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ETH Sustainability is the central hub for coordi-
nating sustainability activities at ETH Zurich. 
The aim of ETH Sustainability is to increase ETH 
Zurich’s contribution to sustainable develop-
ment and to publicise this both internally and 
externally. To this end, ETH Sustainability is res-
ponsible for connecting the various actors and 
initiatives involved in the field of sustainability 
at ETH Zurich as well as running its own activi-
ties. In the 2012–2016 time period, our focus is 
directed on four fields of action and five key 
topics.  

Outset

ETH Zurich wants to enhance its reputation "as an interna-
tional centre of excellence and reference for energy, envi-
ronment and sustainability research". As one of few inter-
nationally leading universities, ETH Zurich has  anchored 
the subject of sustainability at the top decision-making le-
vel – with the President himself. As a result, various aspects 
of sustainable development have been included in the key 
strategic topics specified in the "ETH Zurich Strategy and 
Development Plan 2012–2016". Sustainable development at 
ETH Zurich is integrated in research, teaching and opera-
tions. 

Four fields of action

ETH Sustainability actively helps to implement the "ETH Zu-
rich Strategy and Development Plan 2012–2016": on the one 
hand by supporting a large number of actors, and on the 
other hand with its own activities. In doing so, ETH Sustai-
nability focuses its attention on four fields of action: 

 • Research: Where required, ETH Sustainability offers sup-
port to initiate new cross-disciplinary research synergies 
and to foster fundraising. In addition, ETH Sustainability 
maintains a close network with international university 
alliances in order to give exposure to ETH Zurich’s re-
search in sustainability across the world.

 • Education: In close collaboration with the Rectorate and 
the Departments, ETH Sustainability raises students’ 
and doctoral students’ awareness to issues related to 
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sustainable development. Interested students from any 
background shall have the chance to acquire the toolset 
that will enable them to put sustainability into action 
both competently and usefully.

 • PR work: ETH Sustainability is dedicated to ensuring that 
ETH Zurich exercises its social responsibility in the field 
of sustainability by serving as an "honest broker". In col-
laboration with the University’s Communications Office, 
ETH Sustainability ensures that the latest research re-
sults are communicated in a comprehensible way and 
presented in a critical discourse. Our external communi-
cation will target decision makers from politics, busi-
ness, NGOs, the media, specific interest groups and the 
public. 

 • Campus Sustainability: Both ETH Sustainability and the 
Office for Safety, Security, Health and Environment (SGU) 
assist students and associates in putting sustainable 
principles into action in the everyday life of the universi-
ty. ETH Sustainability also promotes projects, persons 
and initiatives that reduce the ecological footprint 
caused by teaching and research operations. In addition, 
ETH Sustainability aims at improving the working envi-
ronment for lecturers, students and staff while at the 
same time cutting energy and resource consumption. 

Five key topics

In the planning period from 2012-2016, ETH Sustainability 
will concentrate on five key topics, reflecting the five global 
challenges that ETH Zurich specifies in its "ETH Zurich Stra-
tegy and Development Plan 2012–2016" in the chapter on 
"Sustainable Worlds":

 • Future cities and sustainable design of our living spaces: 
opportunities and challenges that arise from the urbani-
sation of our living spaces, encompassing not only susta-
inable planning, building and mobility but also the co-
existence of different cultures in the (mega) cities of the 
future. 

 • Natural resources and their protection: aspects of waste 
and material cycles as well as the opportunities and 
challenges associated with the use of natural resources 
(e.g. water, raw materials, biodiversity and ecosystems). 

 • Food security: opportunities and challenges related to 
the sustainable and efficient use of natural resources in 
food production and processing as well as securing suf-
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ficient food for a healthy world population.
 • Energy supply: opportunities and challenges connected 

with the energy services that are required for global pro-
sperity – which also harm the environment as little as 
possible and avoid fatal risks and negative economic im-
pacts. The most important criterion will be to reduce the 
global CO2 footprint.

 • Climate change: opportunities and challenges related to 
the mitigation of and adaption to climate change inclu-
ding strategies for reducing the use of fossil energy sour-
ces, limiting deforestation and lowering methane and 
nitrous oxide emissions in agriculture.

"Focus of the year"

In order to focus the work of ETH Sustainability and to po-
sition the efforts made by ETH Zurich in the key strategic 
topic "Sustainable Worlds", ETH Sustainability works with a 
"Focus of the year" Based on coordinated actions and com-
munication activities, this focus throws the spotlight on a 
partial aspect selected from the key topics. Whenever pos-
sible, the focus of the year is linked to an important event 
such as a world conference or an international UN year.

Implementation

The specific activities conducted by ETH Sustainability re-
sult from the four fields of action, the five key topics and 
the "Focus of the year". 

Organisation and Responsability

ETH Sustainability is integrated into the organisational 
units of ETH Zurich as an extended Presidential Office. The 
ETH Sustainability Office reports directly to the President of 
ETH Zurich.

In strategic terms, ETH Sustainability is led by a Steering 
Committee. The Chair is the Sustainability Delegate of ETH 
Zurich. Additional members are the Vice-President of Re-
search and Economic Relations of ETH Zurich, as well as six 
ETH Zurich professors who are involved in sustainability-re-
lated research and teaching. 

The Sustainability Office Team is responsible for putting 
the sustainability activities into practice.
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In the 2012–2016 period, ETH Sustainability 
concentrates on cross-disciplinary and coordi-
nated activities that, in the spirit of subsidia-
rity, are not conducted by single departments 
or centres. The following projects and initiati-
ves are the subject of focus.

Research: 
Catalysing interdisciplinary collaboration 

Where required, ETH Sustainability will help coordinating 
new research initiatives in order to develop common outli-
ne proposals. A focus is given to projects that are only made 
possible with several centres or departments collaborating 
together. ETH Sustainability can also support the ETH Foun-
dation with fundraising provided the issues are sustainabi-
lity-related.

Education:
Supporting a new generation with "Change Agents for 
Sustainability" 

The challenges in the area of sustainability demand parti-
cular skills from future key researchers and leaders – in par-
ticular to think interdisciplinarily while facilitating contact 
between science and society. In order to promote these 
skills, ETH Sustainability has launched the initiative 
"Change Agents for Sustainability" which includes the fol-
lowing projects to be conducted in the planning period 
2012–2016: 

Project "ETH Seed Sustainability"
ETH Sustainability enables students to write their Master’s 
or Bachelor’s thesis on the subject of sustainable develop-
ment and in collaboration with partners who are active in 
the field. In small teams, the students work on real-life pro-
blems and are supported by teaching faculty from ETH Zu-
rich, with ETH Sustainability coordinating the work. In the 
2012–2016 time period, priority will be given to facilitating 
collaboration between "ETH Seed Sustainability" and ETH 
competence centres.

Project "ETH Sustainability Summer School"
In cooperation with internal and external partners, ETH 
Sustainability offers a three-week educational course in the 
field of sustainability on an annual basis. Focus is given to 
interdisciplinary and intercultural education. Equally im-
portant is the exchange with partners from industry, socie-
ty and NGOs. The theme of the programme is matched to 
the focus of the year. Besides an intensive week of lectures, 
several trans-disciplinary case studies are included. The 
summer schools are primarily aimed at students from ETH 
Zurich but are also open to students from selected partner 
universities.

Project "ETH Sustainability Academy Hub"
In the planning period 2012–2016, ETH Sustainability ensu-
res that exchanges and networking activities take place 
between all summer and winter school programmes that 
are active in the field of sustainability. This will include i) 
setting up a central information platform, ii) joint activities 
during the year for current and former participants (e.g. se-
minar series, workshops), iii) a central database of all parti-
cipants who can be asked to act as multipliers or mentors 
for future events.  

Project "ETH Sustainability Course Catalog"
ETH Sustainability develops and maintains an overview of 
the courses available at ETH Zurich related to the field of 
sustainable development. The overview is available to pre-
sent and future students as well as to any other interested 
persons. 

Project "ETH Sustainability Venture"
In collaboration with the Department of Management, 
Technology and Economics (D-MTEC), ETH transfer and the 
Climate-KIC project, ETH Sustainability organises a teaching 
and training course that concentrates on the subjects of in-
novation and business foundation in the field of sustaina-
bility. The course is designed to build upon ETH‘s establis-
hed Venture programme. Besides systems knowledge, the 
course will include target and transformation knowledge 
as well as direct contact with mentors involved in sustaina-
bility-related issues. An indirect aim is to develop a network 
of like-minded thinkers who will tackle questions that go 
far beyond simply founding a company.

Current and planned activities
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Public Relations: 
Connecting science, business and society  

In order that business and society can benefit even more 
closely in the future from the results made by research, ETH 
Zurich wishes to increase its activities as an "honest bro-
ker". In this role, it aims to provide key social interest groups 
as well as leaders in business, politics and NGOs with first-
hand information and present a range of options for sol-
ving society’s most pressing problems. ETH Sustainability 
coordinates cross-disciplinary communications in the key 
topics for sustainability and ensures a unified presentation. 
The aim is to create higher internal and public awareness of 
the research results made in the five key topics that ETH 
Zurich specifies as most urgent for sustainable develop-
ment. Two projects will be conducted:

Project "ETH Sustainability portal" 
ETH Sustainability will develop a new internet portal in or-
der to sharpen ETH’s profile. The portal will become the first 
entrance point for visitors and offer comprehensive infor-
mation on the subject of sustainable development in re-
search, teaching and operations at ETH Zurich.

Project "ETH-Talks on the subject of sustainability"
New scientific findings on the five key topics are achieved 
almost on a daily basis. In order to channel academic know-
ledge into society as quickly as possible, ETH Zurich promo-
tes a critical and open dialogue. ETH Sustainability also or-
ganises an "ETH Talk" every year on the subject of 
sustainability. In line with the title ‘ETH Zurich invites you to 
a critical dialogue’, decision-makers and interest groups are 
invited to examine the latest scientific findings and tech-
nologies with ETH scientists. Opportunities and potential 
for a sustainable future are presented and realistic options 
for action are discussed. The event is directed at decision-
makers from politics, public administration, business and 
associations as well as ETH scientists and students, the me-
dia and the interested public. The event forms part of the 
"Focus of the year". 

Campus Sustainability: 
Developing and implementing innovations for a sustaina-
ble campus 

ETH Sustainability ensures that the actors involved in the 
field of sustainability can work together more closely and 
are better connected. ETH Sustainability can also provide 
staff and funding to support initiatives launched by other 
organisational units. ETH Sustainability also coordinates 
the following project and initiative.

Project "ETH Zurich Sustainability reporting" 
With reference to the years 2009–2010, ETH published its 
first comprehensive sustainability report that covered not 
only environmental subjects and energy key indicators but 
also social and financial aspects as well as governance. The 
report complies with the GRI-standard, one of the highest 
quality standards in business circles. By publishing this re-
port, ETH Zurich has set new benchmarks in the internatio-
nal academic environment. 

On the order of the Executive Board, a sustainability re-
port will be published every two years under the direction 
of ETH Sustainability. The next GRI-standard sustainability 
report will be issued in spring 2013. 

Initiative "Active for a sustainable campus" 
With the ‘Active for a Sustainable Campus’ initiative, ETH 
Sustainability supports projects, activities and actions initi-
ated by students that contribute to reducing ETH Zurich’s 
ecological footprint. Assistance can be given in terms of 
content and/or financial support.  

Contact
ETH Sustainability
Dr. Christine Bratrich
Auf der Mauer 2 / ADM
Telephone: +41 (0)44 632 02 51
E-Mail: sustainability@ethz.ch
www.sustainability.ethz.ch
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