Switzerland national day

Landlocked nation relies on innovative people

Marianne Gramm
CHARGE D’AFFAIRES A.I. OF SWITZERLAND

I very much welcome the op-
portunity to address the read-
ers of The Japan Times on the
occasion  of

Swiss National

Day. This spe-

cial day com-

memorates the

foundation of

the Swiss Con-

federation in

1291.

Tradition has it that during
the first days of August of that
year representatives from the
mountainous cantons of Uri,
Schwyz and Unterwalden met
on a meadow on the shores of
lake Lucerne to swear a solemn
oath of allegiance. The Federal
Charter that followed codified
the alliance of mutual aid and
support in order to protect their
traditional rights, above all
self-determination, against the
then powerful Habsburg Em-
pire. It took, however, some
further 500 years before the
Swiss Confederation, more or
less as we know it today, came
into existence in 1848.

In Japan, Switzerland is
known for the beauty of its
mountains, its landscapes and
nature. Heidi, cows, chocolate

and watches are considered
typically Swiss products. While
all of this is true, it only covers a
fraction of today’s reality. As a
small, landlocked country, with
few natural resources, Switzer-
land relies on the ingenuity and
resourcefulness of its people to
create, maintain and further its
level of well-being.

From an early start, Swit-
zerland has focused its energy
on education, research and
technology. Particularly in
the past decade, outlays for
research and development by
the government, universities
and private institutions have
increased to slightly over 3
percent of gross domestic
product (GDP), putting Swit-
zerland in the international
top league in that respect. The
lion’s share of Swiss research
and development is borne by
private companies and part-
nerships between companies
and universities. In the Euro-
pean context, Switzerland is
the most innovative country
and has shown the strongest
innovation growth during the
past year (European Innova-
tion Scoreboard/EIS, 2009).

The government of Switzer-
land has set a strong emphasis
on facilitating and broadening
scientific cooperation be-

tween Swiss research institu-
tions and individuals and their
counterparts abroad. Japan,
one of the leading nations in
research and development,
was identified as anideal part-
ner from the outset. A bilater-
al agreement on science and
technology was concluded be-
tween the governments of
Switzerland and Japan some
three years ago. Its objective
is to provide a framework for
the promotion and enhance-
ment of bilateral scientific co-
operation. The launch, in 2008,
of the Swiss-Japanese Cooper-
ative Program on Medical Re-
search is just one of the exam-
ples that highlights the posi-
tive development of the
bilateral scientific relations
since. The program is man-
aged on the Swiss side by the
Swiss Federal Institute of
Technology Zurich (ETH) and
the Japan Science and Tech-
nology Agency (JST) on the
Japanese side. Another bench-
mark of the quality of the bi-
lateral scientific links is the
number of joint publications
that has increased substan-
tially to reach about 600 annu-
ally. The many agreements
between universities from
Switzerland and Japan con-
cluded in the past years are

further proof of the excellent
cooperation between the high-
er education institutions in the
two countries.

Scientific cooperation, how-
ever, is not the only link be-
tween institutions of higher
learning in Switzerland and Ja-
pan: It is only a few months ago
that a brand-new annex to the
Ecole Polytechnique Federale
de Lausanne (EPFL), which
was designed by the Japanese
architects Kazuyo Sejima and
Ryue Nishizawa, recent win-
ners of the prestigious Pritzker
Prize, was inaugurated.

The ties between Switzer-
land and Japan, long-standing
and excellent as they are, nat-
urally reach far beyond the
scientific domain. The recent
highlight of the economic and
trade relations was the entry
into force of the Free Trade
and Economic Partnership
Agreement in September, pro-
viding additional opportuni-
ties for economic agents in
both countries.

Last, but by no means least,
very recently the political ties
have been strengthened by the
establishment of a framework
for intensified cooperation be-
tween the Ministries of For-
eign Affairs of Switzerland
and Japan.
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