEA purchases.

Fulfilling a valuable mandate
Under the direction of the ETH Domain, ETH Zurich is re-
sponsible for fulfilling an important mandate to function as 
an institution of higher education and research, through 
which a greater understanding of the world around us is 
achieved. Subjects explored in this manner extend beyond 
the disciplinary studies to also address pressing topics in-
cluding energy, climate change, and food systems; all of 
which must be carefully considered when preparing society 
and the economy for a sustainable future.

The importance of fulfilling the education and research man-
date is compounded by the influence these aspects have on 
the Swiss economy.

In 2012, 2,581 graduates left ETH Zurich to use their acquired 
knowledge to favor society and the economy. When looking 
back, graduates of ETH Zurich are very content with their 
education: according to a survey carried out by the Swiss 
Federal Statistical Office in 2011, 85% judge their education 
as “good” or “very good”. Furthermore, they are in great 
demand on the labor market: 95% were employed within 
less than one year of their graduation. Additional 3% were 
not searching for employment.

With innovation standing at the forefront of the Swiss econ-
omy, the transfer of knowledge and research from ETH Zurich 
directly and indirectly impacts the economy. ETH Zurich’s 
technology transfer office “ETH Transfer” is responsible for 
supporting the streamlined knowledge- and technology-
transfer, and to ensure that companies of any size have 
access to the technological expertise of ETH Zurich.

Also, ETH Zurich is helping to bridge the gap between aca-
demia and the private sector, having assisted the filing of 72 
new patents in 2011 and a further 87 in 2012. In addition, 
ETH Zurich offers various opportunities that support students’ 
entrepreneurial development, such as the Pioneer Fellow-
ships. Established in 2010, this program has funded graduate 
and PhD students interested in developing highly innovative 
products or services intended to benefit society and be sold 
commercially. Since 2011, 20 students have been awarded 
these fellowships.

Spin-off companies at ETH Zurich

30

24

18

12

6

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Spin-off companies by field in 2012
 Information and Communications Technology
 Micro- and Nanotechnology
 Electrical Engineering and Electronics
 Consulting Services
 Mechanical Engineering and Aerospace
 Biotechnology and Pharma
 Medical Services

 Spin-off companies founded at since 2004

4

4

8

1

2

1

2

Stimulating the economy with 
spin-offs
Spin-off businesses have been one of the most direct ways 
for ETH Zurich students and faculty to expand research proj-
ects into successful entrepreneurial ventures. Since 1996, 
ETH Zurich has encouraged spin-offs by developing the 
Technopark Zurich which has hosted business courses to 
over 15,000 people. Since 1998, ETH Zurich has been part-
nering with McKinsey & Company to run Switzerland’s busi-
ness plan competition, Venture. This environment for entre-
preneurial students has resulted in 259 spin-off companies 
established through ETH Zurich over the last 16 years. The 
products and services of these businesses are far-reaching, 
and each year, there are a number of spin-offs that directly 
compliment ETH Zurich’s focus in sustainable developments, 
including offering new solutions in energy-efficiency, renew-
able energy, and environmental mitigation.

Demonstrating one of the ETH Zurich’s 2011 spin-offs which 
has driven improvements in energy efficiency is BEN Energy 

Knowledge transfer goals

Strengthening collaborations and partnerships 
with the private sector domestically and abroad.

Achieved. 2012 ETH Zurich closed 718 research contracts 
with third parties (of which 268 with Swiss companies) 
with an overall contribution of 153 billion CHF (3% more 
than in 2011). In addition, in 2011-2012 demand for ETH 
Zurich technologies was constant at a high level with 80 
license agreements and 73 technology transfers. 

Strengthening of entrepreneurial thinking and 
behavior of students and doctoral candidates.

Achieved. A newly established Innovation and Entre-
preneurship Lab (ieLab) is instrumental in supporting 
talented young students that have promising ideas.

Active support of start-ups by students and faculty 
(spin-offs).

Achieved. 259 spin-off companies have been established 
through ETH Zurich over the last 16 years. 44 were 
established in 2011 and 2012. 

Achieved. Pioneer Fellowships program established in 
2010: Since 2011, 20 graduate and PhD students have 
been supported through a Pioneer Fellowship. 

Achieved. ETH Zurich’s services assisted the filing of 
72 patents 2011 and 87 in 2012. 

2011 2012

Publications (from ISI Web of Knowledge)* 4820 4810

Number of Spin-offs 22 22

Patents Registered 72 87

Cooperation agreements (>50,000) 285 293
* Essential Science Indicators, The Thomson Corporation.

Enhanced knowledge transfer (through publications) and influence on 
the private sector (through spin-offs, patents 
and cooperation agreements).
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Insight

Safe and healthy food for all through 
sustainable production − the World Food 
System Center pursues worthy goals
It’s a sad realization: hunger and obesity coexist as burdens on today’s global 
society. This highlights many of the problems for feeding a growing world 
population, especially when 925 million people around the world already suffer 
from hunger and each year six million children die of malnutrition. ETH Zurich 
founded the World Food System Center (WFSC) in 2011 as a significant contri-
bution to a more secure and sustainable food system.

The pursuit itself is ambitious. 
Through the WFSC, ETH Zurich wants 
to be an international leader in re-
search, education and outreach in the 
field of healthy, safe and nutritious 
food at both the global and local 
levels. Motivating this is the vision of a 
healthy world that incorporates both 
people and the environment to achieve 
sustainable food systems. Apart from 
political, economic and social upheav-
als, the world food system is also 
impacted by environmental changes 
such as soil erosion, drought, plant 
disease and the effects of climate 
change. Facing these challenges is a 
central concern for ETH Zurich. As 
such, researching the world food 
system is one of the five paramount 
issues on the University’s agenda.

It’s about improving quality ensuring 
reliable access to food, “not just food 
for and all”, stresses Professor Nina 
Buchmann, head of the steering 
committee for the new competence 
center. Yet the structures, processes 
and interdependencies of the world 
food system are complex and non-
transparent. “As such, it is imperative 
to begin with a strong focus and solid 
partners,” noted Michelle Grant, head 
of the WFSC executive office at ETH 
Zurich. To this end, the WFSC includes 
the expertise and technical facilities of 
33 professors from six ETH depart-
ments as well as three groups from 
the Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic 
Science and Technology (Eawag). This 
interdisciplinary competence is 

necessary to study complex systems 
and develop options for the future. 
Together with representatives from 
industry, politics and civic groups, ETH 
Zurich wants to translate the insights 
gained into concrete solutions.

As a result, the initial research proj-
ects of the WFSC were launched in 
partnership with the Mvercator Foun-
dation Switzerland and the Bühler 
Group in 2012. One of these involves 
sustainable coffee farming in India, 
another considers organic dairy farm-
ing in Switzerland and a third investi-
gates global grain value chains.

In southern India, coffee is grown 
under shade. In recent years, farmers 
have been switching from multi-spe-
cies shade tree systems to mono-
culture shade systems. Scientists 
from ETH Zurich are searching for 
alternatives that would encourage the 
retention of traditional, environmen-
tally intelligent mixed coffee-and-tree 
farming. As part of the “Managing 
Trade-Offs in Coffee Agroforests” 
project, traditional mixed farming will 
be aligned with the goals of small 
farmers to secure a long term, stable 
production system. The key to this is 
identifying suitable types of shade 
trees; the focus of a research activity 
that is being carried out in cooperation 

with local farmers, international and 
national stakeholders.

Back in Switzerland, researchers are 
working to determine whether milk 
production systems can support the 
use of less concentrated feed and a 
longer productive lifetime for the cow. 
The project, entitled “Long-life Cow,” 
looks at milk production strategies 
that can increase the daily milk yield 
while keeping both economic and 
ecological replacement costs low. 
The findings could potentially contrib-
ute to establishing a profitable and 
environmentally friendly approach to 
producing milk that reduces the use 
of concentrated feed, thus liberating 
crops and land to produce food for 
direct human consumption.

The Mercator Foundation Switzerland 
has made five million Swiss francs 
available over a period of ten years in 
order to finance 15 carefully selected 
PhD research projects (similar to 
those outlined above) as well as 
education and outreach activities. In 
the process, emphasis will be placed 
on the WFSC’s pursuit of an interdis-
ciplinary approach supported by 
networking and identifying synergies.

The “Perspectives of the Global Grain 
Value Chain” project was initiated by 

the WFSC in cooperation with the 
Bühler Group in autumn 2011. Grain 
provides most of the world’s 
important staple foods and today it is 
traded in large volumes worldwide. 
The value chain for grain is therefore 
subject to a variety of global 
processes. Knowing which factors 
will influence the future world-wide 
availability, distribution, processing 
and consumption of grain will be 
fundamental to understanding future 
food insecurity. Scientists at ETH 
Zurich are therefore developing 
scenarios and systems dynamics 
models for future development of the 
grain sector.

Yet researching the world food sys-
tem is not the only core mandate of 
the WFSC. Training students, raising 
public awareness and establishing 
networks is just as important. The 
WFSC organizes regular education 
and outreach programs with these 
goals in mind.

www.worldfoodsystem.ethz.ch →

Smitha Krishnan (Chair of 
Ecosystem Management) collecting 
the pistil of pollinated coffee 
flowers in Kodagu, South India.

Active competence centers at ETH Zurich In the ETH Domain With other institutions
Center for Imaging Science and Technology (CIMST)
Socio-Economic Crises (CCSS)
Energy Science (ESC)
Education (EducETH)
Materials Research (MRC)
Micro and Nano Sciences (MNSP)
Risk Center
World Food System Center

Biomedical Imaging
Environment and 
Sustainability (CCES)
Energy and Mobility (CCEM-CH)
Materials Science (CCMX)

Climate Systems Modeling (C2SM)
Metabolic Diseases (CC-SPMD)
History of Knowledge (CC-HK)
Neurosciences (ZNZ)
Plant Sciences (PSC)

http://www.worldfoodsystem.ethz.ch
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The education ETH Zurich provides is in high demand. From 
2010 to 2012, bachelor’s and master’s degrees awarded 
increased by 22%, and doctoral degrees by 15%.

The integration of sustainability-related topics throughout 
the curriculum exemplifies ETH Zurich’s holistic approach 
to education, as does the availability of degree programs 
and special initiatives focused on sustainability.

In addition to traditional classroom teaching, the educational 
experience at ETH Zurich is constantly invigorated by new, 
interactive technology and open dialogue. ETH Zurich is now 
using the open-course software Moodle for web-based learn-
ing and the document repository eDoz to provide students 
with quick and easy access to course materials. Surveys 
seek feedback from students not only on individual courses, 
but also on the overall learning experience.

This chapter covers 4 GRI Indicators and ISCN Principle 3.

Education

GRI Indicators

2.7 Markets served.

2.8 Scale of the reporting organization, including number of employees, 
net sales, total capitalization, quantity of products or services 
provided.

PR3 Type of product and service information required by procedures, 
and percentage of significant products and services subject to such 
information requirements.

PR5 Practices related to customer satisfaction, including results of 
surveys measuring customer satisfaction. Sustainability related teaching has a long 

tradition at ETH Zurich, not only in class-
rooms but also in various field programs.
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Academic influence on a 
sustainable future
ETH Zurich’s commitment to sustainability has resulted in 
an infiltration of the topic into the University’s traditional 
disciplines of study. The growing number of sustainability-
related courses and interest among students presents ad-
ditional opportunities for ETH Zurich to overcome some of 
today’s most pressing challenges.

Through the Engineering Science discipline, students have 
the opportunity to take courses related to sustainability. 
These include Materials for Energy and Environmental Sus-
tainability, a course showing how materials play a critical 
role in meeting the world’s energy demands, Energy Systems 
and Power Engineering, which provides an overall view of 
the energy field and pertinent global challenges, and Carbon 
Dioxide Capture and Storage (CCS), a course covering the 
different options for CO2 storage and utilization.

Given that the built environment plays a major role in plan-
ning for the future and protecting the environment, the Ar-
chitecture and Building Science discipline has a strong focus 
in sustainability. Complimenting this focus, students explore 
a number of related topics including urban transformation, 
sustainable building technology and emerging cities.

Sustainability is also in close alignment with the objectives 
of the System-Oriented Natural Science discipline. Related 
courses include Water Supply, Water Resources and Aquatic 
Ecosystems, all of which focus on water quality and the range 
of sustainable approaches to water resource management. 
The course Environmental Behavior and Collective Decision-
Making considers regulatory systems in the context of en-
vironmental management, while Global Biogeochemical 
Cycles and Climate similarly investigates the impact of hu-
mans on biogeochemical cycles with a focus on carbon.

In Management and Social Sciences, there is also consid-
eration for sustainability through courses like Sustainability 
and Financial Markets, which addresses the challenges with 
investing in light of environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) measures. Moreover, Advanced Sustainability Econom-
ics covers current issues and economic methods in sustain-
ability research.

Academics at a glance
ETH Zurich is known for offering its students an excellent 
education. During the reporting years, this reputation con-
tinued to attract talented students from across the globe 
who sought prestigious degrees.

In 2011 and 2012, there were 17,187 and 17,781 students 
enrolled at ETH Zurich respectively and over the course of 
these years, a total of 2,751 bachelor and 3,156 master de-
grees were awarded. This translates to a 22% growth for 
these degrees from 2010 to 2012. Additionally, of the 3,699 
and 3,807 doctoral candidates enrolled in 2011 and 2012 
respectively, 696 and 747 were granted their PhD’s. Compared 
to 2010, when 650 Doctorate degrees were awarded, there 
was a 15% increase by 2012.

Education at ETH Zurich is predominantly focused on the 
areas of mathematics, natural sciences, engineering, and 
architecture, with strong contributions from humanities and 
social sciences. The goal of instruction at ETH Zurich is to 
enable students to harness mathematical and technical 
knowledge as well as practical skills and participate in in-
terdisciplinary activities. In terms of the organizational struc-
ture, there are five broad academic disciplines: (1) Architec-
ture and Civil Engineering including the Departments of 
Architecture (D-ARCH) and Civil, Environmental and Geomatic 
Engineering (D-BAUG); (2) Engineering Sciences consisting 
of the Departments of Biosystems Science and Engineering 
(D-BSSE), Computer Science (D-INFK), Information Technol-
ogy and Electrical Engineering (D-ITET), Mechanical and 
Process Engineering (D-MAVT), and Materials Science (D-
MATL); (3) Natural Sciences and Mathematics comprising 
the Departments of Biology (D-BIOL), Chemistry and Applied 
Biosciences (D-CHAB), Mathematics (D-MATH), and Physics 
(D-PHYS); (4) System-oriented Natural Sciences including 
the Departments of Earth Sciences (D-ERDW), Environmental 
Systems Sciences (D-USYS – previously D-UWIS) and Health 
Sciences and Technology (D-HEST); and (5) Management 
and Social Sciences including the Department of Humanities, 
Social and Political Sciences (D-GESS) and the Department 
of Management Technology and Economics (D-MTEC).

Continuing to broaden its lectures, ETH Zurich underwent 
some organizational changes during the reporting years. 
The Department of Agricultural and Food Science (D-AGRL) 
officially closed at the end of 2011 and two new departments 
were founded: the Department of Environmental Systems 
Science (D-USYS) and the Department of Health Science and 
Technology (D-HEST). Agricultural Science is now based in 
the Department of Environmental Systems Science, and the 
Department of Health Sciences and Technology is the new 
home of Food Science. In addition, the D-HEST Department 
will focus its research on improving diagnostic methods to 
enable better detection and treatment of age-related ill-
nesses and ailments while developing a wide variety of treat-
ments that combine modern technologies with bio-medical 
know-how. This new organizational structure will be benefi-
cial to students by providing greater opportunities for more 
effective research and collaboration, including interdepart-
mental projects related to sustainability.

2000 2011 2012

Bachelor degrees - 1,304 1,477
Architecture and Building 
Sciences

- 304 307

Engineering Sciences - 411 475

Natural Sciences and 
Mathematics

- 383 377

System-oriented Natural 
Sciences

- 185 270

Management and Social 
Sciences

- 21 18

Master degrees and diplomas 1,341 1,506 1,650
Architecture and Building 
Sciences

322 238 330

Engineering Sciences 258 475 483

Natural Sciences and 
Mathematics

317 493 460

System-oriented Natural 
Sciences

231 207 292

Management and Social 
Sciences

213 93 85

Doctorates 523 696 747

Degrees

Of all the ETH Zurich disciplines, Engineering Sciences was 
the most popular among new students during the reporting 
years (new enrolments in 2011/2012: 2,012/1,193). However, 
Natural Sciences and Mathematics was slightly more popular 
than Engineering Sciences among new PhD students in 2011 
and 2012 (348/328 new enrolments).

Specific programs related to 
sustainability goals

Develop an overview that describes sustainability-
related lectures available at ETH Zurich.

Project delayed.

Initiate and run a specific ETH-Summer School 
program on sustainability.

Achieved. Two new summer school programs were 
successfully implemented: 2011: “All Just Rubbish?” 
on the subjects of waste, green product design and 
material cycles. 2012: “Eating Tomorrow” on rethinking 
the world food system.

Improve capacity of PhD students to interact with 
non-academic stakeholders and provide recom-
mendations for research topics.

Achieved. The program was initiated in 2009 and contin-
ued to support PhD students in 2011 and 2012.

Integrate “seed sustainability” into the manage-
ment structure of ETH Sustainability: creating a 
project team, starting with marketing and internal 
PR activities and creating a new web-based infor-
mation platform.

Achieved. The platform “seed sustainability” has been 
successfully integrated into the structure of ETH Sus-
tainability. 22 new projects have been successfully 
finalized in 2011 and 2012.
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Sustainability-related programs 
at ETH Zurich
In addition to individual sustainability courses, ETH Zurich 
also offers comprehensive degree programs focusing on 
specific, sustainability-related topics. The Master degree in 
Energy Science and Technology (MEST), for instance, is an 
interdisciplinary program that focuses on power generation 
and distribution, renewable energy, transportation systems 
building technologies and industrial processes. This con-
centration addresses not only the technical aspects of energy 
but also economic, ecological and social factors. With over 
50 students admitted each year, MEST is now the most popu-
lar specialized master program at ETH Zurich.

The master’s Degree Program in Environmental Engineering 
addresses resource management. As the global population 
grows, there is an increasing strain on water, land and air. 
It is the role of environmental engineers to manage these 
vital resources in a sustainable manner and to remediate 
them as necessary. This master's degree program expands 
students’ subject-specific knowledge in two concentrations 
selected from: ‘Water Resources Management’, 'Urban Water 
Management', 'Ecological Systems Design, Waste Manage-
ment and Air Pollution Control', 'Hydraulic Engineering' and 
'Soil Protection'.

Students may also choose to focus on sustainability through 
the Master’s Degree Program in Environmental Sciences. 
As a highly scientific degree, this program offers students 
the ability to address complex issues through an interdisci-
plinary approach and to specialize in one of six concentra-
tions: ‘Atmosphere and Climate’, ‘Biogeochemistry and Pol-
lutant Dynamics’, ‘Ecology and Evolution; Human-Environment 
Systems’, ‘Forest and Landscape Management’, ‘Human 
Health’, and ‘Nutrition and Environment’. The skills har-
nessed through this program prepare students for profes-
sional roles as leaders in society, which they may practice 
through internships in Switzerland or abroad where they 
address environmental challenges in a non-academic 
setting.

In addition, ETH Zurich also hosts leading programs that 
take a detailed look at topics centered on sustainability. As 

ETH Sustainability Summer 
Schools – International teamwork 
makes the difference

Each year, ETH Zurich provides around 30 undergraduates 
and PhD candidates an opportunity to deal with sustainabil-
ity-related issues in a theoretical and, above all, practical 
way as part of the ETH Sustainability Summer School. The 
composition of the teams that work on case studies are 
international, interdisciplinary and intercultural. In addition, 
distinguished speakers from the fields of research, business 
and NGOs provide their expertise. The goal is to offer par-
ticipants insight into the issues of sustainable development 
and to boost their innovative power.

The ETH Sustainability Summer School program “All Just 
Rubbish?” in 2011 really appealed to the participant Nicolas 
Nägeli. “It was my best experience at ETH so far,” he said 
enthusiastically. Nägeli was always a top student in school 
and today he is a member of the Swiss Study Foundation.

What makes the Summer Academy so attractive? It is the 
students that make the difference. “When 25 great people 
from Singapore, Switzerland or Boston work together on 
something at full steam, it just works.” During the first week 
together in Emmental, instructors from ETH Zurich and other 
universities, as well as experts from the professional world, 
offered their input. In 2011, for instance, it centered around 
the flow of materials and the throwaway society, the cradle-
to-cradle concept and the analysis of product life cycles. 
“Discussions there were plentiful and open,” Nägeli said. 
Following a stay of nearly two weeks, the group then divided 
up into small teams for a case study providing time to com-
pare notes, develop new ideas and also consider how to 
implement them in the real world. The learning environment, 
the composition of the groups and the contacts from busi-
ness and research combined provide “a different learning 
environment than the normal, daily lectures could offer,” 
Nägeli said.

The first week at ETH Sustainability Summer School 2012, 
“It all starts with plants”, dealt with feeding the world and 
began by considering the fundamentals of farming. Lea 
Eymann, a master student in environmental engineering, 
selected the subject of urban farming for the practical com-
ponent of the summer academy. “I didn’t know much about 
production chains in feeding the world, but that was in fact 

the reason that I applied for the summer school: I wanted 
to broaden my horizons,” she explained.

That project team from the summer school, together with a 
Jordanian NGO, was tasked with designing and building an 
aquaponic greenhouse. It was a complex but successful 
endeavor. Among the final presentations, their project was 
a highlight; the greenhouse consists of a vegetable patch 
with a fish tank below. The water circulates through a drain-
age system between the vegetable patch and tank so that 
the model consumes up to 90 percent less water than con-
ventional farming methods. “The ingenious thing is that the 
fish excrement simultaneously provides the fertilizer for the 
vegetables. And the plants clean the water for the fish,” 
explained Eymann. The aquaponic greenhouse is now located 
in “SeedCity,” the community garden at the ETH Campus 
Hönggerberg.

an example, in the summer, there is an intensive three week 
“ETH Sustainability Summer School” session that focuses 
exclusively on a given theme around sustainability. The 2011 
series was attended by 30 students from 18 countries and 
concentrated on green product designs, material life cycles, 
and waste streams, while the 2012 session covered topics 
related to global food systems and had 35 participants from 
16 countries. Sustainability was also the main focus at the 
CCES Winter School “Sustainability Science Meets Practice”. 
This course was held for the first time in January 2011 and 
was successfully repeated in 2012. In both years it provided 
17 doctoral students and post-docs an opportunity to make 
a real-world connection to their areas of study by meeting 
practitioners, stakeholders whilst the general public and 
taking a critical look at the social implications of their work.

First-class education center 
for graduates goals

At all levels of education, ETH Zurich promotes 
the education of exceptional personalities that are 
in high demand in science, business and 
society.

Achieved. Graduates of ETH Zurich are overall very satis-
fied with their education and have a preferred position in 
the employment market. According to a survey carried 
out by the Swiss Federal Statistical Office in 2011, 85% 
of graduates from ETH Zurich judge their education as 
“good” or “very good”; 95% were employed within less 
than one year of their graduation. An additional 3% were 
not searching for employment.

20% increase of the number of students in stra-
tegically important fields like the engineering 
sciences by 2015.

Achieved. Student numbers in the engineering sciences 
since 2000 have increased above average. This should 
allow the goal set for 2015 to be surpassed. In 2012, 
34% of all students are enrolled in engineering sciences, 
40% with the inclusion of informatics.



24 25

Education

Innovative teaching approaches
The traditional teaching style that utilizes classrooms, text-
books and chalkboards has been reformed in many ways at 
ETH Zurich. Through the support of the Educational Develop-
ment and Technology (LET) department, the teaching tools 
available to professors have been significantly enhanced by 
taking advantage of the most current technology. Examples 
of these contemporary offerings include Moodle and eDoz. 
The former is an open-source software for creating web-
based learning environments while the latter is a document 
repository that offers students quick and easy access to 
course materials.

Evaluations by students
ETH Zurich values the opinions of its students and looks to 
them for constructive feedback on the quality of their educa-
tion. Assessments have been used to gain insight from stu-
dents as to the perceived value of each course. In 2011, a 
pilot study was conducted to revamp the system used for 
these course evaluations. As a result, in 2012, there was a 
gradual introduction of the new questionnaire which takes 
a more holistic approach by seeking feedback on the overall 
learning process, including examinations. Additionally, and 
with the support of the Swiss Federal Statistical Office, stu-
dent surveys are distributed to graduates every two years.

Continuing education
ETH Zurich’s commitment to supporting life-long learning 
is reflected in its mission statement and considered a core 
task by the Swiss Federal Institutes of Technology. Extending 
degree programs through postgraduate and further educa-
tion courses helps promote a more effective transfer of 
knowledge and technology between the university and society. 
The Continuing Education program attracts specialists and 
executives with an academic background who work in private 
and public companies, in administration roles, or are engaged 
in research, teaching and consultancy. Through interdisci-
plinary courses focused on ETH Zurich’s core fields (archi-
tecture, mathematics, engineering sciences, natural sciences 
and economic sciences) students deepen their knowledge 
and refine their professional skills while exploring the in-
terface between technology, law, management and social 
sciences. These courses are not only beneficial to the stu-
dents who are developing their careers, but there is also an 
additional clear benefit to their workplaces and the econo-
mies these businesses touch.

Seed Sustainability
ETH Zurich set up the project platform Seed Sustainability 
as a service to coordinate and promote collaboration between 
society, industry and science, and student research. In ad-
dition to problems identified by students and faculty at ETH 
Zurich, external partners also express challenges they are 
facing in the private sector, local government and nonprofit 
organizations. These problems are then investigated by stu-
dents from various disciplines. With the support of Seed 
Sustainability, students are encouraged to become more 
actively involved in sustainable development and draw con-
nections between society, industry and science. Studies 
within Seed Sustainability are completed in the form of bach-
elor and master theses. In 2011 and 2012, 22 Seed Sustain-
ability projects were conducted.

Supporting students’ initiatives
Ecoworks, founded in 2008 by two ETH students, Marc Vogt 
and Martin Räber, offers a project based platform for the 
students and staff of ETH Zurich to develop ideas for improved 
environmental performance. The combination of diverse 
viewpoints and experiences leads to creative solutions for 
the environment, with a special focus on CO2 reduction and 
increased energy efficiency at ETH Zurich.

After the project ideas are submitted, a jury assesses them 
based on financing, feasibility and the dedication of the can-
didates. In November 2010, three projects were awarded a 
total amount of 100,000 CHF earmarked funds, to ensure a 
feasible implementaion of the projects. The three winning 
projects focused on introducing urban farming through the 
SeedCity program at ETH Campus Hönggerberg, developing 
a web-based sustainability club, weACT, and connecting the 
two ETH campuses with electric bicycles through the e-
VeloLink project. These projects were implemented with 
great success between March 2011 and December 2012.

Education goals

Extension of mentoring and counseling assistance 
for students at all levels (ratio professor/senior 
scientists per BSc/MSc students).

In Progess. There has been a strong increase in the 
counseling offerings: e.g. academic events, individual 
coaching for students, and a career center.

Optimizing mentoring relations by 2015 through 
the appointment of approximately 80 additional 
assistant and full professorships compared to 
2007.

In Progress. Since 2007, 81 new professorships were 
established (55 full professorships; 26 assistant pro-
fessorships). Nevertheless, mentoring relationships 
in architecture and in the building and engineering 
sciences are still suboptimal, while good mentoring 
relationships have been achieved in natural and systems 
sciences, and mathematics.

Extension of dual mode teaching, i.e. the combina-
tion of in-person teaching and e-learning, as well 
as further methods of self-study.

In Progess. Contact persons (teaching specialists) in 
the departments D-BIOL, D-MATH, D-PHYS, D-USYS 
and D-HEST support lecturers in questions of teach-
ing, and online-exams were integrated into regular 
operations since 2010 and have been continuously 
extended since then. 

Achieved. Since 2012, the mobile application “EduApp“ 
supports interactions in class (90 lectures and 5,000 
students used the application at the end of 2012).

Strengthening of recruitment measures for the 
best students nationally and internationally.

Achieved. ETH Zurich uses various information chan-
nels for guidance on courses offered (ie: the trav-
eling exhibition, “ETH on the Road“ that informed 
students at 50 high schools across Switzerland on 
study and research disciplines). At the annual “ETH 
Study Weeks“, high school students receive insights 
on current research and scientific work. Additionally, 
ETH Zurich offers a comprehensive overview of its 
academic programs at two “Study Information Days“ 
which benefited approximately 5,000 people.

ETH Zurich supports particularly gifted master 
students by providing stipends to about 3% of in-
coming students in the ESOP program (around 50 
students) per year.

Achieved. ETH Zurich uses various information chan-
nels for guidance on courses offered (ie: the trav-
eling exhibition, “ETH on the Road“ that informed 
students at 50 high schools across Switzerland on 
study and research disciplines). At the annual “ETH 
Study Weeks“, high school students receive insights 
on current research and scientific work. Additionally, 
ETH Zurich offers a comprehensive overview of its 
academic programs at two “Study Information Days“ 
which benefited approximately 5,000 people.

ETH Zurich supports particularly gifted master 
students by providing stipends to about 3% of in-
coming students in the ESOP program (around 50 
students) per year.

In Progress. With the Excellence Scholarship & Oppor-
tunity Programme (ESOP), excellent students receive 
special mentoring for the duration of their studies and 
a stipend that covers the costs of studies and living 
during a master program. With the Master Scholarship 
Program (MSP) students receive a partial stipend for the 
duration of their studies as well as the opportunity to 
work as supporting assistants. 2011/2012: ESOP 29/32 
students; MSP: 3/12 students; total funds in 2011/2012: 
1.7 million CHF. 

Increasing student exchanges with the new EU 
member states via the ERASMUS program

Achieved. The proportion of students enrolled at ETH 
Zurich from the new EU member states increased con-
tinually over the last seven years from 0.9% to 1.8%.
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“ Universities are sustainable to the extent that they create 
knowledge that is relevant to the future of a society. But what will 
be relevant in the future? Because the future is by nature only 
predictable to a very limited degree, universities must be 
positioned broadly with respect to their disciplines.”

findings in a way that made them 
relevant to making decisions. “That 
was during the Clinton era; he im-
pressed me.” During the years that 
followed, he was more fascinated 
with the interdependency of ‘science 
and policy’ and the implementation of 
research findings than with pure 
science.

Bresch followed his instincts and in 
2000, he set his sights anew and 
joined Swiss Re. As both chief mod-
eler and in his later job as the head of 
sustainability and political risks, 
climate change continued to be the 
focus of his work. His advice has also 
been sought in political negotiations; 
during all of the UN climate change 
conferences, from Copenhagen in 
2009 to Doha in 2012, David Bresch 
attended as a member of the Swiss 
delegation.

Nevertheless, he stays connected 
with ETH Zurich. Since 2010 he has 
been passing his knowledge to 

students at ETH Zurich by teaching 
them “Climate Change Uncertainty 
and Risk” together with ETH profes-
sor Reto Knutti. The course intro-
duces the concepts of predictability, 
probability and uncertainty. It also 
highlights probabilistic risk modeling, 
the application to climate modeling 
and the economics of climate adapta-
tion. “I like working with students and 
I want to give something back to ETH 
in this way,” Bresch said, “I really like 
this apporach of combining academic 
training and professional experi-
ence”. In the future he would like to 
reach even more students, such as 
those studying business administra-
tion. “Involving future managers 
– that would be even more 
sustainable.”

Insight

Staying connected: from researcher 
to head of sustainability at Swiss Re
Combining theory and practice is core to the ETH Zurich in order to educate 
students in the field of sustainability. David Bresch, Director of Sustainability 
and Political Risk Management at Swiss Re, experienced this directly while 
he studied. He still stays connected as an ETH alumnus and lecturer.

Back when he was still a student at 
high school, David Bresch’s future 
career might have already been 
predicted. “I didn’t really like Latin 
and I wanted to do something in the 
natural sciences,” the 42-year-old 
recalls with a laugh. After his univer-
sity qualification exam, he was fin-
ished with ancient languages. Bresch 
attended ETH Zurich and studied 
physics. He felt most at home there 
among the physicists who studied the 
atmosphere and environment. Since 
then the issue of climate change has 
followed him at every turn, although 
the focus has changed.

When Bresch completed his PhD in 
1999 and took a post doctoral position 
at MIT in the Science and Policy of 
Climate Change program, he primar-
ily wanted to deal with climate mod-
eling. However, during these years in 
the United States it wasn’t the ice 
models that occupied him most, as 
originally planned, but rather the 
question of how to convey scientific 
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As a publicly funded institution of research and education, 
ETH Zurich has a special responsibility to share its knowledge 
with society.

In its dialogues with decision makers and the public, the 
school acts as an “honest broker” and carefully communi-
cates uncertainties and assumptions made in scientific find-
ings. Public dialogues and scientific exhibitions in 2011 and 
2012 brought in several thousand participants and included 
events that focused on sustainable energy and water use. 
Events were complemented by printed and online public 
communications, such as the ETH Life online and print maga-
zine or the ETH Climate Blog.

ETH Zurich places a high value on being a responsible partner 
in society and constantly upholding ethical conduct. This 
applies to ETH Zurich’s internal business practices and re-
search activities but also to collaborations with external 
partners and suppliers.

This chapter covers 10 GRI Indicators and ISCN Principle 3.

Society and 
outreach

GRI Indicators

3.5 Process for defining report content, including explanation of how 
the organization has applied the ‘Guidance on Defining Report Con-
tent’ and the associated Principles.

4.6 Processes in place for the highest governance body to ensure con-
flicts of interest are avoided.

4.8 Internally developed statements of mission or values, codes of 
conduct, and principles relevant to economic, environmental, and 
social performance and the status of their implementation.

4.14 Stakeholder groups engaged by the organization.

4.15 Basis for identification and selection of stakeholders with whom to 
engage.

4.16 Approaches to stakeholder engagement, including frequency of 
engagement by type and by stakeholder group.

4.17 Key topics and concerns that have been raised through stakeholder 
engagement, and how the organization has responded to those key 
topics and concerns, including through its reporting.

EC8 Development and impact of infrastructure investments and services 
provided primarily for public benefit.

SO5 Public policy positions and participation in public policy development 
and lobbying.

SO3 Percentage of employees trained in organization’s anti-corruption 
policies and procedures. Scientifica – It is one of the duties of 

ETH Zurich to make its research 
accessible to the general public.
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Engaging with the public, industry 
and society
ETH Zurich is not only active in the fields of education, re-
search, and knowledge transfer, but it also works for the 
good of society on a number of different levels. It provides 
unique services, takes part in social debates and gives the 
public fascinating insights into the world of science. By en-
gaging external stakeholders in this way, ETH Zurich enables 
politicians and society at large to make well-informed deci-
sions. Through these engagements, it is imperative that ETH 
Zurich plays the role of an "Honest Broker": an impartial 
mediator that carefully communicates levels of uncertainty 
and assumptions made in scientific findings.

Interacting with the 
interested public
Scientifica: Since 2011, ETH Zurich and the University of 
Zurich have been running “Scientifica” which is a program 
dedicated to relevant research topics being undertaken at 
the two universities. The program offers a number of events 
open to the general public and children. In 2012, 21,000 
visitors attended Scientifica which focused on “Becoming 
Healthy – Staying Healthy”. The event featured more than 
350 scientists presenting their work in 50 exhibition stands 
and in 40 short lectures.

Meeting Place Science City (Treffpunkt Science City): 
First introduced in 2006, “Treffpunkt Science City” is a series 
held twice a year at the ETH campus Hönggerberg. It is open 
to the public and attracts multi-stakeholder interactions. 
Events organized through the series provide opportunities 
for participants to explore new ideas by attending lectures, 
demonstrations, exhibitions, laboratory visits and discus-
sions. These include ones led by popular thought leaders 
and researchers through “Science Talks”.

In dialogue with decision makers
Sustainability Focus of the Year: Through its “Focus of the 
Year”, ETH Zurich selects prevailing topics in sustainable 
development. It presents the latest scientific insights and 
discusses various options for action with decision-makers. 
In 2011, ETH Zurich placed its sustainability focus on Energy 
Supplies and explored topics addressing future energy 
sources and technologies. The 2012, focus was on World 
Food Systems, which was supported by ETH’s World Food 
System Center (WFSC). This concentration dealt with the 
challenging question of how to feed the world, while consid-
ering human health, the environment, and social 
well-being.

ETH Talks (ETH Gespräche): On a regular basis, ETH Zurich 
invites thought leaders to “ETH Talks”. While these talks are 
open to the public, the primary objective is to foster a critical 
dialogue among Swiss decision-makers influencing eco-
nomic, political and public matters.

In 2011, the ETH Talk welcomed 1,000 participants and fo-
cused on “Designing the Future of Sustainable Energy – 
Chances and Challenges for Switzerland”. The global demand 
for safe, affordable, and reliable energy sources continues 
to intensify. In light of this issue, research on the “Energy 
Future of Switzerland” was presented by three ETH profes-
sors who outlined possible scenarios and future options for 
sustainable energy in Switzerland. The ETH scientists were 
then challenged by influential Swiss decision makers.

With the cooperation of Eawag, the Swiss Federal Institute 
of Aquatic Science and Technology, the Talks of 2012 focused 
on pressing issues related to water. Growing demands for 
water required for agriculture, drinking supplies, industry, 
and energy, pose increasing pressure on existing water re-
serves. With 800 participants in attendance, the event ad-
dressed these issues in depth.

Dialogue goals

Strengthening the understanding of the public for 
the importance of fundamental and engineering 
sciences for politics, business and society, by in-
creased internal and extenal dialogue.

Achieved. 25 formats have been established and 
operated to support the dialog with decision mak-
ers, stakeholders, the interested public, and internal 
stakeholders (see table on page 34).

Achieved. Through its “Focus of the year”, ETH Zurich 
selects prevailing topics in sustainable development. In 
2011, it focused on Energy sources, supply and technolo-
gies; in 2012, it was on world food systems. 

Providing numerous important services for the ben-
efit of the whole country, and fulfillment of diverse 
national tasks.

Achieved. ETH Zurich directs its scientific and technical 
expertise to public service tasks on behalf of the federal 
government. Examples include the Swiss Seismologi-
cal Service (SED), the Laboratory for Nuclear Energy 
Systems, the Swiss Economic Institute (KOF) and the 
Center for Security Studies (CSS). 

The work conducted by ETH Sustainability is directed at the needs of both internal and external partners.

Expertise as 
honest broker to

Needs of ETH Zurich’s 
external partners

Public Administration
Economy
Media
NGOs
Politics
Associations
Universities

ETH Sustainability

Departments
Competence centres

Students
Operations

Corporate Communications
Offices

Hub, catalyst and 
networking platform for

Needs of ETH Zurich’s 
internal partners

ETH Sustainability’s diversity of roles

Engaging representatives from the scientific community, 
industry, and society in a “trialogue” is especially important 
when tacking the complex problems related to sustainability. 
While science serves as a pioneering thinker, providing ex-
planations and offering new solutions, industry puts science 
to practical use. To extend these trialogues to the public 
domain, ETH Zurich has organized a number of open plat-
forms focused on sustainability. The latest scientific results 
designed to tackle the great challenges of our time are pre-
sented and discussed openly in various forums, venues and 
meetings.
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ETH Climate Blog (Klimablog): ETH Sustainability and an 
editorial team established the “ETH Climate Blog” in 2009. 
As a result of the initial success of the blog, the project 
continues to spread interest in science and topics related to 
sustainability. Professors at ETH Zurich write about different 
areas of research related to climate change, and draw con-
nections to economic and social aspects. These ideas are 
further developed through prominent guests from politics, 
business and society, as well as students at ETH Zurich. 
Further media partnership relations were established with 
an online magazine (news.ch) and a free daily newspaper 
(20 Minuten).

Voice of Economists (Ökonomenstimme): The Internet 
platform “Voice of Economists”, which was launched in 2010 
by the Swiss Institute for Business Cycle Research (KOF) at 
ETH Zurich, has become a highly regarded website. The 
“Ökonomenstimme” tackles all kinds of economic questions 
and is intended not only for economists but also for interested 
non-experts. With over 4,000 visitors a week, the “Ökono-
menstimme” has become one of the leading platforms in 
this field.

Informing government support
In addition to reaching out to the public, ETH Zurich also 
directs its scientific and technical expertise to public ser-
vice tasks on behalf of the federal government. The ex-
pertise of ETH Zurich scientists is called upon for natural 
disasters and international conflicts. For example, experts 
from the Swiss Seismological Service (SED) and the Labo-
ratory for Nuclear Energy Systems regularly appeared in 
the media as informed experts following the devastating 
tsunami in Japan on 11 March 2011 and the subsequent 
nuclear disaster at Fukushima. The Swiss Economic In-
stitute (KOF) is one of the leading economic “think tanks” 
in Switzerland. It aims to play two roles; one as a mediator 
between a broader public (politics, society) and the re-
search community, and another as a leading platform for 
economists, especially within Switzerland. Expertise from 
ETH Zurich was also in demand during the Libyan crisis: 
during the war, scientists from the Center for Security 
Studies (CSS) gave a series of interviews in which they 
commented on the progress of the conflict and the role 
of western countries. With their expert knowledge, they 
were able to help the public gain an understanding of the 
complex events occurring in the region.

Ethics
As a publically funded institution with an excellent reputation 
to uphold, it is important that ETH Zurich operates under 
ethical standards.

In terms of internal business practices, ETH Zurich follows 
rules on secondary employment for staff which is laid out in 
its faculty regulations and personnel regulations guidelines. 
The latter also provides rules for avoiding conflicts of interest 
and on acceptable levels of gift receipt for all employees. In 
the event that ETH Zurich’s ethical code is breached, a direc-
tive ensures whistleblower protection for ETH Zurich em-
ployees who report conflicts of interest, misuse of funds or 
other breaches of internal regulations.

Research at ETH Zurich is also guided by ethical standards; 
for instance, all scientific programs or projects in which 
humans are the object of research need to be evaluated by 
the ETH Ethics Commission (Ethikkommission) before fund-
ing is provided or research activities can start. By proofing 
the ethical quality of its research programs, ETH Zurich 
guarantees that these programs achieve legal compliance 
and ethical legitimacy.

The guidelines for research integrity and good scientific 
practice from 2007 (2nd edition 2011) help to ensure  
that research at ETH Zurich is undertaken in honesty. They 
also provide guidance on how to truthfully conduct peer 
review processes.

From a financial perspective, regulations have been in effect 
since 2006 that govern business conduct in terms of financial 
signatory policies and purchasing processes, as well as other 
aspects of financial competency and procedures.

While it is imperative that internal affairs are handled ethi-
cally, it is equally important for external engagements.

ETH Zurich has no formal policy on human rights protection 
in its external collaborations but it is aware of the impor-
tance of this topic in shared projects with international 
partners. Therefore, a working group was established in 
August 2012 to develop internal ethical standards for in-
ternational cooperation.

The focus on ethical behavior is also extended to suppliers 
through ETH Zurich’s procurement policies. ETH Zurich aims 
to be a fair and reliable partner to its suppliers through the 
application of a coordinated, economic and sustainable pro-
curement policy in compliance with legal requirements. The 
goal is to establish a long-term working relationship based 
on transparency, openness and partnership. In line with ETH 
Zurich’s standards, there is an expectation that suppliers 
and sub-contractors assume responsibility for their actions 
towards society and the environment.

As described in the Research and Knowledge Transfer chap-
ter (see pages 8-15), ETH Zurich is also committed to sharing 
the developments made at the institution so that greater 
benefits may be realized for businesses and society. Sup-
porting this effort through fair and just means, the ETH 
Transfer Office establishes connections between stakeholders 
and offers support to the ETH Zurich community in matters 
related to cooperation with industry, inventions, patent ap-
plications, and licensing, as well as setting up ETH spin-off 
companies. For external bodies like companies, investors, 
and public organizations, ETH Transfer establishes contacts 
with experts and research groups at ETH Zurich. As these 
relationships are established, it is imperative that responsible 
business conduct is carried out to ensure positive results.

ETH Zurich in Bundesbern: The “ETH Zurich in Bundesbern” 
event series serves as a platform for ETH Zurich to inform 
politicians, organizations, and business representatives 
about current scientific topics and allow debate within the 
parliament. Topics of the more recent ETH Zurich in Bundes-
bern gatherings included the release of innovative technology 
for weather forecasting and considerations for potential risks 
to public safety.

Lokaltermin des Präsidenten: ETH Zurich uses the “Lo-
kaltermin des Präsidenten” as a platform for dialogues be-
tween selected corporate partners and donors. Organized 
with the support of the ETH Foundation, these events occur 
biannually and engage between 100 and 150 participants. In 
2011, topics of discussion were in the fields of life sciences 
and sustainable building while in 2012, the focus was on 
medical technology and geothermal energy production.

Industry Dialogue on the Future: With support from  
the association Engineers Shape Our Future (INGCH) ex-
clusive events are hosted by ETH Zurich and its counterpart 
Swiss university, EPFL, to open discussions about  
current issues that affect both universities. Representatives 
of science, the corporate sector and political decision  
makers are invited each year. In 2012, the dialogue focused 
on the main challenges facing the energy marketplace  
in Switzerland.

Partnership Councils: A unique aspect of the ETH compe-
tence centers are their Partnership Councils – a platform 
that brings together key players from academia, industry 
and philanthropy to work together to define challenges and 
develop and implement solutions. These groups support the 
work of ETH’s World Food System Center (WFSC), the Energy 
Science Center (ESC) and the ETH Risk Center by contribut-
ing resources, time and knowledge. They play an important 
role in integrating real world perspectives and in ensuring 
research findings are disseminated to decision makers and 
relevant stakeholders.

Sustainability Dialogues with Leaders and Pioneers: 
Jointly organized by The Sustainability Forum Zurich and ETH 
Sustainability, "Sustainability Dialogues with Leaders and 
Pioneers" is one of the most prestigious lecture series on 
sustainability in Switzerland. Since its establishment in 2004, 
numerous leading international personalities have shared 
their sustainability-related success stories and experiences 
with audiences of 100-400 people.

Ethics goal

All scientific programs or projects in which hu-
mans are the object of research need to be evalu-
ated to meet legal compliance and ethical 
legitimacy.

Achieved. In 2011 and 2012, 68/64 programs and proj-
ects have been evaluated by the ETH Ethics Commission 
(Ethikkommission).

http://news.ch
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Dialogue Mechanism and Frequency Stakeholder Groups Topics Addressed

Regulatory based dialogue formats for internal and external stakeholders (not public)

ETH Board Meetings (ETH Rat); frequency of 
meeting according to defined annual schedule 
and based on demand

Federal Council and the Federal Parliament The ETH Board is the strategic management 
and supervisory body of the ETH-Domain and 
responsible for fulfilling and implementing  
the science policy performance mandate  
set by the Federal Council and the Federal 
Parliament and for the four-year strategy for 
the ETH-Domain.

ETH-Board Dialogue; annually ETH Board Members Dialogue between ETH Board and ETH Zurich 
on strategic planning, reporting, and  
current issues.

Dialogue between Executive Board and 
departments; 16 meetings per year

Heads and delegates of all 16 departments Strategic planning and strategy implementa-
tion; academic reporting.

Hochschulversammlung - The University 
Assembly of ETH Zürich; at least five plenary 
meetings per year

Members of faculty (KdL), scientific staff 
(AVETH), technical and administrative staff 
(PeKo) and students (VSETH)

The assembly provides advice to the Board of 
ETH Zurich and advisory opinions to the  
ETH Board.

Departementsvorsteherkonferenz - Confer-
ence of the Heads of Department; at least one 
meeting per semester, additional meetings 
based on demand

Heads of the 16 ETH Departments, director 
CSCS, delegate CCES, head strategy 
committee

Information exchange between the Executive 
Board of the ETH Zurich and its Heads of 
Departments; opinion making with regard to 
strategic planning etc.

Gesamtkonferenz - General Faculty 
Conference;

Gesamtprofessorenkonferenz - Professors’ 
Conference;

Konferenz des Lehrkörpers incl. Aussschuss 
der Konfernz des Lehrkörpers - Lecturers’ 
Conference; annual meetings and based  
on demand

All lecturers Advising the Board of ETH Zurich with regard-
ing to education, faculty issues, strategic and 
financial planning or organizational decisions.

Studienkonferenz - Conference of the Direc-
tors of Study; three meetings per semester 
and based on demand

Directors of Studies of all study programs Discussion/decisions related to education 
programs, curriculum, and exam regulations.

Additional dialogue formats for selected stakeholders

Information Forum ETH in Bundesbern; 
quarterly

Parliamentarians, decision makers; specific 
interest groups

Firsthand information/discussion panels on 
selected strategic topics.

Lokaltermin des Präsidenten; biannually Selected corporate partners, donors, and 
politicians

Firsthand information/discussion on selected 
strategic topics.

Partnership Councils; based on demand Key players from academia, industry and 
philanthropy.

Supporting some of ETH’s Competence 
Centers by integrating real world perspectives 
and ensuring research findings are dissemi-
nated to decision makers and relevant 
stakeholders.

ETH-Industry Dialog of the Future; annually Representatives from science, corporate 
sector and political decision makers.

Topics of common interest for ETH Zurich and 
the corporate sector.

Diverse alumni specific activities such as ETH 
Alumni Presidential Lecture, Home Coming 
Day, Business Networking or Career Events, 
Homecoming Day; based on demand

Alumni Latest information related to ETH Zurich’s 
research, education, knowledge and campus 
life, networking, career support.

Dialogue Mechanism and Frequency Stakeholder Groups Topics Addressed

Public events

ETH Gespräche; annually Swiss decision makers, thought leaders, and 
the public - attracts up to 1,000 participants

The 2011 focus was on the future of energy in 
Switzerland and in 2012, the focus was on 
water.

Sustainability dialogue with leaders and 
pioneers; annually

Leaders in business, science, and politics Current sustainability topics are discussed to 
inform decision making.

Science City Talk; several times per year Local public communities, interested public Series of topics of general interest; issues to 
link science and society.

Scientifica; annually Pubic community, decision makers in politics 
and business

Relevant research topics being undertaken at 
ETH Zurich and the University of Zurich are 
presented and discussed.

Online communication tools

ETH Life Online; daily Faculty, staff, students, Research highlights, campus news, strategic 
topics, events/news of public interest.

ETH Zurich on Twitter and You Tube:

www.twitter.com/eth 
www.youtube.com/ethzurich

Media, decision-makers interested public Research highlights, strategic topics, events/
news of public interest.

ETH Climate Blog – Klimablog; publication of 
new articles twice per week

Media, decision-makers, interested public. Latest research and news related to climate 
change.

Voice of Economists, Ökonomenstimme; 
several publications per month

German-speaking economists, interested 
public

Articles and columns of the best German-
speaking economists to nurture the exchange 
of knowledge and opinions on economic 
issues.

TechAlert e-mails to announce latest licens-
ing opportunities; based on demand

Industry (R&D managers, Innovation manag-
ers, Business Development managers), 
interested people, institutions, ETH transfer.

Regular information from ETH transfer sent to 
several hundred interested people who are 
searching for new technologies.

LinkedIn community for ETH spin-offs; based 
on demand

ETH spin-offs, ETH transfer and people 
involved in supporting new businesses

Updates on topics of relevance for ETH 
spin-offs.

Specific newsletters of competence centers 
or institutes; individual publication frequen-
cies based on demand

Specific interest groups Regular updates on results or ongoing re-
search, education, and events.

Printed communication tools

The Annual Report of ETH Zurich; annually The public, decision makers, parliamentarian, 
corporate sector, alumni

Overview of the most important topics and 
events at ETH in the previous year.

President’s Selection; twice per year Decision makers, parliamentarian corporate 
sector, alumni

A small number of the manifold new findings 
and research results of ETH Zurich selected by 
the ETH-President including lighthouse 
results from ETH’s research, education and 
outreach activities.

ETH GLOBE Magazine; quarterly Decision makers, alumni, parliamentarians, 
corporate sector.

Selected focus themes, latest research 
findings, events/news of stakeholder interest.

ETH Life Print; nine times per year Faculty, staff, students Information about events, news of internal 
interest and campus life.

Summary of channels for internal and external dialogue

http://www.twitter.com/eth
http://www.youtube.com/ethzurich
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ETH Talks
The public ETH Talks series is dedi-
cated to selected topics in the area of 
sustainability. The goal is critical 
dialogue. The events are targeted at 
decision makers in industry, politics, 
public administration and civic organi-
zations as well as at researchers, 
students, the media and interested 
citizens.

September 2, 2011 “Shaping the future 
for sustainable energy – opportunities 
and challenges for Switzerland”

June 11, 2012 “What is water worth?
The influence of Switzerland on the 
future of the world’s water”

ETH President Ralph Eichler accompa-
nying Federal Councillor Doris Leuthard 

to the ETH Talk on Energy in 2011.
Insight

ETH Talk 2011: How science 
contributes to the energy debate
On May 25, 2011, the Swiss Federal Council passed a resolution to gradually 
phase out nuclear energy. In a subsequent study, ETH Zurich examined 
whether this phaseout was technically feasible and realistic from an eco-
nomic and societal perspective. The results of the study were presented at 
the ETH Talk 2011 on Energy as part of the ETH Talks series and were 
discussed with Federal Councillor Doris Leuthard as well as with leading 
figures from industry and politics. There was a large response, with around 
1,000 guests following the event in person or via the internet.

Worldwide energy demand is growing 
and so to is the demand for safe, 
affordable and reliable energy carri-
ers. As a major site for innovation, 
research and technology, Switzerland 
is playing an important role in shap-
ing a sustainable future for energy 
production. The opinion of science is 
therefore especially sought after.

In particular, the study called “The 
future of energy in Switzerland,” 
compiled by members of the Energy 
Science Center (ESC) at ETH Zurich, 
has helped make the energy debate 
more objective. The findings regard-
ing the phaseout of nuclear energy 
showed that a gradual phaseout is in 
principle possible, but only under 
certain circumstances. Professor 
Konstantinos Boulouchos, coordinat-
ing author of the study, and his col-
leagues Göran Andersson and Lucas 
Bretschger presented the most 

important results of the study for 
critical discussion at the ETH Talk on 
Energy. It is indisputable for ETH 
Zurich professors that saying “no” to 
nuclear energy brings with it both 
opportunities and risks. Maintaining 
prosperity while meeting climate 
change goals, will impose severe 
challenges to the Swiss society dur-
ing the phase-out period. According 
to the professors some essential 
underlying conditions are required to 
mitigate those challenges. They 
include breakthroughs in technologi-
cal development and intelligent links 
between the supply and demand of 
electricity. Suitable instruments of 
economic policy are also required as 
well as major coordinated efforts on 
the part of the society as a whole. 

Federal Councillor Doris Leuthard 
also addressed this issue in her 
keynote speech for the event. In her 

presentation, the head of the Federal 
Department of Environment, Trans-
port, Energy and Communications 
presented the challenges for industry 
and policy makers, whilst also high-
lighting the opportunities for Switzer-
land in converting its energy supply 
and appealing for innovative capabil-
ity through research.

In his speech, the President of ETH 
Zurich, Ralph Eichler, once again 
underscored the challenges transi-
tioning from one stable system of 
energy use to another. The phaseout 
of nuclear energy is only possible if 
many parameters are changed at the 
same time and in the right propor-
tions. “It’s not enough to work on just 
one aspect.”

www.ethz.ch/eth_talks →

http://www.ethz.ch/eth_talks
http://www.ethz.ch/eth_talks
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The student body at ETH Zurich grew by about two-thirds 
between 2000 and 2012. This strong growth has taxed not 
only the school’s infrastructure, but also its employees. A 
robust training and development program has helped ad-
dress this challenge. Over a thousand staff members par-
ticipated in these courses in 2012.

ETH Zurich is a diverse community. Approximately half of 
the employees are of foreign origin and more than 100 na-
tionalities are represented within the student body. While 
close to 30% of students are female, the gender mix in lead-
ership positions is much less balanced. ETH Zurich’s equal 
opportunity programs also helped increase the proportion 
of female professors to more than 12% over the last year.

This chapter covers 8 GRI Indicators and ISCN Principle 2.

Students, faculty 
and staff

GRI Indicators

2.8 Scale of the reporting organization, including number of employees, 
net sales, total capitalization, quantity of products or services 
provided.

LA1 Total workforce by employment type, employment contract, and 
region.

LA2 Total number and rate of employee turnover by age group, gender, 
and region.

LA10 Average hours of training per year per employee by employee 
category.

LA11 Programs for skills management and lifelong learning that support 
the continued employability of employees and assist them in manag-
ing career endings.

LA12 Percentage of employees receiving regular performance and career 
development reviews.

LA13 Composition of governance bodies and breakdown of employees 
per category according to gender, age group, minority group mem-
bership, and other indicators of diversity.

PR8 Total number of substantiated complaints regarding breaches of 
customer privacy and losses of customer data. The ETH Campus Hönggerberg as a living 

laboratory for architectural experiments.
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Students, faculty and staff

Adapting to growth
In recent years, ETH Zurich has experienced significant 
growth in its student numbers. Now, the number of new 
admissions appears to have stabilized at a high level. In 2012, 
6,305 students began their studies at ETH Zurich, approxi-
mately the same number as in the year before. The total 
number of students has therefore risen to 17,781. This means 
that 66% more young people are studying at ETH Zurich 
today than in 2000.

With its growth, ETH Zurich has been challenged with ac-
commodating the larger student body in terms of its infra-
structure and operations. Many of the lecture halls, labora-
tories and seminar rooms have been outgrown by the larger 
class sizes. As a result, a number of buildings have already 
undergone renovations and, over the next four years, ap-
proximately one billion CHF will be invested in updating and 
expanding the campus. With regards to longer-term planning 
(beyond 2016), ETH Zurich expects to invest about 15% of its 
budget in campus infrastructure. Employees have also re-
sponded to the growth of ETH Zurich by diligently working 
to uphold the high quality service, mentorship, instruction 
and teaching.

Supporting professional 
development
ETH Zurich is a competitive employer which is reflected in 
the highly skilled faculty and staff. Given the deep depen-
dency the university has on its employees, ETH Zurich is 
committed to act as a supportive employer. As such, ETH 
Zurich offers a number of professional development op-
portunities to the faculty and staff including courses on 
Leadership Management, Project Management, and Profes-
sional Development and Working Techniques. In 2011 and 
2012, 669/1,011 employees participated in at least one of 
these courses and a total of 1,659 participant days of internal 
trainings were conducted over the two reporting years. Of 
these courses, the most popular was the new short-term 
lunch-event series which was introduced in 2012 and fo-
cused on Promotion of Healthy Lifestyles. In its first year, 
the series attracted 376 participants.

For employees who are nearing the end of their career, ETH 
Zurich offers a three-day course to help prepare those em-
ployees who are nearing the end of their careers for retire-
ment. This course addresses some of the most important 
aspects related to this life milestone including both admin-
istrative items and social matters. In 2011 and 2012, 62/39 
people benefited from this course.

Over the recent years, employees have also shown a great 
deal of interest in external trainings. In response to this 
trend, the Human Resources Department has been allocating 
funds to provide external trainings to individuals within ETH 
Zurich. In 2011 and 2012, 247,000 /197,000 CHF was spent 
on these types of professional development offerings which 
were attended by 73/69 employees.

Enriching leadership
In addition to enhancing professional skills, it is also strongly 
encouraged that ETH Zurich’s personnel seek leadership 
positions. Acting with the utmost integrity is expected of 
those assuming leadership roles. In practice, this means 
taking responsibility, using sound judgment, remaining goal-
oriented and fostering the potential of other employees. 

449 (453)872 (880)

24 (28)

885 (874)1445 (1425)

147 (144)

2026 (2085)

86 (66)

3 (4)

4305 (4234)

3482 (3464)6760 (6725) Total

Under 20

21-35

36-50

51-65

Over 65

Headcount 2000 2011 2012

Total number of students 10,693 17,187 17,781
Percentage women 25.1% 30.8% 30.6 %

Percentage foreigners 20.3% 36.1% 36.9 %

Bachelor students 8,439 8,587

Percentage women 30.1 % 30.4 %

Percentage foreigners 19.7 % 19.4 %

Master students 4,563 4,702

Percentage women 30.9 % 29.9 %

Percentage foreigners 36.7 % 37.9 %

Visiting / Exchange students 362 385

Percentage women 33.2 % 29.2 %

Percentage foreigners 96.4 % 98.2 %

Doctoral students 3,699 3,807

Percentage women 30.4 % 30.4 %

Percentage foreigners 65.0 % 66.7 %

MAS / MBA Students 823 894

Percentage women 38.7 % 39.8 %

Percentage foreigners 34.3 % 38.7 %

Student Diversity
Leadership and personal 
development goals

Recruitment and support of the best scientists 
globally to ensure highest quality of research.

Achieved. Professors teaching and carrying out research 
at ETH Zurich: In 2011, 462 (428 FTE); in 2012, 482 (449 
FTE). More than 65% were appointed to ETH from foreign 
universities, nearly half of which were from the USA, 
the UK and Canada.

Employee development by targeted selection 
and comprehensive personnel development 
measures.

Achieved. In 2011 and 2012, 669 and 1,011 employ-
ees participated in at least one course on Leadership 
Management, Project Management, and Professional 
Development and Working Techniques. These courses 
and a total of 1,659 participant days of internal trainings 
were conducted over the two reporting years.

Achieved. In 2011 and 2012 247,000 197,000 CHF were 
spent on external professional development offerings 
and 73/69 employees took part in these offerings.

Conducting mandatory annual performance re-
views that include the topic of leadership behavior 
of superiors.

Achieved. Professional growth for all employees is 
supported by mandatory annual performance reviews 
through which employees may gain insight into their 
strengths and weaknesses.

Through these leadership positions, faculty and staff not 
only advance professionally on an individual level, but there 
is also development within departments and teams as fresh 
perspectives are introduced.

Professional growth for all employees is also supported by 
mandatory annual performance reviews through which em-
ployees may gain insight into their strengths and weaknesses. 
This allows employees to focus on specific areas for improve-
ment. Supporting this effort are cooperative career planning 
sessions which help employees discuss future goals.

Employee Age Pyramid – headcount for 2012 and (2011)
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The doctor of physics is used to fighting 
her way through when necessary. There 

are not a lot of women in physics and she 
is the only one on her current research 

team. She works as a postdoctoral scholar 
today in a group research project of ETH 

Zurich and with a startup company.

How does a woman need to assert herself  
in research?

There is a significant difference in the 
communication of men and women at a 
university. Women tend to downplay their 
strengths; men are usually much more 
self-confident, solve conflicts differently 
and promote themselves better. During 
my doctorate studies I had to adjust and 
learn how to differentiate myself. If the 
supervisor is only used to interect with 
men, women may be underestimated.

Did that happen to you?

My supervisor was aware of the situation. 
We talked openly about it. It would be 
good if all professors were made aware 
of this issue. Women also need a lot more 
role models. In more than four years I’ve 
unfortunately only once experienced hav-
ing a woman speak at our weekly physics 
colloquium. More could be invited there.

What is the main thing that discourages you 
from the track to becoming a professor?

I do not want to completely exclude a 
professorship at a later point. In any case, 
the frequently cited issue of child care is 
certainly not a primary argument in my 
case. I see instead another discouraging 
aspect: the heavy competitive pressure. 
Everyone – including men – has to use 
their elbows to force their way through to 
becoming a professor.

What would be your wish for the future?

After my postdoc I would like to ac-
cept a position at the start-up company 
of our research project. Collaborating 
with a team in order to be successful in 
the market is a nice experience for me. 
I’ve learned a lot during my time at the 
university for this and would therefore 
encourage every woman to decide in favor 
of a doctorate.

Her thesis for her university entrance 
qualifications dealt with the theatre 
business in East Berlin before and after 
the fall of the Wall. Theater, opera, 
literature – they are all a big part of her 
life. Yet professionally, Franziska 
Aemisegger is in a completely different 
realm. The environmental engineer is 
now finishing her doctorate.

What is the daily routine like for a woman in 
a research group?

There is a certain amount of competition; 
everyone wants to get ahead. But I’m 
lucky! With us, the proportion of men to 
women is balanced. That changes how we 
deal with each other. In a mixed group, 
women are less likely to feel intimidated. 
My professor intentionally promotes 
diversity in the team. Apart from gender 
diversity, we have co-workers from all 
parts of the world in the group.

To what extent do your male competitors 
differ?

In science, the path to the top gets nar-
rower and narrower. Men can be more fo-
cused from the start, more self-confident, 
and keep their eyes on their goal. They 
often have a better command of self-mar-
keting than women do. Many women are 
interested in a broader range of subjects 
and have a more holistic focus.

Even your thesis for qualifying for university 
entrance was award-winning, as was your 
master’s thesis. You were the best envi-
ronmental engineer in your class at ETH in 
2009; a career in science would be perfectly 
logical. What would make it easier for you to 
decide in favor of that?

The workload of professors is generally 
heavy and makes planning for a family 
difficult. There needs to be more job shar-
ing for professors and more long-term 
positions in mid-level academia. There is 
a lot of room for improvement in Switzer-
land in this area. With annual contracts, 
the prospects are very constricted. More 
assistance is needed in child care as well. 
There have already been a lot of improve-
ments over the last few years, including 
special research support programs for 
women. In this respect the options are 
primarily lacking for men who are pursu-
ing a career in science but who also want 
to be involved in family life.

More long-term positions in mid-level academia
An interview with Franziska Aemisegger,
PhD Student in the Atmospheric Dynamics group, ETH Zurich

We need more female role models in science
An interview with Dr. Susanne Dröscher
Post-Doc in the Micro and Nanosystems Group, ETH Zurich

Encouraging a diverse campus
Diversity is considered to be crucial to innovation, productivity 
and the satisfaction of students and employees. By the end 
of 2011 and 2012, there were 462/482 professors1 teaching 
and carrying out research at ETH Zurich (424/445 FTE). More 
than 65% of whom were appointed to ETH Zurich from foreign 
universities and nearly half of these foreign appointments 
were from the USA, the UK and Canada. Over 30% were 
previously employed at Swiss institutions and, similarly, over 
30% of the current chairs are held by people with Swiss 
nationality. Overall, approximately 50% of employees at ETH 
Zurich came from foreign countries. Within the student body, 
there are over 100 nationalities represented by 36%/37% of 
students in 2011 and 2012. With these numerous national 
and cultural backgrounds represented, there are greater 
opportunities to exchange new ideas and share different 
problem-solving approaches.

In addition to embracing the many nationalities represented 
at ETH Zurich, there is also a great deal of attention paid to 
finding a better balance of genders. As a technical institution, 
there has historically been an over-representation of male 
students, faculty and staff. However, ETH Zurich recognizes 
the need for a more balanced ratio of males and females 
and has been diligently working to resolve this issue.

The Equal! office is dedicated to securing equal opportunities 
for women and men. The earliest form of the program began 
in 1991 and has since been focusing on supporting women 
in academia and addressing the “leaky pipeline”. This concept 
symbolizes the academic career of women as a pipeline and 
describes it as ‘leaking’ because the proportion of female 
students at ETH Zurich (roughly 30%) drops (to 10% or less) 
with more senior positions and professorships. The result 
is a loss of much potential for ETH Zurich and for science. 
The Equal! office has consequently worked to plug these 
leaks by supporting women in academic careers. As part of 
this effort, the Equal! office conducts annual gender moni-
toring analyses. Although there has been a significant in-
crease in the absolute number of female students compared 
to previous years, the relative porportion remains stable and 
indicates that there is still additional work to be done to 
narrow this gap.

Employee Headcount 2011 2012

Total Employees 10,189 10,242
Men 6,704 6,762

Women 3,485 3,480

Percentage women 34% 34%

Professors 2 364 380

Men 333 346

Women 31 34

Percentage women 9% 9%

Assistant professors 78 83

Men 56 59

Women 22 24

Percentage women 28% 29%

Assistants 4,530 4,620

Men 3,144 3,209

Women 1,386 1,411

Percentage women 31% 31%

Senior assistants 412 435

Men 329 329

Women 83 106

Percentage women 20% 24%

Scientific staff 246 245

Men 173 173

Women 73 72

Percentage women 30% 29%

Senior scientists and scientific staff 
on permanent contracts

275 262

Men 242 228

Women 33 34

Percentage women 12% 13%

Scientific staff on hourly wages 1,240 1,202

Men 824 828

Women 412 374

Percentage women 33% 31%

Technical & IT staff 1,570 1,558

Men 1,193 1,201

Women 377 357

Percentage women 24% 23%

Administrative staff 1,474 1,457

Men 406 389

Women 1,068 1,068

Percentage women 72% 73%

Diversity in faculty and staff

1 Includes 21/19 externally employed dual professors (2011/2012).

2 Does not include externally employed dual professors.
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Employee turnover
At ETH Zurich, a significant part of mid-career research staff 
is employed in temporary positions related to a specific stage 
of their academic development path or a specific research 
grant. This is encouraged because of the dynamic nature of 
research institutions and the need to foster innovative re-
search with a constant influx of fresh ideas and perspectives. 
For this reason, only permanent contract employees are 
considered when the turnover rate is calculated. From 2011 

45

Importance of health and safety
To ensure that all members of ETH Zurich are safe in their 
places of work and study, there are strict rules against threats 
and violence, sexual harassment, bullying and discrimina-
tion. Given the technical nature of much of the research 
carried out at ETH Zurich, there is also significant potential 
that students and staff may be subjected to dangerous situ-
ations. For instance, exposure to hazardous substances or 
injuries caused by misuse of equipment in laboratories may 
pose risks. Therefore, it is imperative that due precautions 
are taken and response procedures are prepared in advance. 
The Safety, Health, and Environment Department provides 
clear documentation on technical safety measures and per-
sonal safety equipment for these matters. Such measures 
are approved by the Vice President of Human Resources and 
Infrastructure or the Executive Board of ETH Zurich. These 
guidelines, along with training and education for all students 
and staff who work in potentially dangerous environments, 
help to minimize the risk of accidents.

Diversity goals

Strengthening diversity among the students and 
staff of ETH Zurich

Achieved. About 50% of employees at ETH Zurich came 
from foreign countries. Within the student body, there 
are over 100 nationalities represented. 36.1% (2011) 
and 36.9% (2012) from foreign countries.

The performance agreement between ETH Zurich 
and the ETH Board for the years 2008-2011/2012 
defines the following targets for increasing the 
number of females by 2015.

Achieved. Target of 10% female professors. 2011: 
11.9%;2012: 12.5 %. Numbers include the proportion  
of all female professors (full professors 2011: 8.5%; 
2012: 8.9%; assistant professors 2011: 28.2%;  
2012: 28.9%).

In Progress. Target of 30% women among scientific 
staff members. 2011: 27.1%; 2012: 27.0%.

In Progress. Target of 35% female students (incl. PhD 
students). 2011: 30.8%; 2012: 30.6%.

In Progress. Target of 25% female technical and IT Staff 
(function level >10). 2011: 24.1%; 2012: 23.4%.

Upholding privacy and data security
At ETH Zurich, the privacy and security of students and em-
ployees is a main focus. Sophisticated systems have been 
put in place to ensure the greatest protection of personal 
information. These systems also meet the requirements of 
a federal law passed in June 1992 which requires strict data 
protection. In 2011 and 2012, there were no substantiated 
breaches of data security reported, indicating the tight se-
curity put in place has been effective.

Internal trainings for employees 2011 2012

Total number of trainings 669 1011
Leadership Management 43 49

Career 58 46

Communication & Methods 78 71

- 14

Project Management 69 80

Getting Acquainted with ETH 181 135

Orientation Event 240 240

‘Lunch Events’ on Promotion of 
Healthy Lifestyles

- 376

External trainings for employees 2011 2012

Total amount spent in CHF 247,000 197,000

to 2012, the rate of turnover went from 6.2% to 6.6%. Of all 
the permanent employees at ETH Zurich, professors con-
sistently show the highest retention rate in 2011 and 2012 
(3.3%/2.1%). Conversely, Assistants have the highest turnover 
rate in 2011 (7.0%) and scientific staff in 2012 (8.2%).

New entries 
from outside

Persons leaving Turnover in 
percent 3Employee turnover in 2012 Total 1 Contract expired Notice given 2 Retirement

Total ETH Zurich 4,235 3,999 3,308 580 92 6.6
Professors1 24 9 1 0 8 2.1

Assistant professors 13 5 2 3 0 3.6

Assistants 1436 1209 875 326 0 7.1

Senior assistants 34 68 39 26 1 6.2

Scientific staff 46 62 42 20 0 8.2

Senior scientists and scientific 
staff on permanent contracts

4 17 2 2 13 5.7

Scientific staff on hourly wages 2,144 2,108 2,024 83 0 6.9

Technical & IT staff 235 217 124 48 41 5.7

Administrative staff 299 304 199 72 29 6.9

New entries 
from outside

Persons leaving Turnover in 
percent 3

Employee turnover in 2011
Total 1 Contract expired Notice given 2 Retirement

Total ETH Zurich 4,490 4,200 3,533 553 82 6.2
Professors 4 16 17 3 3 9 3.3

Assistant professors 16 8 4 4 0 5.1

Assistants 1,520 1,171 844 316 2 7.0

Senior assistants 27 82 55 23 1 5.8

Scientific staff 56 63 48 11 3 5.7

Senior scientists and scientific 
staff on permanent contracts

3 18 3 2 12 5.1

Scientific staff on hourly wages 2,334 2,273 2,213 59 0 4.8

Technical & IT staff 218 280 171 68 35 6.6

Administrative staff 300 288 192 67 20 5.9

1 Including deaths and dismissals; 2 by employee; 3 excluding contractual expiration of conduct; 4 does not include externally employed dual professors.

Summary of employee retention rates

Employee training

Students, faculty and staff
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More women needed in scientific research
The ETH Board and ETH Zurich have set some ambitious targets to increase 
the proportion of women at all levels in the field of academia. The goal is to 
increase the numbers of women to 10 per cent of professors, 30 per cent of 
mid-level, non-tenured staff and 35 per cent of both postgraduate and under-
graduate students by 2015. However, the targets were not completely 
achieved during the period under review.

The proportion of female students at 
ETH Zurich has remained more or 
less constant at 30 per cent for sev-
eral years. The further up you look at 
the academic career ladder, the lower 
the percentage of women. Among full 
professors, the representation of 
women in 2012 was at only 9 per cent. 
Hence, as most other technical Uni-
versities, ETH Zurich is characterized 
by a “leaky pipeline” (see box). Since 
2010, the underlying figures of the 
leaky pipeline have been documented 
within ETH Zurich’s “gender monitor-
ing”, conducted by ETH Zurich’s 
Office of Equal Opportunities (Equal!) 
under the direction of Professor 
Renate Schubert, the ETH President’s 
Delegate for Equal Opportunities.

According to Schubert, three primary 
factors are responsible for the low 
percentage of women among stu-
dents. First, societal expectations and 
stereotypes – for instance that math-
ematics, science, and technology are 
not for girls or women – play an 
important role. This mindset often 
leads to reason number two; that 
girls who are interested in these 
subjects in school feel themselves 
pushed into an unpleasant role as 
outsiders. Lastly, Schubert says, 
women are generally much more 
interested than men in using science 

“Science is wonderful and promises an 
exciting and interesting life. We have to 
inspire enthusiasm and passion for 
research among our students, especially 
among the women.”
Renate Schubert, Professor of Economics 
and ETH President’s Delegate for  
Equal Opportunities.
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bridge between a post-doctoral 
position and a tenured professorship. 
ETH Zurich wants to use these posi-
tions to retain female researchers in 
academia and to increase the propor-
tion of women among full and assis-
tant professors in the long term. ETH 
Zurich will also be selectively and 
systematically inviting women to 
apply for advertised professorships. 
According to Schubert, there are 
often highly qualified female re-
searchers not applying for professor-
ships because they think they don’t 
precisely fulfill the advertised profile.

Renate Schubert sees increasing 
diversity on the campus as one of  
the key challenges for the next de-
cade. Not only are more women 
needed, but also more international 
students and a broader range of the 
social classes. Greater diversity 
promotes excellence.

www.equal.ethz.ch →

and technology to solve important 
social problems and less interested 
in making models and technologies 
more elegant or parsimonious. “So, 
women are rather choosing fields apt 
for application,” the professor of 
economics explains. ETH Zurich is 
working to give greater attention to 
this last aspect in particular by 
adapting both the curricula of indi-
vidual courses as well as whole study 
programs. The new degree program 
of the Department of Health Sciences 
and Technology (D-HEST) is designed 
in this way and has a high percentage 
of female enrollments.

 “Many young female scientists leave 
ETH Zurich after getting their doctor-
ate,” Schubert says. A variety of 
reasons are responsible for this. 
Women are typically more risk-averse 
than men, Schubert declares, and 
seek greater long-term security in 
their careers. In addition, the fact that 
making a career in research means 
working 60 to 80 hours per week does 
not match up with the aspirations of 
many women. As a result, women 
who are interested in science fre-
quently move from actual research 
into research administration, re-
search networks, the education 
sector outside of universities or 
government jobs at the federal or 
cantonal level. “We therefore need to 
reconsider whom we view as ‘good’ 
scientist,” Schubert emphasizes.

The proportion of female assistant 
professors at ETH Zurich was nearly 
30 per cent in 2012. These positions 
typically have terms of about six 
years and are intended to serve as a 

The performance agreement between 
ETH Zurich and the ETH Board for the 
years 2008 to 2011 includes an 
increase to 10% in the proportion of 
women at the professorship level. The 
goal at the professorship level has 
already been achieved. In 2011, the 
proportion of all female professors was 
11.9%. In 2011, the percentage of 
female doctoral students reached 
30.8% and was thus 1.3 percentage 
points below the previous year’s level. 
Therefore, it is quite unclear whether 
the objective of 35% can be achieved by 
2015. No progress has been made at 
the student and research associates 
levels so far. Therefore, the agreed 
percentages of women amounting to 
35% and 30%, respectively, are unlikely 
to be reached by 2015.
More information on the situation of 
equal opportunities for women and 
men at ETH Zurich can be found in the 
2011/2012 Gender Monitoring Report.

 goals 2015 women
 goals 2015 men

 women 2011
 men 2011

Leaky Pipeline
goals 2015 agreed between the ETH Board and ETH Zurich / degree of performance in 2011
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Campus and 
environment

As ETH Zurich’s research and education activities grow, its 
facilities will also have to grow by an expected 10–15% in 
floor space by 2020 to ease the increasing strain on the 
university’s infrastructure.

In order to balance growth and sustainability, ETH Zurich 
has managed to significantly reduce environmental resource 
use in normalized terms with a 7% decrease in energy con-
sumption by area, or a 22% decrease per person, over the 
last five years.

The school has also embarked on an ambitious program to 
reduce CO2 emissions. A key component is the construction 
of a massive, dynamic underground energy storage system, 
which will make one of the university’s campuses virtually 
CO2-free by 2025.

This chapter covers 12 GRI Indicators and ISCN Principles 
1 and 2.

GRI Indicators

EN1 Materials used by weight or volume.

EN2 Percentage of materials used that are recycled input materials.

EN3 Direct energy consumption by primary energy source.

EN4 Indirect energy consumption by primary source.

EN5 Energy saved due to conservation and efficiency improvements.

EN6 Initiatives to provide energy-efficient or renewable energy based 
products and services, and reductions in energy requirements as 
a result of these initiatives.

EN16 Total direct and indirect greenhouse gas emissions by weight.

EN17 Other relevant indirect greenhouse gas emissions by weight.

EN18 Initiatives to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
and reductions achieved.

EN20 NOx, SOx, and other significant air emissions by type 
 and weight.

EN22 Total weight of waste by type and disposal method.

EN29 Significant environmental impacts of transporting products and 
other goods and materials used for the organization’s operations, 
and transporting members of the workforce. The dynamic earth storage system – the so-called 

anergy grid – will help to operate the Campus 
Hönggerberg largely CO₂-free by 2025.
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Campus and environment

applied to the Information and Science Laboratory of the 
campus Hönggerberg in 2008. Moving forward, ETH Zurich 
aims to meet the certification of MINERGIE®-ECO for all new 
buildings and MINERGIE® certification for renovations. In 
addition, energy efficiency in buildings is linked to its ISO 
14001 certified management system which is led by the 
Safety, Security Health and Environment (SSHE) unit. As ETH 
Zurich continues to expand, major construction projects will 
be assessed based on the energy costs, energy usage and 
emissions produced over the entire life-cycle of the invest-
ment. In newly constructed buildings, only state-of-the-art 
construction standards and energy-efficient construction 
methods are applied.

Improving the efficiency of the Hönggerberg campus has been 
a main focus in recent years with a goal of reducing direct CO2 
emissions by 50% by 2020. To meet this target, a project in-
volving the installation of geothermal storage systems beneath 
the campus, referred to as an “Anergy Grid”, was initiated in 
2008. With an investment of about 37 million CHF, the first 
phase of the project was completed in 2012 and four buildings 
have already been connected to the system.

Campus footprint
Centrally located in downtown Zurich, the main campus of 
ETH Zurich is an ideal location to take advantage of the 
City’s many attributes. Not far from this campus is a second 
campus referred to as ETH Campus Hönggerberg, located 
in the Zurich suburb of Hönggerberg. There are also satel-
lite facilities in other locations in Switzerland which ETH 
Zurich manages for use in experimental work. These cam-
puses offer a significant amount of space for ETH Zurich’s 
various needs in the form of laboratories, lecture halls, 
office spaces and service areas such as cafeterias. However, 
as the Institution grows, an increasing strain on this infra-
structure will require ETH Zurich to expand even further. 
In 2012, the area heated or cooled (energy reference area 
(ERA)) was 632,349 m2 at the main campus, 324,970 m2 for 
ETH Zurich, Hönggerberg, and a total of about 26,000 m2 
for the satellite facilities. It is expected that the total floor 
space of all ETH Zurich buildings will increase by 10-15% 
by 2020.

The ETH Campus Hönggerberg in particular has played an 
integral role in ETH Zurich’s more recent expansion. Since 
2003, ETH Zurich has been continually developing its campus 
in Hönggerberg as a model university of the 21st century. It 
is based on the vision of a city district catered to a thinker's 
culture, connecting science, the economy and the public. As 
the largest sustainability project at ETH Zurich, it was award-
ed a coveted European Culture Award for Science in 2010.

Also exemplifying ETH Zurich’s commitment to sustainable 
development is its involvement with the RUMBA (resource 
and environmental management in the federal government) 
program which was established by the Federal Authorities 
of the Swiss Confederation for managing resources and 
environmental issues. Adhering to the guidelines of RUMBA 
has committed ETH Zurich to continuous improvement in 
its environmental performance.

Buildings and operations
Operating buildings for a large institution like ETH Zurich is 
resource intensive. For this reason, ETH Zurich has gone to 
great lengths to optimize the efficiency of its buildings. As 
part of this effort, the strict standard for energy efficient and 
ecologically designed buildings, MINERGIE®-ECO, was first 

Building efficiency goals

Implement MINERGIE®-ECO standard (or similar) 
in new buildings and MINERGIE® standard (or 
similar) for total refurbishments.

Achieved. For new building HPL (Life Science Plat-
form), opening 2012, for building LEE, which is under 
construction and opening 2014, and for CSCS (Office 
building of “Swiss Center for Scientific Computing”). 
Also achieved for the refurbishment of HPP and HPZ 
buildings. Although, the HPZ refurbishment follows the 
Low-Ex strategy to energy efficiency it will nontheless 
get the Minergie label.

In major investment projects, ETH Zurich assesses 
costs, energy usage, and emissions over the entire 
life cycle of the investment. In newly constructed 
buildings, only state-of-the-art construction stan-
dards and energy-efficient construction types are 
used.

In Progress. New Life Cycle Costing tool is under evalu-
ation by the real estate department.

Environmental statistics
Even though electricity demand on the Hönggerberg campus increased slightly in 2012, overall electricity demand 1 across all premises in the canton of 
Zurich remained constant (111.8 GWh). The fact that the weather was significantly colder than in the previous year was largely responsible for the 
increased heat demand, which was up by 12% compared to 2011. Once again, the amount of heat recovered from the cooling systems increased in 2012 
by one gigawatt hour to 8.9 GWh. This means that around 11% of ETH Zurich’s heating requirement is met by using waste heat from cooling systems.

Electricity (in GWh) 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Total Electricity Demand 107.9 109.8 113.1 111.0 111.8
Percentage from renewable sources 92% 94% 89% 23% 24%

Total produced on site 6.2 3.5 2.3 1.1 0.2
Production from combined heat and power unit (CHP), decommissioning 2012 6.0 3.3 2.1 0.9 0.0

Production from photovoltaic cells 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2

Total electricity purchased 101.7 106.3 110.8 109.9 111.6
Electricity purchased for buildings 89.3 94.0 96.6 98.5 101.5

Electricity purchased for Walche heat pump 12.4 12.3 14.2 11.4 10.1

Heating (in GWh) 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Total Heat Demand of ETH Zurich (net energy) 54.8 52.8 51.1 45.3 50.7
Percentage from renewable sources 57% 51% 55% 43% 42%
Total heat produced (net energy) 82.9 80.7 81.9 70.7 77.9

Sale of heat to third-parties (net energy) – 28.1 – 27.9 – 30.8 – 25.4 – 27.2

Total heat produced (net energy including external purchasers) 82.9 80.7 81.9 70.7 77.9
District heating 16 16.7 11.7 11.2 21.6

Walche heat pump 30.8 26.4 33.9 31.5 27.3

Fossil fuels

Gas (excluding gas for CHP electricity) 40.0 40.4 38.5 26.6 25.5

Oil 0 0 0 4.2 5.9

Non-fossil fuels

Woodchips 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.5

From heat recovery 9.6 6.8 6.6 7.9 8.9

Losses during conversion – 14.1 – 10.2 – 9.5 – 11.1 – 11.8

Relative amounts 2

Electricity demand (kWh/FTE), excl. power for heat pump 6,681.9 6,391.7 6,176.1 5,880.7 5,826.2

Heat demand/energy-consuming area (kWh/m2) 88.5 84.8 82.5 73.1 80.2

Total energy demand/FTE (kWh/FTE) 10,516.1 9,852.7 9,369.3 8,554.9 8,732.5

Total energy demand/energy-consuming area (kWh/m2) 242.6 241.5 242.0 233.9 241.1

Emissions of CO2 equivalents (tonnes CO2 eq.) 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Total CO2 eq. emissions 23,613 23,902 25,258 23,652 25,773

Direct CO2 eq. emissions

Gas and district heating 8,840 8,178 7,806 4,937 4,655

Oil 3 0 0 0 1,109 2,088

Coolants (recorded once in 2009) n. a. 62 62 62 62

Indirect CO2 eq. emissions

Purchased current (according to environmental declaration) 1,377 1,445 1,462 1,609 1,606

Commuter traffic (recorded once in 2008) 1,714 1,714 1,714 1,714 1,714

Business travel 11,682 12,503 14,214 14,221 15,648

1 Rented smaller premises and premises outside the canton of Zurich are not included in the multi-year comparisons.

2 Students count as 0.68 FTE.

3 Given that ETH Zurich’s thermic power plant has become redundant with the implementation of the underground energy storage system, the majority of oil reserves have been burned in 2011 and 2012. 
The remaining oil is kept on reserve for standby use only and the empty oil tanks are now used for rainwater harvesting.
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Zurich’s seven large cooling plants. In 2012, 8,900 MWh of 
waste heat could be reused from this process, equating to an 
increase of 19% compared to 2010.

Energy goals

Reduce direct and indirect energy consumption 
in certain building complexes by 10% by 2012 
through energy projects that optimize operational 
efficiency

Achieved. HPM building: 35 energy saving measures have 
been implemented since 2009, resulting in a reduction 
of 700MWh/year of heating energy by 2012.

Achieved. ETZ building: Savings of 90MWh of electricity; 
base year: 2007.

In Progress. SLA building: Savings of 36MWh of elec-
tricity in 2012.

In Progress. FEL buildings in Lindau-Eschikon (mainly 
greenhouses): No savings but new energy monitoring 
tool implemented.

For operation of the new energy supply system at 
Hönggerberg (Anergy Grid) specifically, ETH Zurich 
will only use power consisting of a mix of energy 
sources that complies with high ecological 
standards.

Achieved. More than 4 GWh/year of “nature made Star” 
labeled electricity is purchased for the supply of the 
“Anergy Grid”.

Continue energy projects, establish a new and 
more focused strategy to increase energy effi-
ciency of buildings and facilities.

In Progress. Overall strategy for improving energy 
efficiency is under development. The main focus has 
been defined by the facility department in 2012.

Reduce electricity consumption of facilities sys-
tems through their optimization (implementation 
of measures if pay-back is 3-4 years).

In Progress. Chiller plants: There have been in depth 
discussions on the potential optimization and imple-
mentation of saving measures. The energy efficiency 
of the chillers systems are in the process of being 
stabilized to an overall COP (Coefficient of perfor-
mance) of 3.90.

In Progress. Motors: Exchange of two motor systems 
in HP and ML building with favorable paybacks (3-4 
years). It is expected that there will be an electricity 
savings of approximately 240 MWh/year.

Increase the percentage of electricity that comes 
from renewable energy sources. From 2013 on-
wards, the share of power from renewable sources 
at ETH Zurich will be at least equal to or greater 
than its share in the total mix of electricity in Swit-
zerland (production mix). The share of power from 
renewable sources will be continuously increased. 
The target is 100% by 2035.

In Progress. Electricity from renewable sources de-
creased from 89% in 2010 to 23% in 2012. Heating 
energy from renewable sources decreased from 55% 
to 44%, mainly due to the electricity-mix used in the 
heating pump “Limmat”.

In Progress. The mix of energy sources for the electric-
ity used at ETH Zurich is entered into a balance sheet 
for annual book-keeping and is offset by purchasing 
guarantees of origin (GOs).

Continue to encourage energy related dialogues 
with the public and student groups, establish 
working group for revising outdated energy mis-
sion statement and define new targets as part of 
a revised ETH Zurich energy policy.

Achieved. A working group developed the energy concept 
in 2012. This working group included students, profes-
sors, administrative and operational representatives. 
The new energy concept is the compass of ETH Zurich on 
its way into the energy future. ETH Zurich commits itself 
to sustainable energy solutions through its teaching, 
its basic research for a sustainable energy supply or 
its own infrastructure, where efficiency, sustainability 
and profitability are reconciled.

Optimize reuse of waste heat from chiller systems 
and implement a waste heat recovery system for 
the largest datacenter in the city campus “RZ”.

Achieved. In 2012, 8900 MWh of waste heat could 
be reused - an increase of 26% compared to 2010 
(6,600MWh).

Achieved. The new waste heat recovery system is 
integrated in the datacenter and running since end 
of 2012.

Total energy consumption/energy consuming area (final energy)
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Conserving energy
The total direct energy used by ETH Zurich (defined as fuels 
like natural gas, oil and woodchips burned in own facilities) 
was 31.3 GWh in 2011 and 31.9 GWh in 2012. Indirect energy 
use (mainly electricity and district heating from outside pro-
viders) was 121.1 GWh in 2011 and 133.2 GWh in 2012. Of this 
energy, 25.4 GWh in 2011 and 27.2 GWh in 2012 were sold as 
heating energy to third parties.

Although the electric power consumption at the Hönggerberg 
campus increased slightly in 2012, the overall electric power 
consumption of the properties in the canton of Zurich has 
remained constant (111.8 GWh). The especially cooler weather 
in 2012 translated to a 12% increase in heat consumption 
compared to 2011. The normalized energy consumption (by 
energy-consuming area) in 2011 was 233.9 kWh/m2 and 241.1 
kWh/m in 2012; and (by fulltime employees and students) in 
2011 was 8,554.9 kWh/FTE and 8,732.5 kWh/FTE in 2012. 
These normalized values show a significant improvement over 
previous years with a 7% decrease in energy consumption by 
area and a 22% decrease by FTE since 2008. Additionally, 
improvements continue to be made with the heat recovery 
systems from refrigeration. From 2010 to 2012 an extra giga-
watt hour was recovered each year.

This downward trend in energy consumption demonstrates 
the success of ETH Zurich’s energy efficiency efforts, including 
the requirement for building constructions to adhere to strict 
energy efficiency standards. Additionally, there has been an 
increase in the amount of waste heat recovered from ETH 

Emission goals

Reduce direct CO2 Emissions of the Science City 
campus by 50% by 2020 (4,000t/year) through the 
implementation of the energy concept based on 
geothermal storage systems.

Achieved. Construction of Phase 1 including two storage 
fields, 300 geothermal probes, and main piping loop 
was completed in 2011/2012.

Completion of phase 1 (Construction of two stor-
age fields, total of 300 geothermal probes, and 
main piping loop).

Achieved. Phase 1 was completed in 2012.

Reduce VOC emissions by 15% by 2012 (base year 
2008).

In Progress. In 2011, 60 boxes for collecting solvents 
in the lab buildings were replaced with newer versions 
with better seals.

In Progress. VOC emissions were reduced from 29.8 
tonnes/year (2008) to 23.9 tonnes/year (2010) and 18.3 
tonnes/year (2011) and an awareness campaign was 
initiated to educate students and staff on avoiding VOC 
releases.
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Reducing carbon emissions
In 2011 and 2012, direct Scope 1 emissions (mainly from fossil 
fuels like natural gas burned in own facilities) were 6,108/6,805 
t CO2eq. Indirect Scope 2 emissions (mainly from electricity 
consumption) were 1,609/1,606 t CO2eq. Additional indirect 
emissions, referred to as Scope 3, account for emissions caused 
by activities outside ETH Zurich’s control. In order to capture 
ETH Zurich’s overall carbon footprint, Scope 3 accounted for 
the commuting of students and faculty as well as business 
travel which, together, contributed to more than 15,935/17,362 
t CO2eq in 2011 and 2012. The data collected over the last years 
with respect to greenhouse gas emissions has equipped ETH 
Zurich to properly set emission reduction targets. The overarch-
ing goal to reduce CO2 emissions by 50% by 2020 and consume 
100% of electricity from renewable sources by 2035 are facili-
tated by the guidelines of the “Energy Concept”, which directly 
addresses energy by way of research, education, increasing 
awareness among ETH Zurich staff, construction and refurbish-
ment of buildings, operation of infrastructure, mobility, reporting 
and communication. Other measures include limiting the emis-
sions generated by business travel where possible and replacing 
district heating with heat generated by heat pumps (e.g. heat 
pump in the River Limmat).

ETH Zurich also closely monitors NOx emissions from its heat-
ing plants and volatile organic compound (VOC) emissions from 
laboratory activities. In 2011 and 2012, 74/42 mg/m3 of NOx was 
emitted while VOC emissions amounted to 23.9/18.3 tonnes. 
Measures to reduce VOC emissions include an ongoing aware-
ness campaign on campus and the use of better sealed contain-
ers to collect solvents in laboratories.

CO2 Emissions
in metric tonnes of CO2 equivalent per year
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Transportation goals

Define strategy to reduce emissions from business 
travel.

In Progress. Results of the initial TripDrop analysis are 
being interpreted.

Utilize alternatives to international networking 
(e.g. videoconferencing) and limit air travel.

In Progress. New setup of the “landing page” of internal 
Videoconferencing services unit.

Cut average fuel consumption to 9.5 liters/100 km 
by 2013 for the entire ETH vehicle fleet (including 
utility vehicels, vans and field-work vehicels).

Not yet begun. Total fuels used in 2012 for own car 
fleet: 98,376 liters (total), 64,258 liters (Diesel), 34,118 
liters (Fuel).

Increase number of students travelling between 
the two campus sites using non-motorized 
traffic.

Achieved. E-bike charging station installed as part of 
the “E-VeloLink” project.

Optimize public transportation between the main 
campus and Science City.

Achieved. Permanent shuttle service established be-
tween the two campus sites serves approximately 400 
people per day and travels approximately 2,800 km 
each day.
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Cutting use of paper
The use of large quantities of paper is a traditional practice 
for universities like ETH Zurich. However, there is a significant 
environmental impact associated with this consumption and 
ETH Zurich has therefore focused on lowering the environ-
mental impact of the paper that is used and reducing the 
overall quantity of paper consumed. In 2011 and 2012, 
52.6/45.4 million pages were used. This shows a significant 
decrease of about 25% since 2010. ETH Zurich encourages 
the use of electronic documents whenever possible and 
appropriate. In addition, the print quota for students has 
been reduced in order to dissuade the unnecessary use of 
paper. Whenever paper is required, ETH Zurich promotes 
the use of recycled fibres. Indeed, recycled paper accounted 
for over half of all paper consumed in 2011 and 2012. When 
it is necessary to use higher quality, virgin paper, ETH Zurich 
preferentially sources paper that meets the standards of the 
Forest Stewardship Council for Responsible Forest Manage-
ment (FSC) label.

Material consumption goals

Cut paper consumption per FTE by 5% per year 
by 2012.

Achieved. An action plan was developed to outline steps 
for consolidating printing services. This included re-
stricting free printing for students. Paper consumption 
per FTE dropped significantly from 4,472 sheets A4/year 
(2008) to 2,603 sheets A4/year (2012).

Increase the proportion of recycled paper to 50% 
by 2012.

In Progress. The percentage of recycling paper de-
creased slightly - 42.8% in 2011 compared to 44.3% 
in 2010.

Increase efficiency (use of toner, electricity and 
paper) of ETH Zurich printing services.

In Progress. Initial concept is divided into “sub-projects”. 
The first pilot is expected to be launched in late 2013 
in one of the research departments.

Develop guidelines for sustainable purchasing of 
consumables at ETH Zurich.

Achieved. In 2012, ETH Zurich published a new Procure-
ment Policy. This includes guidelines and principles 
regarding sustainable procurement.

Develop guidelines for sustainable purchasing of 
computers and small electronic devices at ETH 
Zurich with a focus energy efficiency.

In Progress. Working group starts in 2013.
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Redirecting waste stream
ETH Zurich generates a significant volume of waste each 
day from its various facilities, such as its student housing, 
cafeterias and laboratories. Recognizing the impact this has 
on the environment, ETH Zurich is committed to diverting 
as much of this waste as possible away from mainstream 
disposal an into recycling streams. This is achieved, in part, 
by reusing chemicals in laboratories, recycling solvents, and 
recycling electronic waste. It is essential that these efforts 
are aided by further measures which reinforce the importance 
of recycling and encourage the student body to adopt it as 
part of their normal behavior. The goal is to direct 50% of 
the overall waste volume into recycling streams by 2013.

Additional attention is paid to hazardous materials which 
are part of the waste stream. ETH Zurich takes strict safety 
precautions when handling these potentially dangerous 
substances. Staff and students are trained to ensure that 
they clearly understand safe disposal practices. In 2011 and 
2012, 91.1/106.0 t of hazardous waste was disposed of from 
ETH Zurich. Of this weight, 54.5/58.7 t were solvents.

Waste goals

Direct half of the total waste materials to a recy-
cling stream by 2013 (including recycling Nes-
presso capsules in all building complexes).

In Progess. The percentage of recyclable waste mate-
rial decreased to 43% (47% in 2010). A new tool to 
assess the waste streams and amounts of waste will 
be implemented in 2013.

Analyze all buildings for their potential to improve 
waste sorting. Host a “Recycling Day” in the city 
campus.

Achieved. Recycling day was organized in the central 
campus in 2012.

Establish new targets for reducing and handling 
hazardous waste.

In Progress. New Hazardous waste collecting logistics 
in the central Campus until end of 2013.

More sustainable campus lifestyles
Awareness of environmental impacts is not limited to activities 
directly related to ETH Zurich’s operations. Rather, the stu-
dents, faculty and staff are also asked to partake in the wider 
sustainability efforts. An awareness campaign was initiated 
in 2011 which encouraged individuals to drink tap water rather 
than bottled water. ETH Zurich provided over 4,000 carafes 
for free drinking water to support this cause. There has also 
been a shift to waterless urinals in all new ETH Zurich build-
ings in an effort to use water resources more cautiously.

There is also a campaign underway, similar to the one used 
for bottled water, which educates students and staff on the 
CO2 impacts linked to certain foods. To help students and staff 
make environmentally responsible decisions without sacrific-
ing their favorite foods, there is currently an investigation to 
understand what opportunities may exist to exchange ingre-
dients that have high embedded carbon with low embedded 
carbon alternatives.

Given the volume of students and faculty members who must 
commute either to or between ETH Zurich’s several campuses, 
the university encourages commuters to utilize public trans-
port and bicycles. As incentives, employees are offered free 
travel-cards for 50% reduction on regular fares for the Swiss 
Federal Railways (SBB), the “Science City Link” provides public 
transport between ETH Zurich’s campuses as an alternative 
to using a car, and an annual “Bike-to-Work” campaign en-
courages over 800 participants to commute by bicycle.
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Water goals

Reduce drinking water consumption at ETH 
Zurich.

Achieved. Through a varaity of measures (including 
increasded use of rainwater), the overall drinking water 
consumption decreased to 291,069 m3/year (2012) - a 
reduction of 10% compared to 2010.

Make waterless urinals and more efficient faucets 
standard in new ETH buildings.

Achieved. In the new LEE building, only waterless urinals 
are installed.

Increase the use of grey-water on the ETH Zurich 
campus.

In Progress. Rainwater tanks have been installed and a 
program for rainwater use is being developed.

Sensitize and motivate students and staff to reduce 
consumption of bottled water and to drink more 
tap water.

In Progress. Through an awareness campaign and 
the distribution of over 4,500 free ETH carafes to all 
ETH employees students and staff were encouraged 
to drink more tap water. monitoring of effects is not 
yet available.

Food goals

Increase awareness of embedded carbon in food 
and offer at least one cheaper vegetarian meal at 
every campus restaurant. Design and implement 
an accompanying study to investigate the impact 
of climate friendly menus on the CO2 balance of 
ETH Zurich.

In Progress. An awareness campaign was launched in 
2009. In addition, a concept for a pilot study has been 
developed to provide the necessary baseline information 
on how to implement a climate-friendly and sustain-
able food program at ETH Zurich. The pilot study will 
start in 2013.
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While the technology is by no means new, the project size and complexity 
are unparalleled. ETH Zurich is building a dynamic underground storage 
system at ETH Hönggerberg in an effort to achieve virtually CO2-free heat-
ing and cooling for the campus by 2025. This innovative construction proj-
ect was acclaimed in 2012 as “exemplary” by the 
International Sustainable Campus Network (ISCN).

Moving toward a carbon neutral campus: 
An anergy grid replaces fossil fuels

Insight

Earth probe system on Campus Hönggerberg
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under significant pressure: “The 
underground energy storage system 
must function as an interlocking 
whole.” In particular the hydraulics 
of the many pumps in this complex 
system poses a major challenge.

Final completion of the circuit ring, 
substations and earth probes will, 
for the most part, likely occur prior 
to 2025. However, the campus is 
growing and, as such, each substa-
tion is designed to service several 
buildings (called clusters) some of 
which have yet to be built or still 

require renovations. For example, in 
the short term, new student resi-
dential buildings are expected to be 
connected to the anergy grid. The 
primary challenge of the project lies 
in ensuring a synchronized expan-
sion of the subterranean energy 
storage system with the aboveg-
round campus.

The underground energy storage 
project will cost 37 million CHF, 
spread over 15 years. Thereof, only 
approximately 17 million CHF is 
considered an additional investment 

Only a few meters below the sur-
face, one is able to traverse the 
Hönggerberg Campus in a multi-
tude of seemingly endless corri-
dors. Along the walls and above 
one’s head hang hefty, synthetic 
water pipes, arranged side by side 
or, in some places, on top of each 
other. With space being scarce, 
every meter is thoughtfully utilized 
and planned with painstaking preci-
sion. “The mere configuration of 
this system posed a formidable 
challenge”, recalled Reto Hassler-
Pause during a tour through the 
project. “Something of this scale 
and complexity is not to be found 
elsewhere in Switzerland”. Hassler-
Pause is the ETH project coordina-
tor responsible for planning and 
operation of the dynamic under-
ground storage system, also re-
ferred to as the “anergy grid”. An-
ergy is a term to describe low-grade 
energy. The new ETH Zurich energy 
concept includes plans for deploy-
ing as much anergy for heating and 
cooling purposes as possible 
through the use of geothermal 
energy and waste heat.

What, however, makes this dynamic 
underground storage system − 
which is essentially based on con-
ventional technologies such as heat 
pumps − a flagship project? The 
principle behind the dynamic under-
ground storage system is as simple 
as it is ingenious; the subterranean 
storage fields function like a battery 
which, depending on the season and 
building use, is either charged or 
discharged. While some buildings 
are heated during winter others, 
such as those housing servers, tend 
to emit heat throughout the year. To 
date, the heat generated by the 
latter type of buildings simply van-
ished. However, with the implemen-
tation of the underground dynamic 
storage system along with the 
water-filled earth probe fields, this 
otherwise wasted heat is stored 
150-200 meters below ground level 
for the purpose of heating in the 
winter. As buildings are heated 
during the cold months, heat is 
extracted from the storage and the 
temperature of the water drops. The 
process subsequently provides cool 
water to buildings in the summer. 

The system is thus considered a 
“dynamic” system because it pro-
vides both heating and cooling.

Jeanette Maurer-Hartmann, acting 
on behalf of the ETH Building and 
Constructions Infrastructure Divi-
sion as the Building Owners’ Repre-
sentative, explains the exact func-
tion of the underground storage 
system: “The heart of the under-
ground energy storage system is 
the vast energy channel – a central 
circuit ring. Attached to this are 
substations enabling the ‘refine-
ment’ of the low-grade energy. In 
other words, the water temperature 
is altered in such a way that it may 
be used directly for heating or 
cooling. The energy is directed from 
the substations either to connected 
buildings, or back into the circuit 
ring. The substations as well as the 
earth probe fields are intercon-
nected via this ring.”

At this point in time, the project is in 
the process of being deployed and 
optimized. Project coordinator,  
Reto Hassler-Pause, is 

resulting for the anergy project. 
This is due to the fact that ETH 
Zurich would have needed to reno-
vate the existing heating system 
regardless of the approach. Antici-
pated energy cost savings due to 
the innovative underground storage 
system are estimated at 1 million 
CHF annually. Hence the additional 
costs are likely to be amortized by 
approximately 2030. It is also antici-
pated that CO2 emissions will be 
reduced by half by 2020.

Schematic overview of the anergy grid on the campus Hönggerberg. 
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Approximately 75% of ETH Zurich’s annual 1.4 billion CHF 
budget is basic funding from the federal government. The 
remaining sources include third-party funding from Swiss 
and European research programs, industry, endowments, 
and legacies.

The receipt of public funds implies responsibilities for public 
accountability. As the largest of six institutions making up 
the ETH Domain, ETH Zurich is required to honor the objec-
tives laid down in the performance mandate of the domain. 
This mandate is issued every four years by the Swiss Federal 
Council, and is reviewed by the Swiss parliament.

This chapter covers 12 GRI Indicators and ISCN Principle 3.

Funding and 
governance

GRI Indicators

2.3 Operational structure of the organization.

2.6 Nature of ownership and legal form.

2.8 Scale of the reporting organization, including number of employees, 
net sales, total capitalization, quantity of products or services 
provided.

4.1 Governance structure of the organization, including committees 
under the highest governance body responsible for specific tasks, 
such as setting strategy or organizational oversight.

4.4 Mechanisms for shareholders and employees to provide recom-
mendations or direction to the highest governance body.

4.5 Linkage between compensation for members of the highest gover-
nance body, senior managers, and executives (including departure 
arrangements), and the organization’s performance (including social 
and environmental performance).

4.7 Process for determining the qualifications and expertise of the 
members of the highest governance body for guiding the organiza-
tion’s strategy on economic, environmental, and social topics.

4.9 Procedures of the highest governance body for overseeing the or-
ganization’s identification and management of economic, environ-
mental, and social performance, including relevant risks and op-
portunities, and adherence or compliance with internationally agreed 
standards, codes of conduct, and principles.

4.10 Processes for evaluating the highest governance body’s own per-
formance, particularly with respect to economic, environmental, 
and social performance.

4.11 Explanation of whether and how the precautionary approach or 
principle is addressed by the organization.

EC1 Direct economic value generated and distributed, including revenues, 
operating costs, employee compensation, donations and other com-
munity investments, retained earnings, and payments to capital 
providers and governments.

EC4 Significant financial assistance received from government. The Campus Hönggerberg offers room for 
further development, with new teaching and 
research buildings as well as student housing. 
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Funding sources
Given that ETH Zurich operates under a federal mandate for 
research, education, and knowledge and technology transfer, 
the majority of its funding comes from the Swiss Federal 
Government. In both reporting years (2011 and 2012) 1,101 
million CHF was provided basic funding from the Federal 
Government. This amounts to 76% of the total budget in 2011 
(1,455 million CHF) and 75% of the total budget in 2012 (1,467 
million CHF). Each year, new funding is allocated to ETH 
Zurich under the terms of a performance mandate imposed 
by the Federal Council and on the basis of targets set by the 
ETH Board.

In addition to basic federal funding, third-party contributions 
play a significant role in fulfilling ETH Zurich’s financial needs. 
About one quarter of the budget was attributed to these 
funds (24% in 2011; 25% in 2012). Nearly half of this third-
party funding came from Swiss national research organiza-
tions, research contracts with federal offices, or from Euro-
pean research programs (46% in 2011; 49% in 2012). The 
remaining contributions resulted from cooperation agree-
ments with industry and other third-party funding (47% in 
2011 and 46% in 2012), and endowments and legacies (7% 
in 2011; 5% in 2012).

Primary expenditures
One of ETH Zurich’s greatest expenses is the cost of person-
nel. In 2011 and 2012, about 61%/63% of expenditures was 
spent on wages (891 million CHF/ 923 million CHF). Pur-
chasing materials also accounted for a significant amount 
of the overall expenditure (290 million CHF/ 326 million 
CHF) while 105 million CHF/85 million CHF worth of invest-
ments were made in buildings and 169 million CHF/132 
million CHF for movables.

As the number of students and staff at ETH Zurich continues 
to grow, so too does the pressure to adequately fund the 
dynamic needs of the university. In 2010, a budget reduction 
was imposed to help address this issue. These measures, 
coupled with a maximized efficiency of the space and media 
used on campus, have allowed ETH Zurich to handle financial 
hurdles. However, demand for funding continues to grow 
and the university has exhausted its cost cutting options. 
Indeed, the budget requires about one billion CHF by 2016 
simply for investing in buildings.

Adhering to the Swiss federal 
mandate
ETH Zurich is fully accountable to the government as a result 
of the federal mandate under which it functions. ETH Zurich 
forms part of the ETH Domain, a body which also incorporates 
a second technical university, EPFL, and four national re-
search institutes. It is the responsibility of the ETH Board, 
elected by the Swiss Federal Council, to provide leadership 
for the ETH Domain. The Board of the ETH Domain consists 
of Presidents from ETH Zurich and EPFL, the director of one 
of the research institutes, one member nominated by the 
university assemblies, and up to seven other members with 
competence in scientific or economic issues, including the 
board’s President and Vice President. In 2012, two women 
and one man were inducted onto the board making the cur-
rent gender composition, four women and seven men.

Political management of the ETH Domain is the responsi-
bility of the Federal Parliament and the Federal Council. 
Every four years, the Swiss Federal Council issues perfor-
mance mandates to the ETH Domain, which are reviewed 
by the Swiss Parliament. The annual credit allocation from 
Parliament is provided in light of the ETH Domain’s per-
formance. Based on this decision, the ETH Board agrees 
upon objectives and funding allocations across the six in-
stitutions, prepares an annual budget and accounts for 
approval by Swiss Parliament. At the end of the four years 
reporting period, the ETH Board submits a final performance 

Funding goals

Ensuring excellent conditions and competitive 
benefits for professorships to maintain a competi-
tive edge internationally.

Achieved. The majority of ETH Zurich‘s funding is basic 
funding from the Swiss Federal government. In 2011: 
1,089 million CHF (76% of the total budget); in 2012: 
1,101 million CHF (75% of the total budget).

Increasing the funding proportion of second- and 
third-party funding, and development of new funding 
sources at the institutional level through the ETH 
Zurich Foundation.

Achieved. Third-party contributions played a significant 
role in fulfilling ETH Zurich’s financial needs: 24% 
(2011); 25% (2012).

Achieved. 46% (2011) and 49% (2012) of this third party 
funding came from Swiss national organizations, research 
contracts with federal offices, or from European research 
programs: 47% (2011) and 46% (2012) of the third party 
funding was the result of cooperation agreements with 
industry and other third-party funding; 7% (2011) and 
5% (2012) were endowments and legacies.

Careful management of finances
To ensure the needs of ETH Zurich’s education, research, and 
infrastructure are met, great care is taken in the management 
of its finances. Using an integrated approach, financial plan-
ning and resource management are closely monitored, taking 
into account specific matters of different institutional areas 
including strategic planning with regard to scientific strategy, 
human resources planning, and infrastructure planning. To 
aid this effort, ETH Zurich uses tools like ETHIS, an informa-
tion and support system, and an Internal Control System (IKS).

The risks faced by ETH Zurich are numerous and varied. They 
include potential financial uncertainties, threats to property 
and assets from natural hazards and damages to its reputa-
tion. ETH Zurich must mitigate these risks as much as possible 
and, to this end, it utilizes a comprehensive risk management 
system. In addition, workshops are held to identify risks and 
develop response strategies. These are attended by key per-
sonnel from different ETH Zurich functional divisions and 
departments.

report to the Swiss Federal Council using also the results 
of a midterm peer review. Both, the midterm peer review 
and the final performance report serve as basis for the next 
performance mandate. 

Governance structure
The highest body of management within ETH Zurich is the 
Executive Board. It is responsible for the areas of education, 
research, and administration. The Executive Board ensures 
that the University assumes its social, cultural, and economic 
responsibilities. It is responsible for the development of the 
long term academic strategy and management of ETH Zurich. 
To ensure decisions are based on mutual trust it regularly 
interacts with the University Assembly (which represents 
faculty, students, and administrative and technical staff) and 
the Conference of the Directors of Study. Concerning specific 
issues, the Executive Board also consults with six commit-
tees and commissions which represent the different internal 
stakeholder groups within ETH Zurich: The Strategy Com-
mittee, Study Committee, Research Commission, ICT Com-
mission, Risk Management Committee, and Asset Commis-
sion. These committees and commissions are essential for 
pooling knowledge distributed in the large organization of 
ETH Zurich, and making it available for coordinated decisions. 
A central mechanism for decision making at ETH Zurich is 
the exchange between the Assembly of Department Heads 
and the Executive Board.
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Funding and governance

The Vice President of Human Resources and Infrastructure 
is responsible for personnel policy, development, and man-
agement, the oversight of construction projects, including 
correspondence with the public and political authorities, 
as well as management of the real estate portfolio, safety 
and environmental protection, ICT management, and finally, 
the information and knowledge management (library). He 
also allocates space necessary for education, research and 
administration.

With the President, the Rector (Vice President of Education), 
and the three other Vice Presidents of the Executive Board 
at ETH Zurich, the current composition is entirely male.

Managing sustainability at  
ETH Zurich
Sustainability is integrated in the research, teaching and 
campus life at ETH Zurich. Since its establishment in 2008, 
“ETH Sustainability” has been supporting initiatives, projects 
and individuals who contribute to enhancing sustainability 
at ETH Zurich. It is integrated into the organizational structure 
of ETH Zurich as an extension of the Presidential Office. The 
ETH Sustainability Office reports directly to the President of 
ETH Zurich and is led by a Steering Committee comprised 
of the Chair, Associate Vice President for Sustainability, Vice 
President for Research and Corporate Relations, and six 
ETH professors who are currently conducting research in 
sustainability-related fields. Final decisions and approval of 
sustainability strategies and policies are made by the Presi-
dent, the Steering Board, and the Executive Board. The Safety, 
Security, Health and Environment department (SSHE) is 
responsible for environmental aspects of ETH Zurich’s op-
erations. It consults with the Environmental Commission, 
which consists of the ETH Zurich Vice President of Human 
Resources and Infrastructure, its Environmental Officer, and 
Environmental Delegates for the Departments and Infra-
structure groups. An Environmental Principles Statement 
has been defined for ETH Zurich and guides the school’s 
related initiatives.

The Executive Board
The Executive Board of ETH Zurich is composed of the 
University’s President, the Rector (Vice President of Educa-
tion), the Vice President of Research and Corporate Rela-
tions, the Vice President of Finance and Controlling, and 
the Vice President of Human Resources and 
Infrastructure.

Following the principle of collective responsibility, the whole 
of the Executive Board decides on the organizational struc-
ture of the university, particularly with regards to either 

founding or closing departments and staff units. The Execu-
tive Board is also responsible for regulating the curriculum 
and advanced study programs, and for maintaining the 
university’s overall quality control.

The President bears legal and political responsibility for 
the University and is held accountable to the ETH Board. 
As the face of the University, the President upholds rela-
tionships with public authorities, political bodies and the 
general public. He is responsible for a broad range of tasks 

including the management of all financial matters including 
fundraising, budgeting and determining the allocation of 
funds to the departments and domains, supporting outreach 
to international markets and building strategic alliances 
with global partners, and overseeing alumni relations. As 
the Chair of the Executive Board, the President consults 
with the other Board Members when developing strategic 
plans for the University. While the President requests the 
ETH Domain to appoint professors, he may directly appoint 
the heads of department in line with the recommendations 
of the departmental conferences. 

The Rector (Vice President of Education) is responsible 
for education within the Executive Board. He is in charge 
of admissions to academic programs at all levels and for 
the organization and management of academic-related 
matters, including the examination process. The Rector is 
responsible for scholarships. He maintains the “venia leg-
endi” (permission to teach) and issues invitations to visiting 
professors and other academic guests. He is responsible 
for the collaboration with secondary schools, for agree-
ments on inter-university programs and student exchanges. 
The rector is the only board member who is referred by the 
ETH Professors’ Conference.

The Vice President of Research and Corporate Relations 
is in charge of the Executive Board domain for Research 
and Corporate Relations. In this capacity, he is essentially 
responsible for strategic research planning and funding, 
as well as for the application of research results (technol-
ogy transfer) and partnerships with industry representa-
tives. He approves research contracts agreed between ETH 
Zurich (e.g. departments, institutes, laboratories, professors 
or other representatives) and third parties, and represents 
the Executive Board on research policy committees.

The Vice President of Finance & Controlling is in charge 
of the Executive Board domain for Finance and Controlling. 
He is essentially responsible for financial strategy and 
planning, the budgeting process, financial management 
(including cash management), as well as controlling and 
risk management.
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