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Introduction

Introduction

Background: 20 Years of Sustainable Development

2012 will be the 20th anniversary of the UN Conference 
on Environment and Development (Earth Summit), which 
was held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. In 1992, Agenda 21 
(Action Plan for the 21st Century) provided the basis for 
implementing a sustainable development policy. Sustain-
able development was defined in the Brundtland Report 
in 1987:”Sustainable development is development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(UN 1987). The Brundtland Report adds two elements to 
this definition which are considered to be fundamental: 
prioritising the basic needs of individuals (especially the 
most disadvantaged) and taking due account of the 
capacity limits of our environment. The strategy sketched 
out in 1992 was reaffirmed during the “Rio+10” Summit 
in Johannesburg in 2002 with the adoption of an action 
plan and a declaration. In 2002, the relationship between 
globalisation and sustainable development was also 
emphasised and the United Nations’ Millennium Devel-
opment Goals were included in the sustainable develop-
ment objectives. In 2012, a new global conference on 
sustainable development (“Rio +20”) will take place in 
Rio de Janeiro to take stock of what has been done since 
1992. The key topics of the conference are “green econ-
omy in the context of sustainable development and pov-
erty eradication” and “institutional framework for sustain-
able development”.

By adopting Agenda 21 and the Rio Declaration in 
1992, Switzerland made a commitment to sustainable 
development. The implementation of this policy took 
concrete form in 1997 with the Federal Council’s “Sus-
tainable Development Strategy”, which has been periodi-
cally revised and whose most recent version includes an 

action plan for the 2012–2015 legislative period. Sustain-
able development has also been enshrined in the Federal 
Constitution since 1999 (Arts. 2 and 73). “It [the Swiss 
Confederation] shall promote the common welfare, the 
sustainable development, internal cohesion, and cultural 
diversity of the country”.1

Purpose and objective of the Sustainable Development 
Report 2012

On behalf of the Federal Statistical Office, the Federal 
Office for Spatial Development, the Federal Office for 
the Environment and the Swiss Agency for Development 
and Cooperation, this statistical sustainability report takes 
stock in the year of the “Rio+20” conference on the basis 
of the Swiss system of indicators, the monitoring of sus-
tainable development MONET. The goal is to provide  
an overview of sustainable development in Switzerland2 
over the past 20 years and to present the monitoring 
system developed in Switzerland to measure sustainable 
development as an example of “good practice”.

Definition of sustainable development

Switzerland’s concept of sustainable development – with 
three qualitative objectives of social solidarity, environ-
mental responsibility and economic efficiency – is based 
on the Brundtland Report’s definition. The three qualita-
tive objectives are all of equal importance, i.e. in the 
long term none of the environmental, economic and 
social goals may be reached at the expense of either of 
the other two goals.

1	 SR 101, Federal Constitution of the Swiss Confederation of 18 April 
1999, Art. 2.

2	 In relation to the three qualitative objectives as well as space and time 
(Figure 1).
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Figure 1 shows the challenges of sustainable develop-
ment based on the Brundtland definition and the three 
qualitative objectives:

–	 ensuring the quality of life of the present generation 
(meeting needs “now” and “here” as well as “else-
where” in the world),

–	 conserving resources for future generations (preserv-
ing the capital stock for “later”),

–	 giving due account to intra- and inter-generational 
equity3 (between “here” and “elsewhere” as well 
as between “now” and “later”).

Measuring sustainable development

A measuring instrument is needed to monitor sustainable 
development. The importance of a monitoring mechanism 
was already recognised at the Rio Conference of 1992. 
Therefore, chapter 40 of Agenda 21 calls for the develop
ment of a system of meaningful and internationally coor-
dinated indicators which would make it possible to assess 
progress made so far towards sustainable development. 
The action plan adopted in 2002 as part of the Swiss 
Federal Council’s Sustainable Development Strategy  
also contains a measure that spells out the need for an 

Challenges of sustainable development Figure 1

Environmental  
responsibility

Economic 
efficiency

Social 
solidarity

“Here”    North

“Elsewhere”    South/East

“Later”    

Tomorrow's generation

“Now”

Today’s generation

© Federal Statistical Office (FSO)

3	 Equity is a term with cultural connotations which leaves considerable room 
for interpretation and which depends on the moral values of a society and 
can vary from one region to another. Unlike equality, which can be clearly 
defined, it is not possible to establish generally accepted equity objectives 
(on this topic, see: FSO/SAEFL/ARE 2003, p. 13)
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indicator-based measurement system. This demand was 
met: since 2003, the MONET Indicator System (Monitor-
ing der Nachhaltigen Entwicklung or Monitoring of Sus-
tainable Development)4 has provided an overview of 
sustainable development in Switzerland taking into 
account the three qualitative objectives as well as time 
(“now” and “later”) and space (“here” and “elsewhere”) 
(Figure 1). Each of the approximately 75 indicators illus-
trates a different facet of sustainable development and 
contributes to an overall picture of sustainable develop-
ment in Switzerland. Thanks to the utilisation of a typol-
ogy of indicators, the way the facets are measured is 
defined. A combination of several facets allows a more 
balanced assessment of a particular issue or topic than a 
single indicator. The following example illustrates the use 
of this typology for the topic of education. Human capital 
as a resource for the next generation (“later”) is shown 
with the indicator “Reading skills of 15-year-olds”. The 
distribution of this resource within the present genera-
tion (“now”) is measured with the indicator “Reading 
skills of 15-year-olds by socio-economic background”, 
while the flow indicator “Participation in further educa-
tion” is seen as a contribution to (investment in) human 
capital.

The indicator system is based on a clearly defined 
methodological background consisting of a frame of 
reference, the above-named typology and a set of rules 
and criteria for the selection of indicators. The system 
was developed with the participation of about 100 spe-
cialists from the federal administration, the scientific 
community, regions and cities, as well as civil society  
(à Chapter 2.4).

Structure of the Report

The report is divided into two parts. Part I presents Swit-
zerland’s sustainable development in the last 20 years: 
What developments have been observed since Rio 1992? 
Do the indicators show whether or not we are moving 
towards sustainability? A summary at the beginning of 
Part I provides an overview of the trends. It is divided into 
four key sustainable development issues (à Chapter 2.5):

–	 How well do we live today (meeting needs)?

–	 How well are resources distributed (fairness)?

–	 What are we leaving behind for our children  
(preservation of resources)?

–	 How efficiently are we using our natural resources 
(decoupling)?

These questions also constitute the connecting thread 
of the subsequent analysis. The analysed indicators were 
selected based on their ability to provide an answer or 
partial answer to the questions listed above. The analysis 
is divided into the twelve themes of sustainable develop-
ment (à Chapter 2.5).

Part II presents the methodological background of the 
MONET indicator system as well as further developments 
of the system as Switzerland’s “good practice” for meas-
uring sustainable development.

Whether or not the development of the indicators in 
Part I leads to sustainability is based on the clearly defined 
frame of reference of the indicator system and is repre-
sented by means of summarising symbols. The direction 
in which the indicators are developing is compared with 
the 45 principles of sustainable development (à Appen-
dix) and the challenges of the Federal Council’s Sustain-
able Development Strategy.5 The principles indicate the 
direction sustainable development should take in the 
form of specific demands. They are based on the defini-
tion of sustainable development, the three qualitative 
objectives (Figure 1) and on the relevant reference docu-
ments from the Swiss federal administration6 (Berger-
Schmitt, Noll 2000).The period from 1992 – i.e. from 
the first Earth Summit on Sustainable Development in 
Rio de Janeiro – to the most recent measurement is 

4	 MONET is a joint project of the Federal Statistical Office (FSO), the 
Federal Department for Spatial Development (ARE), the Federal Office 
for the Environment (FOEN) and the Swiss Agency for Development  
and Cooperation (SDC)

5	 Swiss Federal Council 2012: Sustainable Development Strategy 2012–15

6	 DETEC 1999: Departementsstrategie UVEK [Departmental Strategy of 
the Department for the Environment, Transport, Energy and Communica-
tions]. Bern; Rat für Nachhaltige Entwicklung/Arbeitsgruppe Indikatoren/
Kriterien, Stellungnahme zum Bericht “Indikatoren der Nachhaltigkeit” 
von BFS und BUWAL [Council for Sustainable Development/Indica-
tors/Criteria Working Group, Opinion on the “Sustainable Development 
Report”]. Bern 1999 (unpublished)
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considered for the assessment of the trends. The ana-
lysed time series is highlighted in colour in the graphs 
(à Chapter 2.5). Each of the twelve themes is accom-
panied by a section that explains the theme’s relation-
ship to sustainable development based on the principles. 
Terms that are explained in the glossary are italicised. In 
addition, each chapter is accompanied by a summary 
table.

In order to conduct a broad-based analysis of sustain-
able development for this report, besides the indicators 
described in the twelve themes, all other indicators of 
the MONET system (all graphs are shown in this report) 
and other sources of information were used in addition. 
This additional information helps to describe the observed 
trends. These are reports and analyses on the Swiss con-
text as well as statistics and indicator systems relevant  
to sustainable development.

The sustainable development monitoring system is not 
based on causal links. Therefore, it does not make it pos-
sible to draw conclusions about interactions between the 
indicators. However, reference was made in the text to 
indicators or statistical information that can provide addi-
tional information or insights.



 92012   FSO   Sustainable Development Report 2012

Part I

Part I

Is Switzerland on the path to sustaina-
ble development? Analysis of observed 
trends since Rio 1992
This first part of the report presents the main developments observed in Switzerland,  

grouped according to twelve themes of sustainable development. This statistical analysis, 

based on a range of indicators accompanied by additional information, illustrates part  

of the many and sometimes contradictory aspects and developments of sustainable  

development. For these reasons, it does not make it possible to determine unequivocally 

whether Switzerland is on the path to sustainable development.
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Meeting needs – How well do we live today?

Targeted trend Observed trend Assessment Chapter

Suicide rate    1.1

Life expectancy in good health    1.2

Mental wellbeing    1.2

Health-relevant behaviour: physical exercise    1.2

Equivalent disposable income  à ≈ 1.1

Life satisfaction  à ≈ 1.1

Violent offences    1.1

Housing costs    1.1

Overweight    1.2

unemployment rate based on ILO    1.7

Persons affected by noise    1.10

Fairness – How well are resources distributed?

Targeted trend Observed trend Assessment Chapter

Women in the National Council    1.3

Share of foreigners among the young who leave school 
early

   1.3

Disparity in reading skills depending on socio-economic 
background

   1.3

Official development assistance    1.4

Remittances by migrants    1.4

Direct investments in developing countries    1.4

Duty-free imports from developing countries    1.4

Wage gap between men and women    1.7

Share of women in total number of employees in managerial 
positions

   1.7

Inequality of income distribution  à ≈ 1.3

Official Development Assistance to least developed 
 countries

 à ≈ 1.4

Fair trade  à ≈ 1.9

Disparity in internet use    1.5

Youth unemployment rate based on ILO    1.7

Energy dependency    1.11

Ecological footprint    1.12

Explanations
The four questions arise from key sustainable development 
processes that are explained in Chapter 2.5 “How to commu-
nicate it?”
Each MONET system indicator is accompanied by three sym-
bols (see table below). The first describes the targeted trend 
according to the objectives of sustainable development. 
These objectives are principles of sustainable development, 
the challenges of the Federal Council’s Strategy and quanti-
fied objectives with set deadlines. The second describes the 
observed trend based on the trend calculated for the period 
under analysis, generally since 1992 (the year of the Rio 

Agreements), or since the date of the first survey if it was con-
ducted after 1992, until the last value available. The third is 
derived from a comparison of the first two and makes it pos-
sible to assess the observed trend. The observed trend is posi-
tive if it corresponds to the targeted trend, negative if the 
opposite is the case and unchanged if its change in trend 
ranges between +3% and -3%. The aim of this method of 
presenting indicators is to provide a synthetic overview of each 
indicator. It also makes it possible to provide a summary pres-
entation of groups of indicators. The method is described in 
detail in Chapter 2.5 “How to communicate it?”.

Summary 

Sustainable development is defined as development that 
meets the needs of the present (“now”, “here” and 
“elsewhere”) without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their needs (“later”, “here” and 
“elsewhere”). Are we on the path to sustainable develop-
ment? What changes can we observe since the Rio 

Agreements in 1992? The indicators of the MONET 
system, which cover four key sustainable development 
questions and are broken down according to the assess-
ment of their trend, provide a comprehensive and syn-
thetic response to these questions. Thus, these indica-
tors, which are spread across all the chapters in Part I, 
provide a cross-sectional overview of sustainable develop-
ment.

1

Symbols used Figure 6

Symbols illustrating targeted trends

 Growth  Decrease à Stabilisation

Symbols illustrating observed trends

 Growth  Decrease à No marked change (observed change below 3%
 and above -3%)

Symbols assessing observed trend in relation to targeted trend

 Positive (towards sustainability: observed trend = targeted trend, e.g.      or      )

 Negative (moving away from sustainability: observed trend ≠ targeted trend, e.g.      or      )

≈ unchanged (no marked change, e.g. à     or  à    )
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Meeting needs – How well do we live today?

Targeted trend Observed trend Assessment Chapter

Suicide rate    1.1

Life expectancy in good health    1.2

Mental wellbeing    1.2

Health-relevant behaviour: physical exercise    1.2

Equivalent disposable income  à ≈ 1.1

Life satisfaction  à ≈ 1.1

Violent offences    1.1

Housing costs    1.1

Overweight    1.2

unemployment rate based on ILO    1.7

Persons affected by noise    1.10

Fairness – How well are resources distributed?

Targeted trend Observed trend Assessment Chapter

Women in the National Council    1.3

Share of foreigners among the young who leave school 
early

   1.3

Disparity in reading skills depending on socio-economic 
background

   1.3

Official development assistance    1.4

Remittances by migrants    1.4

Direct investments in developing countries    1.4

Duty-free imports from developing countries    1.4

Wage gap between men and women    1.7

Share of women in total number of employees in managerial 
positions

   1.7

Inequality of income distribution  à ≈ 1.3

Official Development Assistance to least developed 
 countries

 à ≈ 1.4

Fair trade  à ≈ 1.9

Disparity in internet use    1.5

Youth unemployment rate based on ILO    1.7

Energy dependency    1.11

Ecological footprint    1.12

11

Decoupling – How efficiently are we using our natural resources?

Targeted trend Observed trend Assessment Chapter

Labour productivity    1.8

Material intensity    1.9

Waste recycling    1.9

Consumption of organic products    1.9

Share of public transport in total passenger transport    1.10

CO2 intensity of individual motorised transport    1.10

Energy intensity    1.11

CO2 intensity    1.11

Renewable energy    1.11

Landscape fragmentation  à ≈ 1.12

Intensity of freight transport    1.10

Share of rail in freight transport    1.10

Per-capita settlement area à   1.12
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Preservation of resources – What are we leaving behind for our children?

Targeted trend Observed trend Assessment Chapter

Reading skills of 15-year-olds    1.5

Human resources in science and technology    1.6

Patent applications    1.6

Expenditure on research and development    1.6

Investment to GDP ratio    1.8

Final energy consumption per capita    1.11

Phosphorus content in lakes    1.12

Particulate matter concentration    1.12

Ozone concentration    1.12

Ecological quality of forests    1.12

Breeding bird populations    1.12

Participation in further education  à ≈ 1.5

Level of public debt  à ≈ 1.8

Final energy consumption in transport  à ≈ 1.10

Greenhouse gas emissions  à ≈ 1.11

CO2 emissions  à ≈ 1.11

Voluntary work    1.3

Early school leavers    1.5

Municipal waste    1.9

Total material requirement    1.9

Material requirement abroad for imports    1.9

Take-offs and landings    1.10

Settlement area à   1.12
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1.1	 Living conditions

Living conditions in Switzerland are high overall as well as compared with other countries. But 

the level of disposable income has not changed in recent years and 15% of the population 

are at risk of poverty. The high level of life satisfaction has also remained constant. Convic-

tions for serious violent crimes are on the rise.

One of the principles of sustainable development is 
that every member of society is entitled to a dignified 
life. This includes meeting basic needs for security, 
housing and food. But above and beyond these basic 
needs, appropriate scope for the satisfaction of material 
and non-material requirements, such as satisfaction and 
happiness in life, also has to be created.

Equivalised disposable income has not changed  
significantly

Meeting basic material needs is important for sustainable 
development. This requires sufficient income. The aver-
age monthly disposable income per person, at 2008 
prices (equivalent income), remained at the same level 
and was CHF 4152 in 2008. (G 1.1). The distribution of 
incomes (à Social Cohesion chapter) is also important 
for sustainable development: in 2009 almost 15% of 
the population living in Switzerland were at risk of 
poverty (FSO 2010a).

Life satisfaction remains high

Meeting non-material basic needs such as life satisfaction 
and happiness is a key objective of sustainable develop-
ment. Overall, the population of Switzerland shows a 
high level of life satisfaction. In 2010, 75% of the popu-
lation aged 16 and over were generally very satisfied 
with their life (G 1.2). If the results are broken down by 
nationality, 78% of Swiss citizens have a high level of 
satisfaction, compared with 66% of the foreign resident 
population. 82% of 16–17 year olds and 81% of per-
sons aged 65 and over have a high level of satisfaction. 
When life satisfaction is broken down by level of edu-
cation, 72% of adults with a compulsory school quali-
fication and 78% of adults with a tertiary level degree 
are very satisfied. When the results for life satisfaction 
are broken down by income groups, 66% of people with 
an income of under CHF 32,134 are very satisfied, 

compared with 82% of people with an income of over 
CHF 70,906. In the income categories in between, the 
percentage of people who describe themselves as very 
satisfied is greater the higher their income. Among the 
unemployed (based on ILO), the percentage of people 
who are very satisfied is 41%.7

Convictions for serious violent crimes are on the rise

Physical security is a basic need. During the period ana-
lysed8 convictions for serious violent offences (by year 
of conviction) rose by 51% (G 1.3). In 2009, 39.6% of 
the 227 convictions for serious violent offences were 
convictions for rape, 28.2% for grievous bodily harm, 
21.6% for homicide, and 10.6% for violent robbery and 
hostage-taking.9 The increase in the number of convic-
tions may reflect the evolution of violent crime. This 
development may, however, also be linked to changes  
in penal law (e.g. domestic violence has been a criminal 
offence prosecuted ex officio since 2004) and to changes 
in people’s propensity to report criminal acts. A growing 
awareness of the problem may have increased individuals’ 
willingness to report these crimes.

The level of living conditions is high compared  
with other countries

In international comparison, the living conditions of the 
Swiss population are high measured by income and life 
satisfaction. In terms of disposable income, Switzerland 
ranks in the upper echelon compared with other OECD 
countries. The share of people in Switzerland who are at 
risk of poverty (at-risk-of-poverty rate) was slightly below 
the EU-27 average in 2010.10 In 2010, 8.1% of the popu-
lation in the EU-27 was affected by serious material 

7	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 20 - Situation économique et sociale 
de la population >> Niveau de vie, situation sociale et pauvreté (only 
available in French and German)

8	 The period analysed is specified for each indicator in the table at the end 
of this chapter

9	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Topics >> Crime, criminal justice

10	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdsc230

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/20/03.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/20/03.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/19.html
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdsc230&plugin=1
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deprivation, compared with 1.7% in Switzerland (EU-15: 
5.2%).11 In a comparison of life satisfaction, Switzerland 
ranked 5th among OECD countries in 2006 (after Den-
mark, Finland, the Netherlands and Norway). However, 
in the majority of OECD countries, life satisfaction 

11	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdsc270

increased more than in Switzerland between 2000 and 
2006 (OECD 2009). Comparisons of physical safety with 
other countries are only possible to a limited extent, 
because the legislation and jurisprudence upon which 
the statistics are based are not internationally comparable.

In Swiss Francs
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1

T 1.1 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 1.1  2a/2c
SDS Nr.  4

2000–2002
2006–2008

-0.5% à ≈

G 1.2  3a 2008
2010

+2.6% à ≈

G 1.3  2a/2b
SDS Nr.  5

1991–1993 
2007–2009

+51.3%  

G 1.4  2c/4b 1998
2006/08

+13.6%  

G 1.5  2b/3b 1991–1993 
2007–2009

-28.3%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.2 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 2.1  2b
SDS Nr.7

1992
2007

W: +7.7%
M: +8.6%

  Synthesis of trends 
observed for women (W) 
and men (M)c

G 2.2 à SDS Nr.7 1991–1993 
2007–2009

+20.1%  

G 2.3  2b
SDS Nr.7

1992
2007

+23.1%  

G 2.4  2b
SDS Nr.7

1992/93
2007

+6.2%  

G 2.5  2b/3a
SDS Nr.7

1992/93
2002

+24.4%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
c The change in % of each variable is synthesised with a single value (-1 for a negative assessment, 0 for an unchanged assessment without marked change 

and +1 for a positive assessment). These values are then added up and the results determine the general trend for this indicator.
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1.2	 Health

Life expectancy in good health is rising steadily. It is higher in Switzerland than in other Euro-

pean countries. But health risks such as excess weight are also on the rise. Socio-economic 

factors such as education and income have an influence on health.

People’s state of health has a major influence on their 
quality of life and is an important factor as regards eco-
nomic efficiency. This is why the protection and promo-
tion of health are accorded high priority in sustainable 
development. Both physical and mental health are sig-
nificant in this context.

Life expectancy in good health is rising

Good physical health is important for sustainable devel-
opment. The life expectancy in good health provides 
information about the general health of the population 
and about years of life in potential good health as a sign 
of quality of life. In Switzerland, life expectancy in good 
health has risen since 1992 (G 2.1). Among men it is 
somewhat lower, but the gap between theirs and wom-
en’s has narrowed: in 2007, newborn boys could expect 
almost the same life expectancy in good health as girls. 
Life expectancy in good health is rising faster than over-
all life expectancy.12 Rising life expectancy depends on 
the one hand on improvements in the social, economic 
and health situation, particularly of pensioners, and on 
the other hand it is also attributable to advances in medi-
cine, particularly the treatment and rehabilitation of 
(chronic) diseases.

The Swiss population can expect an ever-longer life 
expectancy in good health, but it also has to bear the 
costs for it. Thus, the health expenditure to gross domes-
tic product (GDP) ratio has been rising since 1992 (G 2.2).

A growing number of people are overweight

Health promotion is a key objective of sustainable 
development. Despite a longer life expectancy in good 
health, there are also factors, such as diet and lifestyle 
habits, which can have a negative effect on health: 
excess weight is an indication of a lack of physical activ-
ity or an unbalanced diet, which is exacerbated by social 
changes and new working conditions. Excess weight 
causes chronic diseases and increases the risk of a 
number of diseases, such as metabolic diseases (e.g. type 
2 diabetes) and cardiovascular disorders.

The share of the Swiss population aged 15 or over 
with excess weight (Body Mass Index (BMI) of 25 or 
more) has increased by 23% since 1992, though the 
increase has been lower in the past 10 years than in the 
years prior to that (G 2.3). This is partly related to the 
fact that since 1997, people have been somewhat more 
physically active (G 2.4). Older people are more frequently 
overweight than young people and more men are over-
weight than women: in 2007 almost half of men and 
nearly a third of women were overweight (FSO 2010b). 
Socio-economic factors also play an important role. 
Thus, people with a compulsory school qualification are 
more likely to be overweight than people with a tertiary 
level degree.13 

12	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Topics >> Population >> Components 
of population change

13	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Topics >> Health >> Health of the population >> 
Factors influencing health

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/01/06.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/01/06.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/14/02/02.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/14/02/02.html
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The Swiss population lives longer in good health  
than the European population

Compared with other European countries (EU-27), in 
2008 Swiss women and men had a higher life expect-
ancy in good health than the European average. Life 
expectancy in good health is rising in other European 
countries, as it is in Switzerland. Fewer people are 

overweight in Switzerland than in the European average 
(47%).14 Health expenditure is relatively high in Switzer-
land: with a health expenditure of 11.4% of GPD, 
Switzerland ranked 6th, together with Canada, among 
OECD countries in 2009. Switzerland ranked third, after 
the United States and Norway, in terms of health expendi-
ture per person in 2009.15

14	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: hlth_ls_bmia

15	 OECD.StatExtracts: http://stats.oecd.org >> Health >> Health Expendi-
ture and Financing

In years

G 2.2G 2.1
Health system costs
Share in gross domestic product

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO
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G 2.5

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO
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T 1.1 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 1.1  2a/2c
SDS Nr.  4

2000–2002
2006–2008

-0.5% à ≈

G 1.2  3a 2008
2010

+2.6% à ≈

G 1.3  2a/2b
SDS Nr.  5

1991–1993 
2007–2009

+51.3%  

G 1.4  2c/4b 1998
2006/08

+13.6%  

G 1.5  2b/3b 1991–1993 
2007–2009

-28.3%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.2 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 2.1  2b
SDS Nr.7

1992
2007

W: +7.7%
M: +8.6%

  Synthesis of trends 
observed for women (W) 
and men (M)c

G 2.2 à SDS Nr.7 1991–1993 
2007–2009

+20.1%  

G 2.3  2b
SDS Nr.7

1992
2007

+23.1%  

G 2.4  2b
SDS Nr.7

1992/93
2007

+6.2%  

G 2.5  2b/3a
SDS Nr.7

1992/93
2002

+24.4%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
c The change in % of each variable is synthesised with a single value (-1 for a negative assessment, 0 for an unchanged assessment without marked change 

and +1 for a positive assessment). These values are then added up and the results determine the general trend for this indicator.
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1.3	 Social cohesion

Income distribution is subject to little change. The inequalities between men and women are 

narrowing. Women are more involved in politics nowadays, but are less well represented 

than men at almost all political levels. In the field of education, there are differences between 

population groups in terms of opportunities and social integration.

Acting in solidarity is a fundamental requirement if a 
society is to be capable of functioning and surviving. For 
this reason, sustainable development places special 
emphasis on promoting social cohesion and on the par-
ticipation of all social groups and regions in economic, 
political and social life. The principle of “equal rights 
and equal opportunities” is a key factor here.

Inequalities in income distribution remain

An equitable distribution of resources16, such as income, 
is a key objective of sustainable development. The distri-
bution of equivalised disposable income, measured by 
the ratio of the median equivalised income of the richest 
20% of the population to the median equivalised 
income of the poorest 20%, has remained at the same 
level since 2000.17 In 2008, the richest 20% earned 4.3 
times as much as the poorest 20% (G 3.1). This ratio 
cannot show disparities that may occur in the three mid-
dle quintiles of the population or within the richest or 
poorest 20%.

The share of women in the National Council  
is increasing

Gender equality is, as a reflection of equal rights and 
opportunities, a key objective of sustainable develop-
ment. The share of women in Parliament is an indication 
of society’s willingness to achieve gender equality. Swiss 
women have been able to vote or stand for election at 
the federal level since 1971. Between 1991 and 2007, 
the share of women in the National Council rose steadily 
from 18% to almost 30%, and it remained at this level 
following the last elections in 2011 (G 3.2). The largest 
increase took place during the National Council elections 
in 1995 and 2007. The increase in the number of women 
in the National Council is a reflection of women’s greater 

participation in political life in general. The share of 
women in electoral lists has been about a third since 
1995 (Seitz 2008). Men still have a higher statistical 
probability of being elected than women.

 Disparities are still found in the field of education

Equal opportunities for all social groups are important for 
a sustainable educational system. Children and young 
people with a disadvantaged educational background 
ought to enjoy the same educational opportunities as 
everyone else. In practice, however, an individual’s socio-
economic status or family background can affect his or 
her educational chances. The differences in young peo-
ple’s reading skills depending on their parents’ socio-eco-
nomic status have narrowed slightly since the first PISA 
(Program for International Student Assessment) study  
in 2000. But there is still a gap: for example, in 2009, 
93% of 15-year-olds from families in the highest socio-
economic category achieved good reading scores, com-
pared with 71% of 15-year-olds from families in the 
lowest socio-economic category.

Since 1996, the share of 18-24-year-olds who do not 
have a post-compulsory school qualification has ranged 
between 6% and 10%. The Swiss Conference of Can-
tonal Ministers of Education (EDK), employers’ associa-
tions, trade unions and the federal government have set 
themselves the goal of reducing the share of 25-year-
olds who only have a compulsory school qualification to 
under 5% by 2020 (G 5.6 Chapter 1.5). Major differ-
ences remain between young people of Swiss and for-
eign nationality (G 3.4). Although the share of foreign 
early school leavers has declined since 2003, four times 
more foreign than Swiss young people did not pursue 
any post-compulsory school education in 2010. People 
who leave school early increase their risk of finding 
themselves in a precarious employment situation or 
being unemployed and will consequently be less likely to 
meet their needs and preserve their assets in the future.

16	 See note 3, page 6

17	 Using a confidence interval of 95%
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In terms of social cohesion Switzerland ranks in the 
middle in European comparison

The inequality of income distribution is smaller in Switzer
land than in the EU or OECD average. In 2010, the rich-
est 20% of the population in the EU-27 countries had a 
disposable income five times higher than the poorest 
20%18; the comparable value in Switzerland was 4.5.19 
Switzerland ranks in the middle in comparison with other 
OECD countries.20 As regards gender equality, the share 
of women in the Swiss National Council (almost 30%) is 
below the average of national parliaments in the EU-27 
countries (35%). The share of women in northern Euro-
pean National parliaments is approximately 40%. 
Lower shares than in Switzerland are found, for exam-
ple, in Italy (21%), France (19%) and Ireland (15%).21

Both in the OECD as a whole and in Switzerland, 
reading skills have changed only slightly since PISA 
2000. The comparison with Scandinavian and certain 
East Asian countries in particular shows that Switzerland 
is not among the top-ranking countries. But Switzerland 
does rank above the OECD average (Consortium PISA.
ch 2010). The share of early school leavers is 8% in 
Switzerland, which is relatively low in European compari-
son. In the EU-27, the share was 14% in 2010 and, 
unlike in Switzerland, it is constantly decreasing.22

18	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tessi180

19	 For the international comparison, the data are drawn from the SILC 
survey; the data for the time series of the “Inequality of income distri-
bution” indicator (G 3.1) are taken from the Household Budget Survey 
(HBS)

20	 OECD.StatExtracts: http://stats.oecd.org >> Social and Welfare Statistics >> 
Social Protection

21	 Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU): http://www.ipu.org/wmn-f/classif.htm 
(as of 30.11.2011)

22	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsisc060
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T 1.3 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 3.1  4b
SDS Nr.6

2000–2002
2006–2008

+7.9% à ≈ Assessment irrelevant as 
the observed trend  lies 
within the confidence 
interval

G 3.2  4a/4b/4c/5b 1991
2011

+68.6%  

G 3.3  4b/4c 2000
2009

-17.8%  

G 3.4  4a/4b/4c/
7a/7c
SDS Nr.6

2003–2005
2008–2010

-13.5%  

G 3.5  5b 2000
2010

-19.4%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.4 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 4.1  6a
SDS Nr.8

1991–1993 
2008–2010

+14.1%  

G 4.2  6a
SDS Nr.8

1991–1993 
2008–2010

-3.2% à ≈ No negative assessment 
as the GNI has grown 
strongly in 2009 and 
1010 and the ODA has 
increased in absolute 
terms

G 4.3  6a 1989
2009

-18.9% à ≈ No marked change due 
to the “u” form of the 
curve

G 4.4  1a/2c/6b/14a/
14b/15a/15b
SDS Nr.8

1991–1993 
2007–2009

-0.6% à ≈

G 4.5  4b/14b 1993–1995 
2008–2010

LIC: +662.1%
LDC: +9583.0%

  Synthesis of trends 
observed in developing 
countries with low-
income economies (LIC) 
and the least developed 
countries (LDC)c

G 4.6  2c 1991–1993 
2008–2010

+68.3%  

G 4.7  8/14b 2000–2002
2008–2010

+18.8%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
c The change in % of each variable is synthesised with a single value (-1 for a negative assessment, 0 for an unchanged assessment without marked change 

and +1 for a positive assessment). These values are then added up and the results determine the general trend for this indicator.
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1.4	 International Cooperation

Official development assistance and remittances from migrants living in Switzerland to their 

countries of origin are on the rise. Foreign direct investments by Swiss companies in developing 

countries are also increasing. The relative share of development assistance that flows to the 

poorest countries has remained at the same level in the last twenty years.

The global fight against poverty and a just distribu-
tion of the use of global resources are central aims of 
sustainable development. All members of the world 
community should participate in solving global prob-
lems. World trade should be commensurate with social 
justice and with the careful management of environ-
mental resources and should not detract from the satis-
faction of the needs of populations in other countries. 
The peaceful coexistence of peoples and nations and 
respect for human rights should be promoted.

Official development assistance is increasing

Poverty reduction in developing countries and in poorer 
countries in particular is a cornerstone of sustainable 
development. The level of official development assist-
ance shows how much money Switzerland is willing to 
spend to reduce poverty. The share of official develop-
ment assistance in gross national income (GNI) remained 
fairly stable in the 1990s. In 1992, to mark the 700th anni-
versary of the Swiss Confederation, the contributions 
were increased on a one-time basis to 0.45% of GNI.  
A rising trend can be observed from 2003, with a maxi-
mum value of 0.45% in 2009. In 2010, official develop-
ment assistance dropped to 0.41% (G 4.1). In the spring 
of 2011, Switzerland decided for the first time to increase 
official development assistance to 0.50% of GNI during 
the 2011–2012 period. The additional funds made avail-
able are being used in particular for climate protection 
and water resource management in developing coun-
tries.23

Between 1992 and 2010, the share of official develop
ment assistance in GNI to the least developed countries 
(LDC) remained at the same level (G 4.2). The relatively 
high value in 2009 is partly related to an increase in 
bilateral assistance to LDCs. This increase is also associated 
with debt relief measures for Togo (SDC/SECO 2010). In 
2010, the share of official development assistance to the 
LDCs amounted to 0.10% (SDC/SECO 2011).

A survey of the population’s attitude towards devel-
opment assistance conducted on a regular basis shows 
that the proportion of people who would like an increase 
in development assistance has grown since 1999 (G 4.3).

The level of official development assistance is no indi-
cation of the effectiveness of development assistance 
nor of the commitment of NGOs and the private sector.

The share of multilateral treaties that are coming  
into force is fluctuating 

Multilateral treaties are a key instrument to solve global 
problems and can therefore contribute to sustainable 
development. They are decided on an international level 
and subsequently ratified and implemented by the indi-
vidual States. The share of multilateral treaties that have 
come into force is an indicator of the extent to which 
Switzerland is fulfilling its responsibility to implement 
international agreements. The share of internationally 
concluded multilateral treaties that have entered into 
force in Switzerland has fluctuated since 1992. The share 
increased until the late 1990s (84% in 1999) and began 
to decline again from the year 2005, to 71% in 2009  
(G 4.4). In recent decades, Switzerland has ratified the 
principal human rights treaties. Among other efforts, 
Switzerland is committed to strengthening the UN Envi-
ronment Programme (UNEP) and the Global Environ-
ment Fund as central pillars of the international envi-
ronmental

23	 www.deza.admin.ch >> About SDC >> Facts and figures >> Swiss official 
development assistance (ODA) >> The increase in public development aid

http://www.deza.admin.ch/en/Home/About_SDC/Facts_and_figures/Swiss_official_development_assistance_ODA/The_increase_in_public_development_aid
http://www.deza.admin.ch/en/Home/About_SDC/Facts_and_figures/Swiss_official_development_assistance_ODA/The_increase_in_public_development_aid
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regime. In 2010, 5.6% of multilateral official develop-
ment assistance went directly to various environmental 
organisations.24 An additional 3.4% was earmarked for 
organisations with a strong environmental focus.25 The

24	U nited Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the Global 
Environment Fund (GEF)

25	 International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) and Consultative 
Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR)

largest share (approximately 60%) flowed to interna-
tional financial institutions and cannot be broken down 
by thematic area (SDC/SECO 2011).

G 4.2

Official Development Assistance to least 
developed countries
Swiss’ Official development assistance to least developed 
countries as percentage of gross national income

Source: Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation © FSO
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Direct investments in developing countries are increasing

Poverty in developing countries can also be combated by 
means of direct investments by foreign enterprises, 
including Swiss enterprises. Direct investments not only 
help to integrate new markets; they can also contribute 
to job creation and the transfer of technology and man-
agement know-how in the target countries. Approximately 
50% of all foreign direct investments by Swiss enterprises 
in 2010 went to developing countries. Since 1993, such 
investments have increased more than 15-fold (G 4.5). 
In 2010, enterprises invested more than CHF 18 billion 
in middle-income developing countries, but 70 times less 
in low-income developing countries (CHF 262 million).

Total direct investments in developing countries were 
eight times higher than official assistance in 2010 
(CHF 2.4 billion) (SDC/SECO 2011). The level of direct 
investments does not allow any conclusions to be drawn 
about the social and environmental impact domestically 
or abroad of the opening up of a market. Foreign direct 
investments can result in a major loss of profits at the 
domestic level. Another negative impact can be that the 
country receiving investment becomes dependent on 
foreign money flows. To date, it has not been possible to 
establish a comprehensive multilateral legal framework, 
particularly with regard to human rights and environ-
mental standards abroad. 

Remittances by migrants are increasing

A life free of poverty in Switzerland and abroad is impor-
tant for sustainable development. Remittances by migrants 
to their countries of origin can contribute to reducing pov-
erty, improving living conditions and achieving a more 
equitable distribution of wealth in these countries. In 
Switzerland, such remittances increased from approxi-
mately CHF 3 billion in 1992 to approximately 5.4 billion 
in 2010. Since 2000 in particular, remittances have risen 
sharply, but they declined between 2009 and 2010 as a 

result of the economic crisis (G 4.6). This increase is 
attributable to economic liberalisation and rising levels of 
migration, particularly of higher qualified and better paid 
workers, as well as to an improved method to collect 
data on such remittances. A significant portion of these 
funds goes to people in Switzerland’s neighbouring 
countries. Worldwide, remittances amount to more than 
three times the total volume of official development 
assistance and often provide an important source of 
income for the poor (Worldbank 2011). But the indicator 
does not allow any conclusions to be drawn about possi-
ble negative effects: for example, external sources  
of funds can hamper the development of a local inde-
pendent economy, encourage the emigration of skilled 
workers and take the pressure off the local government 
to implement economic and social reforms.

Switzerland’s development assistance rate does not 
reach the target of 0.7% of gross national income set 
by the UN

In 2010, Switzerland’s expenditure on development 
assistance amounted to 0.41% of GNI and fell below the 
average of the member countries of the OECD Develop-
ment Assistance Committee (0.49%) as well as below 
the 0.7% demanded by the UN. The highest contributions 
are made by Norway (1.10%), Luxembourg (1.09%), 
Sweden (0.97%) and Denmark (0.90%) (SDC/SECO 
2011).

The UN requires from the industrialised countries that 
they increase development assistance to the least devel-
oped countries from 0.15% to 0.20% of GNI by 2010. 
Switzerland reached 0.14% in 2009. In 2009, high levels 
of development assistance to the poorest countries were 
registered by Luxembourg (0.39%), Sweden (0.34%), 
Denmark (0.34%) and Norway (0.33%).26

World Bank statistics on remittances by migrants to 
their countries of origin show that Switzerland ranks 
third among the sender countries (Worldbank 2011).

26	U N Millennium Development Goals Indicators: http://mdgs.un.org/
unsd/mdg/Data.aspx

http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Data.aspx
http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Data.aspx
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T 1.3 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 3.1  4b
SDS Nr.6

2000–2002
2006–2008

+7.9% à ≈ Assessment irrelevant as 
the observed trend  lies 
within the confidence 
interval

G 3.2  4a/4b/4c/5b 1991
2011

+68.6%  

G 3.3  4b/4c 2000
2009

-17.8%  

G 3.4  4a/4b/4c/
7a/7c
SDS Nr.6

2003–2005
2008–2010

-13.5%  

G 3.5  5b 2000
2010

-19.4%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.4 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 4.1  6a
SDS Nr.8

1991–1993 
2008–2010

+14.1%  

G 4.2  6a
SDS Nr.8

1991–1993 
2008–2010

-3.2% à ≈ No negative assessment 
as the GNI has grown 
strongly in 2009 and 
1010 and the ODA has 
increased in absolute 
terms

G 4.3  6a 1989
2009

-18.9% à ≈ No marked change due 
to the “u” form of the 
curve

G 4.4  1a/2c/6b/14a/
14b/15a/15b
SDS Nr.8

1991–1993 
2007–2009

-0.6% à ≈

G 4.5  4b/14b 1993–1995 
2008–2010

LIC: +662.1%
LDC: +9583.0%

  Synthesis of trends 
observed in developing 
countries with low-
income economies (LIC) 
and the least developed 
countries (LDC)c

G 4.6  2c 1991–1993 
2008–2010

+68.3%  

G 4.7  8/14b 2000–2002
2008–2010

+18.8%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
c The change in % of each variable is synthesised with a single value (-1 for a negative assessment, 0 for an unchanged assessment without marked change 

and +1 for a positive assessment). These values are then added up and the results determine the general trend for this indicator.
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1.5	 Education and culture

Reading literacy and participation in further education courses have remained at a high level 

in international comparison in recent years. Nevertheless, almost 17% of young people have 

no more than rudimentary reading skills. In terms of reading skills, early school leaving, partici-

pation in continuing education, internet use and cultural activities, there continue to be diffe-

rences depending on socio-economic status.

Sustainable development should maintain and develop 
human capital. Everyone ought to be given access to an 
adequate basic education as well as continuing educa-
tion. Access to information, e.g. through the internet, 
and the use of such information is of central importance 
for social integration and the exercise of political rights. 
Sustainable development also includes guaranteeing 
cultural diversity and maintaining the socio-cultural 
heritage.

The reading skills of 15-year-olds are improving

The preservation and qualitative improvement of human 
capital, i.e. knowledge and skills, are important for sus-
tainable development. Knowledge is an indispensable 
resource for an innovative and productive society as well 
as a key to personal development. Adequate reading 
skills are important for professional success and to cope 
with everyday life. Reading skills have improved in Swit-
zerland since the first PISA study in 2000. The share of 
15-year-olds who attained at least level 2 was 80% in 
2000 and 83% in 2009 (G 5.1). This group is composed 
of pupils who can solve basic, medium-difficulty or diffi-
cult reading tasks (Consortium PISA.ch 2010). The remain-
ing 17% of youngsters have at best rudimentary reading 
skills.

The share of 20-74-year-olds in the resident popula-
tion who attend continuing education courses remained 
largely unchanged at 38% between 1996 and 2008 
(G 5.2). If participation in continuing education courses 
is broken down by educational level in 2008, a number 
of differences can be found: 16% of people with no 
more than a compulsory education qualification attend 
continuing education courses, compared with 51% of 
people with a tertiary-level degree.27 Continuing educa-
tion includes seminars, lectures, workshops and private 
lessons. Continuing education helps people understand 
changes in our society and enables them to cope better 
with change.

There are persistent differences in reading literacy, 
early school leaving (à Social Cohesion chapter) and 
participation in continuing education between people 
of different socio-economic status and nationality.

Differences remain in internet use

Access to information and the use of such information is 
of central importance for social integration and the exer-
cise of political rights. In terms of sustainable development 
it is therefore important that every member of society 
have access to the internet, which is an important source 
for obtaining information. The share of people who use 
the internet several times a week has risen from 7% in 
1997 to 77% in 2010.28 The share of frequent internet 
users varies depending on income. In 2010, 95% of per-
sons in the highest income group were in the circle of 
frequent internet users, compared with 42% in the low-
est income group (G 5.3). Some segments of the popu-
lation use the internet only rarely or never.

27	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 15 - Education, science >> 
Formation continue (only available in French and German)

28	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 16 - Culture, médias, 
société de l’information, sport >> Société de l’information  
(only available in French and German)

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/15/07.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/15/07.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/16/04.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/16/04.html
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G 5.2

Participation in further education
Share of 20–74-year-olds who attend further 
education courses

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO
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Sources: Consortium PISA.ch, Federal Statistical Office © FSO

Reading skills of 15-year-olds
Share of 15-year-olds reaching at least reading skills 
level 2 (scale <1 to 61)
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G 5.3

Internet use by income group
Gap between regular users (several times per week) 
aged 14 and over who have a monthly income of more than 
CHF 9999 and those whose income is less than CHF 4000

 

Sources: MA-Net, Net-Metrix-Base © FSO
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Own cultural activities
Share of the population aged 15 and over who carried 
out these activities on an amateur basis in 2008

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO
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Cultural activities contribute to the development  
of social capital

The long-term preservation and expansion of collective 
knowledge and the socio-cultural heritage are key objec-
tives of sustainable development. Taking part in cultural 
activities can contribute to cultural diversity and social 
participation. In 2008, the most popular cultural activity 
was listening to music, followed by reading books. Con-
certs, historic sites, museums and cinemas (two-thirds of 
the population) were also frequently visited (G 5.4). Per-
sonal engagement in cultural activities also contributes to 
an individual’s cultural development and to the preserva-
tion of cultural capital. The most popular activities were 
photography on the one hand and drawing/painting on 
the other, which were practised by about a quarter of the 
population, respectively. Just under 20% played a musi-
cal instrument (G 5.5). Participation in cultural activities 
depends heavily on an individual’s personal background, 
i.e. on his or her educational level or household income. 
For example, 82% of people aged 25 or over with a ter-
tiary level degree visit museums, compared with 32%  
of people with a lower secondary level qualification (FSO 
2011a).

The communes, the cantons and the Confederation 
provide financial assistance to promote the diversity of 
cultural life. Urban centres make the highest contribution 
in this respect. Public spending on culture increased from 
CHF 1.7 billion to CHF 2.2 billion between 1992 and 
2007. But in relation to GDP it has been declining again 
since its peak level in 2001 (which was related to the 
Swiss national exhibition Expo 02) (FSO 2010c).

The Swiss population is keener on continuing education 
than its European neighbours

The average reading literacy of 15-year-olds in Switzer-
land is above the OECD average. In global comparison, 
Switzerland is behind countries such as China, Korea, 
Finland and Canada, but ahead of its neighbouring 
countries Italy and Austria (Consortium PISA.ch 2010). 
As regards participation in continuing education, Swit-
zerland is among the top-ranking countries, along with 
Denmark, Iceland, Sweden and Finland. In 2010, on 
average approximately 9% of the European population 
(EU-27) aged between 25 and 64 attended continuing 
education courses, compared with 31% in Switzerland.29

29	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdsc440

G 5.4

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO

1 Variety, circus, light and sound shows etc.

G 5.6

Early school leavers
Share of 18–24-year-olds who are no longer in 
an educational programme and who have at most a 
compulsory school qualification 

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO

Interruption in the time series: as of 2010 a continuous survey (quarterly survey), 
revision of questionnaire
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T 1.5 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 5.1  7a/7c/7d
SDS Nr.10

2000
2009

+4.4%  

G 5.2  7a/7c/10a/
10b

1996
2008

+2.0% à ≈ Calculation without 
 initial and final averages 
due to incomparable 
values in 2006 and 2009

G 5.3  4b/4c/5b/7b 1998–2000
2008–2010

+57.5%  

G 5.4 No time series for this 
 indicator

G 5.5 No time series for this 
 indicator

G 5.6  7a
SDS Nr.10
Assessment of 
trend according 
to a quantified 
objective with a 
set deadline

1996
2010

+21.3%   Objective of the Swiss 
Conference of Cantonal 
Ministers of Education: 
95% of 25 year-olds 
with an upper secondary 
level qualification by 
2020

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.6 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 6.1  7a/10b/10c
SDS Nr.10

1992
2008

+15.8%  

G 6.2  7a/10b
SDS Nr.10

1992–1994 
2008–2010

+63.5%  

G 6.3  10a/10b/10c
SDS Nr.10

1991–1993 
2006–2008

+379.5%  

a  Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b  The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

G 5.5

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO

1 Variety, circus, light and sound shows etc.

G 5.6

Early school leavers
Share of 18–24-year-olds who are no longer in 
an educational programme and who have at most a 
compulsory school qualification 

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO
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1.6	 Research and technology

Total expenditure on research and development (R & D) has increased. Switzerland thus ranks 

in the top tier of the most innovative countries. This growth has been accompanied by 

an 85% increase in science and technology personnel. However, it is unclear whether these 

increases meet the objectives of sustainable development in qualitative terms.

Research, development and technology are regarded 
as important motors for a society’s innovative activity 
and competitiveness. It follows that they are important 
conditions for the maintenance of economic efficiency. 
Sustainable development also calls for productive and 
human resources to be maintained and qualitatively 
improved.

R&D expenditures are increasing and undergoing  
structural change

Investments in research and development help to create 
conditions favourable to innovation and hence to a coun-
try’s competitiveness. R&D contributes to the emergence 
of new technologies and processes that make possible a 
reduction of environmental pressure from our consump-
tion and production patterns as well as a more rational 
use of resources. The share of R&D expenditures in GDP 
increased by 16% during the period analysed30, to 3% 
of GDP in 2008 (G 6.1). This represents more than 
CHF 16 billion, an increase of nearly 80% in absolute 
terms (at current prices).31 However, full information on 
the domains and effectiveness of R&D expenditures is 
unavailable. Consequently, it is not possible to make a 
qualitative assessment of the extent to which these 
expenditures meet sustainable development objectives.

An analysis of R&D expenditure patterns over the 
1996–2008 period shows that while investments fluctu-
ated, the share of personnel-related expenditures (-6%) 
decreased whereas other current expenditures, for 
example expenditures related to the purchase of materials, 
office supplies and electricity, increased (+11%). A decline 
in the share of funds invested in basic and applied 
research (-11% and -1%, respectively) coupled with 
an increase in investment in the industrial application  
of R&D (+10%) was also observed (FSO 2010d).

R&D activities are concentrated in certain parts of the 
country. Thus, in 2008 more than 60% of intramural 
R&D expenditures made by enterprises were concen-
trated in the Lake Geneva and North-western Switzer-
land regions, corresponding to slightly more than a quar-
ter of the land area and a little less than a third of the 
total population (FSO/Economiesuisse 2010). This con-
centration is a reflection of the regional distribution of 
industry and can lead to regional disparities in economic 
competitiveness and the labour market.

Human resources in science and technology (S&T)  
are increasing

Quantitative and qualitative growth of productive and 
human resources requires good education and training 
opportunities as well as an availability of jobs to enable 
the implementation of the acquired knowledge. The share 
of persons trained and employed in the S&T sector in the 
total employed population represents the number of 
people who work in the creation, dissemination and 
application of knowledge in all scientific fields. The abso-
lute number of such persons grew by more than 85% 
between 1993 and 2010 (+70% between 1996 and 
2008) (G 6.2). The observed increase was coupled with 
an increase in the number of full time equivalent jobs 
(FTE) in R&D (+24% between 1996 and 2008).31 It is, 
however, not clear whether these people’s professional 
activities actually meet the objectives of sustainable 
development.

People in the labour force and research in the fields  
of the human and social sciences also play an important 
role in sustainable development, particularly through the 
observation and interpretation of changes and paradigm 
shifts in our society. Indeed, the abandonment of nuclear 
energy and the development of the green economy are 
indications of changes in the entire socio-economic  
system.

30	 The period analysed is specified for each indicator in the table 
at the end of this chapter

31	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 15 - Education, science >> 
Science et technologie (only available in French and German)

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/15/09.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/15/09.html
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The increase in R&D jobs is partly due to a 41% 
increase in the number of technical and support staff  
(in FTE) between 2000 and 2008, accompanied by a 4% 
decrease in the number of research staff (in FTE) during 
the same period (FSO 2010d). This trend was parallel to 
the declining importance of basic and applied research 
mentioned above.

Switzerland is among the most innovative countries

In international comparison, Switzerland was among the 
top-ranked countries in the European Innovation Score-
board in 2009, which was based on an aggregation of 
29 indicators (PRO INNO Europe 2010). In terms of the 
share of R&D expenditure in GDP, Switzerland ranks 
above the average of EU-27 countries (1.8% in 2008) 
but below certain countries such as Finland and Sweden 
(more than 3.5%).31

32	 The clean technology field is not defined by official statistics. The data 
below come from estimates made by the Federal Office for Professional 
Education and Technology (OPET)

However, compared with the other countries, Switzer-
land has lost ground in the field of clean technology 
(cleantech).32 Indeed, over the last decade, Switzerland’s 
share of cleantech patent applications as well as its 
market share in this field have decreased worldwide. 
National strategies (Green Economy and Cleanteach 
Masterplan) as well as international strategies (OECD 
Green Growth Strategy) support the efforts undertaken 
in Switzerland to strengthen competitiveness in the field 
of R&D and in the development of clean technologies 
(OPET 2010).

Switzerland is below the European average as regards 
the share of researchers in total R&D personnel (41% in 
Switzerland compared with 61% in the EU-25 in 2008).31 
This position may be partly attributable to the structural 
changes in R&D expenditures and personnel.
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T 1.5 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 5.1  7a/7c/7d
SDS Nr.10

2000
2009

+4.4%  

G 5.2  7a/7c/10a/
10b

1996
2008

+2.0% à ≈ Calculation without 
 initial and final averages 
due to incomparable 
values in 2006 and 2009

G 5.3  4b/4c/5b/7b 1998–2000
2008–2010

+57.5%  

G 5.4 No time series for this 
 indicator

G 5.5 No time series for this 
 indicator

G 5.6  7a
SDS Nr.10
Assessment of 
trend according 
to a quantified 
objective with a 
set deadline

1996
2010

+21.3%   Objective of the Swiss 
Conference of Cantonal 
Ministers of Education: 
95% of 25 year-olds 
with an upper secondary 
level qualification by 
2020

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.6 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 6.1  7a/10b/10c
SDS Nr.10

1992
2008

+15.8%  

G 6.2  7a/10b
SDS Nr.10

1992–1994 
2008–2010

+63.5%  

G 6.3  10a/10b/10c
SDS Nr.10

1991–1993 
2006–2008

+379.5%  

a  Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b  The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
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1.7	 Work

Unemployment has increased since 1992. But in international comparison, Switzerland has 

low unemployment rates based on ILO. Although the wage gap between women and men 

has narrowed, women’s salaries remain on average a fifth lower than men’s.

As part of sustainable development, people who want 
to be gainfully employed should be able to find reason-
able work from which they can support themselves. 
Also, an adequate supply of labour is a requirement for 
an economy that is able to perform efficiently. Everyone 
should have equal opportunities on the labour market 
and disadvantaged groups should be integrated. For the 
preservation and development of human capital, it is 
imperative that younger generations be well integrated 
in the labour market.

The unemployment rate based on ILO is rising

Having the possibility of earning one’s own livelihood 
and participating in the labour market are – particularly 
for the younger generation – important prerequisites for 
sustainable development. Between 1992 and 2010, the 
unemployment rate based on ILO rose from 2.8% to 
4.2% and the youth unemployment rate from 4.5% to 
7.2% (G 7.1, G 7.2). Upward trends in the unemploy-
ment rate and in the youth unemployment rate are 
subject to temporal fluctuations, which usually trail the 
development of the economy. Young people aged 
between 15 and 24 are at greater risk of unemployment. 
Young adults are generally particularly affected by eco-
nomic crises, but are often unemployed for short time 
periods (FSO/SECO 2011). The higher unemployment 
rate of this age group is attributable to a lack of work 
experience, more frequent job changes and the fact that 
companies tend to favour employees who have already 
been working for them. Lack of educational qualifica-
tions and training often also makes integration in the 
labour market more difficult, as there is a gap between 
skills demanded and skills available (SECO/OPET 2005).

There are regional differences in the unemployment 
rate. In 2010, the Lake Geneva region had an unem-
ployment rate of 6%; above the national average. In 
Central and Eastern Switzerland, on the other hand, it 
was well under 4%.33 Regions with a high proportion of 
export-oriented companies are usually subject to greater 
fluctuations.

The wage gap between women and men is narrowing

Gender equality is, as a reflection of equal opportunity 
and rights, a key objective of sustainable development. 
In Switzerland, women’s salaries are on average about 
one-fifth lower than men’s (G 7.3). About 60% of the 
wage differences are attributable to structural factors: 
women have, on average, lower educational qualifica-
tions than men, work in sectors that pay lower wages, 
are under-represented in managerial positions, and have 
a lower average age and less professional experience. 
But the remaining 40% of the wage differences cannot 
be explained by structural factors and are consequently 
attributable to discriminatory reasons. This discriminatory 
portion of the wage gap varies from one economic sec-
tor to another. The wage gap is narrowest in the banking 
and insurance sectors and in the IT field. Moreover, in 
the public sector, the discriminatory portion of the wage 
gap is smaller than in the private sector (BASS 2010).

33	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Topics >> Employment and income >> 
Unemployment and vacancies

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/03/03.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/03/03.html
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participation rate, along with Iceland and Norway. This is 
among other factors attributable to the fact that in Swit-
zerland many women engage in gainful employment, 
but for the most part on a part-time basis (FSO 2011b). 
Consequently, when women’s participation in the labour 
market is converted into full-time equivalents, Switzer-
land only ranks in the lower middle of the OECD coun-
tries.35 In international comparison, Switzerland has a 
relatively high proportion of long-term unemployed.36

In international comparison, Switzerland has  
a low unemployment rate based on ILO

The unemployment rate based on ILO is markedly lower 
in Switzerland than in most OECD countries. Switzerland 
also stands out from other OECD countries with respect 
to the youth unemployment rate: in 2010, it was 7% in 
Switzerland, compared with an OECD average of 17%.34 
In international comparison, the Swiss population has a 
high labour market participation rate; at the European 
level, Switzerland registers the highest labour market 

34	 OECD.StatExtracts: http://stats.oecd.org >> Labour >> Labour Force 
Statistics >> LFS by sex and age

35	 OECD.StatExtracts: http://stats.oecd.org >> Labour >> Labour Force 
Statistics >> Full-time Part-time employment

36	 OECD.StatExtracts: http://stats.oecd.org >> Labour >> Labour Force 
Statistics >> Unemployment by duration
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T 1.7 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 7.1  2a/2c/4c/13 1991–1993
2008–2010

+41.0%  

G 7.2  2a/2c/4c/7d/
13

1991–1993
2008–2010

+60.3%  

G 7.3  4a/4b
SDS Nr.6

1994
2010

-22.5%  

G 7.4  4a/4b 1996–1998 
2007–2009

+9.3%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.8 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 8.1  10a 1991–1993
2008–2010

+20.8%  

G 8.2  10d
SDS Nr.9 

1991–1993
2008–2010

+1.5% à ≈

G 8.3 SDS Nr.9 1991–1993
2008–2010

+15.0% 

G 8.4  10a 1991–1993
2008–2010

+3.3%  

G 8.5  10b
SDS Nr.9 

1991–1993
2008–2010

+14.2%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
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1.8	 Economic system

Productivity per hour worked is increasing. The public debt ratio rose in the 1990s, but as 

a result of the introduction of a debt brake, it has been reduced again to the level of 1992. 

Environment-related taxes have risen in relation to total tax revenues.

To ensure that the population’s basic requirements 
are met in the long term, an economy that is capable of 
performing efficiently is needed. This also entails pro-
moting innovation and competitiveness. When the mar-
ket mechanism fails, the state should primarily inter-
vene with market instruments. Sustainable development 
also requires that public-sector debt be incurred only to 
the extent that it does not jeopardise the capability of 
future generations to meet individual and social needs 
or make investments.

Labour productivity is increasing

The maintenance of economic efficiency is an integral 
part of sustainable development. Labour productivity 
measures the price-adjusted output (gross domestic 
product) per hour actually worked. An increase in pro-
ductivity over an extended period can, by means of 
redistributive measures, lead to an increase in a country’s 
incomes and living standards. In Switzerland, the labour 
productivity index (base 1991=100) increased by 21 per-
centage points during the period analysed37 (G 8.1). 
GDP growth (+32%) was higher than the growth in 
hours worked (+9%).38 The increase in labour productiv-
ity is attributable to the qualifications of employees, the 
exploitation of economies of scale (increasing volumes  
by concentrating production in a few locations) as well as 
to production technologies which can lower the labour 
intensity through increased use of capital, energy and 
materials (FSO 2008). The growth of labour productivity 
by sector (based on the number of full-time equivalent 
employees) was not uniform between 1997 and 2009 
(at previous year prices, reference year 2000). Thus, the 
telecommunications branch and the chemical industry 
registered the strongest growth, while the other branches 
showed in some cases declining productivity.38

After a rise, the debt ratio is again at the level of 1992

Ensuring future generations’ capacity to act is a key objec-
tive of sustainable development. To this end, it is impor-
tant to keep the level of indebtedness of the present 
generation to a level that can be borne by future gener-
ations. Following a rise in the public debt ratio in the 
1990s, the ratio stabilised again in the early years of the 
new millennium. Since 2003, it has been decreasing 
again. In 2010, the debt ratio was 38%, reaching the 
level of 1992 (G 8.2). By far the largest share of public 
debt is at the federal level (>50%), followed by the can-
tons and communes, which account for a quarter and  
a fifth of total debt (FFA 2011). The marked decrease  
in the public debt ratio is attributable in particular to the 
debt brake that was introduced in 2003. Most cantons 
have adopted the debt brake rules. The debt brake 
requires that expenditures be linked to receipts when 
budgeting (FDF 2010). Debt can also contribute to 
sustainable development, e.g. in the form of forward-
looking investments in education and research.

Revenues from environmentally related taxes  
are increasing

The long-term conservation of natural resources is a cor-
nerstone of sustainable development. Environmentally 
related taxes can serve as a corrective to achieve more 
sustainable pricing by making environmentally damaging 
goods or behaviour more expensive. The incentive effect 
of such taxes helps to curb the current (and future) con-
sumption of resources and therefore serves the purpose 
of capital conservation. The relative share of environ-
mentally related taxes in total revenue from taxes and 
social contributions was 7% in 2010 (G 8.3). By far the 
largest revenue sources are energy and transport taxes,

37	 The period analysed is specified for each indicator in the table 
at the end of this chapter

38	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 4 - Economie nationale >> 
Productivité (only available in French and German)

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/04/03.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/04/03.html
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e.g. the mineral oil tax. Taxes on resources and emis-
sions, e.g. the CO2 incentive tax on fuels, account for 
less than 10% of environmentally-related taxes. Abso-
lute revenues from environmental taxes have increased 
steadily to more than CHF 11 billion.39 This increase is 
equally attributable to higher environmental tax rates 
and to a growth in environmentally damaging activities 
or a higher consumption of polluting goods. For this rea-
son, an assessment of observed trend is dispensed with 
here.

Switzerland has one of the lowest debt ratios in Europe

In European comparison, labour productivity increased 
more in the EU-27 average than in Switzerland.40 The 
increase labour productivity was particuarly high in the 
new EU member states. A European comparison of gov-
ernment debt shows that Switzerland has a relatively low 
debt ratio. The difference to most other countries in the 
EU has been increased by the effects of financial crisis 
(FDF 2010). A comparison of individual taxes shows  
that in the Scandinavian countries in particular CO2 
taxes were already introduced in the 1990s. In Switzer-
land there has been a CO2 incentive tax on fuels since 
2008 and Switzerland’s integration into the European 
emissions trading system still lies ahead.

39	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 2 - Espace, environnement >> 
Comptabilité environnementale (only available in French and German) 40	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdec310
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http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/05.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/05.html
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdec310&plugin=1
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T 1.7 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 7.1  2a/2c/4c/13 1991–1993
2008–2010

+41.0%  

G 7.2  2a/2c/4c/7d/
13

1991–1993
2008–2010

+60.3%  

G 7.3  4a/4b
SDS Nr.6

1994
2010

-22.5%  

G 7.4  4a/4b 1996–1998 
2007–2009

+9.3%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.8 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 8.1  10a 1991–1993
2008–2010

+20.8%  

G 8.2  10d
SDS Nr.9 

1991–1993
2008–2010

+1.5% à ≈

G 8.3 SDS Nr.9 1991–1993
2008–2010

+15.0% 

G 8.4  10a 1991–1993
2008–2010

+3.3%  

G 8.5  10b
SDS Nr.9 

1991–1993
2008–2010

+14.2%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
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1.9	 Production and consumption

The use of materials to meet the needs of production and consumption is increasing, generating 

an increase in waste. This change is however accompanied by an increase in waste recycling 

rate. The increase in spending on organic products reflects a change in consumption patterns.

Sustainable production and consumption patterns 
should be as environmentally compatible and socially 
just as possible. This includes efficient use of resources 
and whenever possible the avoidance of waste pro
duction.

Material intensity is decreasing

The increase in the production of goods implies higher 
pressure on natural resources. With a view to sustainable 
development, economic productivity should therefore be 
preserved or increased while consumption of materials 
should be reduced. Material intensity shows the mass of 
materials extracted, used and moved, both in Switzer-
land and abroad, to obtain one franc of added value in 
our country. A decrease in intensity indicates that a 
decoupling takes place between the consumption of 
materials and economic activity. Material intensity 
dropped by 6% during the period analysed (G 9.1).41 
Growth in total material requirement between 1992 and 
2009 (+22% to reach 330 million tones in 2009) was 
slower than growth in real GDP (+28%). This means 
that a relative decoupling took place during this period.
The variations observed were mainly caused by fluctua-
tion in activities in the construction sector – a major con-
sumer of Swiss raw materials – and the importation of 
metals where extraction requires significant transport of 
materials abroad (FSO 2007).

Consumption of materials is ever more dependent  
on foreign countries

An economic system that is globalising involves reloca-
tion abroad of part of the production process and related 
adverse environmental impact. A closer analysis of the 
material needs therefore shows that imports and the 
hidden flows associated with them rose by more than 
30% between 1992 and 2009 (G 9.2). This change 
reflects dependence on non-Swiss resources. Further-
more, the share of finished products in imports increased 
by 36% between 1992 and 200942 showing, among 
other things, that part of the production process had 
moved abroad.

The quantity of waste is increasing

The production and consumption of goods and services 
which respect the environment are core factors of sus-
tainable development. Reducing the production of waste 
can therefore limit or prevent the consumption of 
resources. The production of urban waste saw an 
increase of 34% over the period analysed (G 9.3), 
reaching almost 5.6 million tonnes or 706 kg per person 
in 2010.43 The decrease in life-span of consumer 
products, over-packaging and more frequent use of pre-
cooked products contribute to this rise.

Hazardous waste, potentially dangerous and toxic, is 
mainly produced by industry. Its production reached 
approximately 1.8 million tonnes in 2010.44 Treatment, 
disposal and export of this waste must be carried out 
according to the provisions of the Basel Convention on 
the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous 
Wastes and their Disposal.

41	 The period analysed is specified for each indicator in the table at the end 
of this chapter

42	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 2 - Espace, environnement >> 
Comptabilité environnementale (only available in French and German)

43	 www.bafu.admin.ch >> Environmental state >> Indicators >> 
Waste management

44	 www.bafu.admin.ch >> Topics >> Waste >> Publications >> Statistics

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/05.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/05.html
http://www.bafu.admin.ch/umwelt/indikatoren/08484/index.html?lang=en
http://www.bafu.admin.ch/umwelt/indikatoren/08484/index.html?lang=en
http://www.bafu.admin.ch/abfall/01517/01519/index.html?lang=en
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The proportion of waste collected for recycling  
is also increasing

Recycling can reduce the pressure on resources and the 
environment by reintegrating materials into the produc-
tion circuit. It can however lead to a qualitative devalua-
tion of materials. The urban waste collection rate for 
recycling went from just over 30% in 1992 to approxi-
mately 50% in 2010 (G 9.4). Measures introduced using 

the ‘polluter-pays’ principle and an improvement in the 
methods of waste collection (recycling centre, possibility 
of separated waste collection) have led to consumers 
changing their habits, encouraging them to separate 
their waste. Waste which is not collected separately is 
disposed of in waste incineration plants which conform 
to strict environmental standards.
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Consumption of organic products has increased

Consumption of local products and products which have 
originated from organic farming and fair trade, which 
meet certain conditions relating to the respect for the 
environment and social equity, can contribute to sus
tainability. Between 1998 and 2003, the share of house-
hold spending on organic products went from 4% to 
6% (G 9.5). Since then, the share of organic products 
has remained at around 6%. This proportion spent by 
households shows consumers’ willingness to choose eco-
logical products, even though they may be motivated by 
reasons other than just environmental concerns, such as 
health, for example.

The sale of fair trade products illustrates how impor-
tant social equity is when consumers make choices. For 
example, approximately 1000 tonnes of fair trade coffee 
(“Max Havelaar” brand) are sold per year (G 9.6). There 
has been no increase in this quantity since 1992. This 
represents approximately 5% of the market share of cof-
fee sold in retail outlets.45

Sorting of waste: Switzerland is one of the best  
European countries

In 2009, urban waste production per capita was 27% 
lower in the European Union (EU-27) than in Switzer-
land. However, the share of waste collected for recycling 
was 50% higher in Switzerland than in the European 
Union.46

Consumption of resources is rising in both Switzerland 
and in the European Union. European countries are also 
becoming more and more dependent on resources pro-
vided by foreign countries. The total quantity of mate
rials imported into the EU-27 (non-European imports) 
rose by more than 25% between 2000 and 2007 (Euro-
stat 2011a).

The questions relating to sustainable production and 
consumption are core issues in Europe, as one of the 
three priorities of the 2020 EU strategy shows; it aims at 
reducing the intensity with which resources are used and 
consumed as well as decoupling economic growth from 
the use of resources.47

45	 Max Havelaar Foundation (Switzerland): http://www.maxhavelaar.ch

46	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdpc240

47	 European Commission. Europe 2020: http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020

http://www.maxhavelaar.ch/fr/homepage/
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdpc240&plugin=1
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm
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T 1.9 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 9.1  10a/12a/12b/
15a
SDS Nr.4

1991–1993
2007–2009

-5.9%  

G 9.2  12a/12b/14a 1991–1993
2007–2009

+19.9%  

G 9.3  12a/12b/ 
17a/17b
SDS Nr.4

1991–1993 
2008–2010

+34.2%  

G 9.4  12a/12b/ 
16a/16b

1991–1993 
2008–2010

+59.9%  

G 9.5  12b
SDS Nr.4

2000–2002
2006–2008

+25.2%  

G 9.6  6a/12b
SDS Nr.8

1992–1994
2008–2010

-1.8% à ≈

G 9.7  12a/15a
SDS Nr.4

1991–1993
2007–2009

+21.8%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.10 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 10.1  16b/17a
SDS Nr.3

1998–2000
2008–2010

+22.7%  

G 10.2  16b/17b
SDS Nr.2

1991–1993
2008–2010

+1.6% à ≈

G 10.3  2b/3a
SDS Nr.3
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2007

+14.5%  

G 10.4  10a/12a/ 
16b/17a
SDS Nr.3

1991–1993
2007–2009

+11.1%  

G 10.5  12a/16b/17a 1991–1993
2007–2009

-6.8%  

G 10.6  12b/17a/18c
SDS Nr.1

1991–1993
2007–2009

-5.3%  

G 10.7  16a/16b/17a 1995–1997
2008–2010

+3.8%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
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1.10	Mobility and transport

Mobility is continually increasing. Likewise, more and more goods are transported over longer 

and longer distances. A modal shift can be seen towards public transport. The share of rail and 

public transport in total land transport is bigger in Switzerland than in other European countries.

A sustainable transport system guarantees all groups 
of the population and all parts of the country access to 
mobility. It makes possible an efficient functioning of 
the economy and maintains environmental pollution 
and the use of non-renewable resources at a minimum 
level.

The share of public transport in people’s mobility  
is increasing

Mobility is one of the fundamental needs of a human 
being. The choice of mode of transport has an influence 
on levels of pollutant emissions which are harmful to 
people’s health, on greenhouse gas emissions and on 
noise pollution. In this context, using public transport 
and soft mobility is favourable to sustainable develop-
ment. During the analysed period48, the share of public 
transport in transport performance of passengers by 
road and rail increased by 23% to exceed one fifth of 
the total in 2010 (G 10.1). At the same time, total 
passenger transport performance increased by 15%.49 
The main reasons for this increase are population growth 
and changes in lifestyle which lead to longer distances 
between the home, the workplace, places of leisure and 
places of consumption. In 2005, leisure activities repre-
sented the most important reason for travel (45% of 
average daily distances), followed by work and educa-
tion (27%) and shopping (11%) (FSO 2010e).

In 2010, the passenger car stock reached 4.1 million. 
Since 1992, this stock has risen by 32%.50 On a daily 
basis, the car is the most used mode of transport. In 
2005, two thirds of average daily distances were 
travelled by car whereas less than 20% were by train 
(FSO 2010e). Nearly 70% of transport-generated CO2 
emissions are therefore due to passenger vehicles com-
pared with 0.2% for rail traffic. Passenger and freight 
transport are also one of the main causes of emissions of 
particulate matter and nitrous oxides (FOEN/FSO 2011). 
During the day, road noise disturbs 1.2 million people 
compared with 70,000 for rail (passenger and freight 
transport); during the night, road noise pollution affects 
700,000 people and rail noise 145,000 people (FOEN 
2009).

As for soft mobility, it remains marginal in terms 
of distances covered (4% of annual distances) 
(FSO 2010e). On the other hand, people walk an 
average of 35 minutes per day and this mode of trans-
port represents the largest proportion of the number of 
journeys made (45%).51

48	 The period analysed is specified for each indicator in the table at the end 
of this chapter

49	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 11 - Mobilité et transports >> 
Prestations de transport (only available in French and German)

50	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Topics >> Mobility and Transport >> 
Transport infrastructure and vehicles

51	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 11 - Mobilité et transports >> 
Comportement de la population en matière de transports >>  
Mobilité-microrecensements (only available in French and German)

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/11/05.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/11/05.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/11/03.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/11/03.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/11/07/01/02.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/11/07/01/02.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/11/07/01/02.html
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Freight transport is growing faster than the economy

Freight transport is essential for the proper functioning 
of an economy based on division of labour. However, 
freight transport causes pollution in the same way as 
passenger transport. It is in keeping with sustainable 
development to satisfy the economy’s needs and foster 
the creation of wealth without increasing freight trans-
port. Intensity of freight transport, i.e. tonne-kilometres 
in relation to the creation of added value illustrates this 
aim. During the analysed period, this intensity grew by 
over 10%. Its increase was sharpest between 1996 and 
2001. The value has fallen since 2006 (G 10.4).

Since 1992 freight transportation performance has 
increased by almost 40%, reaching 27 billion tonne-kilo-
metres in 2009.49 The GDP increased by just below 30% 
during this period.52 There was therefore no decoupling 
between freight transport and the production of added 
value. It should be pointed out that the data do not take 
into consideration journeys made abroad for importing 
products, as opposed to the transit of goods through the 
country which is accounted for even though it only cre-
ates a small added value in Switzerland.

Freight transport by road is predominant in Switzer-
land, accounting for approximately 60% of transport 
performance. Despite maximum weight limits for road 
transport vehicles being raised in 2001 (from 28 to 
34 tonnes) and in 2005 (to 40 tonnes), rail has main-
tained a share of some 40% since 1992 (G 10.5). This 
stability mainly arises from the Performance-related 
Heavy Vehicle Fee (HVF) introduced in 2001 which 
enabled rail transport to remain competitive (FSO 
2010e). As for transalpine freight transport, both the 
HVF and the current development of the New Railway 
Link through the Alps (NEAT) have helped prevent the 
drop in the share of rail to the benefit of road transport. 
In 2009, 61% of transalpine freight transport was car-
ried by rail.53

In Switzerland, the share of public transport  
in total passenger transport and the share of rail  
in freight transport are bigger than in Europe

In the EU-27, public transport represented nearly 17% 
of passenger transportation performance in 200854 and 
almost 18% was attributable to rail for freight trans-
port.55 In Switzerland these shares were 21% and 39% 
respectively 49. In other Alpine countries such as France 
and Austria, the share of rail in transalpine freight trans-
port in 2009 (12% and 32% respectively) was also 
lower than in Switzerland where it reached 61%.53

52	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Topics >> National economy >> 
National accounts >> Gross Domestic Product

53	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 11 - Mobilité et transports >> 
Thèmes transversaux >> Trafic transalpin et transfrontalier (only available 
in French and German)

54	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdtr210

55	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdtr220

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/04/02/01.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/04/02/01.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/11/07/04/blank/00.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/11/07/04/blank/00.html
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdtr210&plugin=1
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdtr220&plugin=1
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T 1.9 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 9.1  10a/12a/12b/
15a
SDS Nr.4

1991–1993
2007–2009

-5.9%  

G 9.2  12a/12b/14a 1991–1993
2007–2009

+19.9%  

G 9.3  12a/12b/ 
17a/17b
SDS Nr.4

1991–1993 
2008–2010

+34.2%  

G 9.4  12a/12b/ 
16a/16b

1991–1993 
2008–2010

+59.9%  

G 9.5  12b
SDS Nr.4

2000–2002
2006–2008

+25.2%  

G 9.6  6a/12b
SDS Nr.8

1992–1994
2008–2010

-1.8% à ≈

G 9.7  12a/15a
SDS Nr.4

1991–1993
2007–2009

+21.8%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

T 1.10 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 10.1  16b/17a
SDS Nr.3

1998–2000
2008–2010

+22.7%  

G 10.2  16b/17b
SDS Nr.2

1991–1993
2008–2010

+1.6% à ≈

G 10.3  2b/3a
SDS Nr.3

1997
2007

+14.5%  

G 10.4  10a/12a/ 
16b/17a
SDS Nr.3

1991–1993
2007–2009

+11.1%  

G 10.5  12a/16b/17a 1991–1993
2007–2009

-6.8%  

G 10.6  12b/17a/18c
SDS Nr.1

1991–1993
2007–2009

-5.3%  

G 10.7  16a/16b/17a 1995–1997
2008–2010

+3.8%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.

In tonne-kilometres/CHF

G 10.4

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO

Intensity of freight transport
Performance of freight transport (road and rail) in 
relation to gross domestic product at previous year’s 
prices with reference year 2000

 

2009: provisional

0,00

0,01

0,02

0,03

0,04

0,05

0,06

0,07

1990 1993 1996 1999 2002 2005 2008 2011
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

1990 1993 1996 1999 2002 2005 2008 2011

G 10.5

Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO

Modal split in freight transport
Share of rail freight transport in total rail 
and road transport

2009: provisional

In % of tonne-kilometres

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

1990 1993 1996 1999 2002 2005 2008 2011

G 10.6

Sources: Federal Office for the Environment, Federal Statistical Office © FSO

CO2 intensity of motorised individual traffic
CO2 emissions in relation to traffic performance

In grams/person-kilometers

G 10.7

Sources: Federal Office of Civil Aviation, Federal Statistical Office © FSO

Take-offs and landings
Number of scheduled airline and charter flight take-offs 
and landings in the three national airports

0

100 000

200 000

300 000

400 000

500 000

600 000

1990 1993 1996 1999 2002 2005 2008 2011



Sustainable Development Report 2012   FSO   201248

Part I

1.11	 Energy and climate

Global energy consumption is increasing as is the share of renewable energy sources being 

used. Final energy consumption per capita is declining. Trends in greenhouse gas emissions 

mean that it is not currently possible for Switzerland to fulfil its commitments under the Kyoto 

Protocol.

For the supply of energy to be consistent with the 
goals of sustainable development, the level of use of 
non-renewable resources should be kept below that of 
the development potential of renewable sources. It is 
also important to prevent severe or irreversible environ-
mental damage caused in particular because of the 
emission of greenhouse gases.

Energy consumption per capita is decreasing

Energy is one of the vital resources for the functioning 
of our society and for satisfying many material needs. 
However, its production and consumption have an 
impact on natural resources and the environment. Final 
energy consumption per capita decreased by more than 
4% during the period analysed56, rising to more than 
32,000 KWh in 2010 (G 11.1). Fluctuations were mainly 
due to winter weather conditions and the economic 
situation. Grey energy – energy used abroad to manu-
facture and transport imported goods – is not considered 
here. The average energy used per capita, including all 
types of energy, is 6500W, which is beyond the aims of a 
“2000W society”.57

However, total final energy consumption increased by 
almost 9% between 1992 and 2010 (SFOE 2011a). This 
rise is due among other things to a growth of 13% in 
the population during this period, an increase of 24% in 
distances travelled by private road vehicles between 
1992 and 201058 and an increase of 13% in living space 

per person between 1990 and 2000.59 Final energy 
consumption grew more slowly than GDP during the 
period analysed. Energy intensity, i.e. energy consumed 
to produce one Swiss franc of added value, decreased 
by 18% (G 11.2).

The energy supply depends on imported non-renewable 
resources

Switzerland depends heavily on non-renewable energy 
resources from abroad. Imports (import surplus) covered 
nearly 80% of gross energy consumption in 2010 
(G 11.3). This mainly involved the import of petroleum 
products (44%), gas (11%) and nuclear fuels (24%) 
(SFOE 2011a).

The share of renewable energies is increasing

Most energy is produced from non-renewable raw mate-
rials which are finite: crude oil, petroleum products, 
natural gas, nuclear fuels and solid fuels. One of the 
goals of sustainable development is to conserve these 
energy sources and replace them by renewable energy 
sources. During the period analysed, the share of renew-
able energy sources in final energy consumption rose by 
more than 16% to 19% in 2010 (G 11.4); consumption 
of these energy sources was parallel in growth to total 
final consumption.

In 2010, almost two thirds of consumed final renew
able energy came from hydroelectric power stations. The 
remainder was shared between the combustion of 
biomass (approximately 20%), the generation of new 
energy from renewable waste, environmental heat, solar 
energy, biofuels and wind power (almost 15%) (SFOE 
2011b).

56	 The period analysed is specified for each indicator in the table at the end 
of this chapter

57	 http://www.2000watt.ch >> 2000 Watt Society

58	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 11 - Mobilité et transports >> 
Utilisation des véhicules et de l’infrastructure 
(only available in French and German)

59	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 02 - Espace, environnement >> 
Système d’indicateurs de l’environnement 
(only available in French and German)

http://www.2000watt.ch/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3&Itemid=2&lang=fr
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/11/04.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/11/04.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/06.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/06.html
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60	 www.environnement-suisse.ch >> Thèmes >> Protection des eaux >> 
Renaturation >> Débits résiduels (only available in French and German)

Domestic production of new renewable energy 
sources such as solar energy, wind power, geothermic 
energy, biofuels and biogas more than tripled between 
1992 and 2010. This increase is almost twenty times 
higher than the increase in production by hydroelectric 
power stations. However, the quantity produced remains 
nearly ten times lower than that produced by hydro-
electric plants (SFOE 2011a).

The SwissEnergy programme targeted a 1% (+500 
GWh) increase in the production of renewable electricity 
and a 3% (+3000 GWh) increase in renewable heat 
between 2000 and 2010; these aims were exceeded by 
10% and 48% respectively (SFOE 2011b).

The Federal Council has decided to progressively 
abandon nuclear energy, increase energy efficiency and 
develop both hydroelectric power and new renewable 
energy sources. However, the impact of renewable 
energy production such as hydroelectric power or wind 
power on water bodies60 and landscapes should be 
borne in mind (SFOE/FOEN/ARE 2010). Furthermore, 
since energy is required to produce photovoltaic cells, 
manufacture wind turbines and drive heat pumps, these 
types of installation reduce their energy efficiency.
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Switzerland has not yet reached its goals  
in terms of greenhouse gas reduction

The greenhouse effect is a natural phenomenon but its 
fragile balance is upset by greenhouse gases produced 
by man, especially through the combustion of fossil 
fuels for heating or for transport. In addition there are 
emissions from deforestation, combustion of wood, 
industrial processes, agriculture and waste recycling. 
Between 1990 (reference year in the Kyoto Protocol) 
and 2009, greenhouse gas emissions decreased by 
1.8%. This change does not correspond to the goal 
which Switzerland set itself under the Kyoto Protocol, 
i.e. a reduction of 8% between 1990 and the average 
for the period 2008–2012 (G 11.5). By combining 
CO2 emission certificates and the effects of carbon sinks, 
Switzerland’s reduction in emissions reached 6.8% in 
2009, but this still fell short of the target value (FOEN 
2011).

CO2 intensity decreased by nearly a quarter during 
the period analysed, indicating decoupling between 
CO2 emissions and the production of added value 
(G 11.6). Analysis of greenhouse gas emissions by eco-
nomic actors shows that the share of household emis-
sions in 2005 was approximately 40% as opposed to 
60% for the economy. The share of transport in total 
household emissions reached 44% in 2005 and has 
increased by more than 10% since 1990.61 This is due to 
the increase in mobility of people and the population 
growth (FSO 2009). For the economy, the share of 
transport in total emissions is smaller and represented 
just over 20% in 2005 with zero growth in 15 years.61

Current knowledge indicates that natural causes can-
not be the only explanation for the rise in temperatures 
observed in Switzerland over the last two decades: more 
than 1.1°C on average between the last five years and 
the average value for the period 1961–1990. It also 

seems to be a result of global greenhouse gas emis-
sions.62 Climatic warming is a global phenomenon and 
one of the most visible consequences in Switzerland is 
the melting of Alpine glaciers. The results of these cli-
matic changes are potentially important but still difficult 
to quantify for the population (health and exposure to 
risks), the economy (agricultural production, tourism and 
infrastructures) and nature (water and change in bio
diversity) (FOEN 2007).

The European Union is reducing its greenhouse gas 
emissions more than Switzerland

As is the case in Switzerland, energy consumption 
increased in the EU-27 (approximately 4% of gross 
energy consumption between 1992 and 2009 as 
opposed to 11% in Switzerland).63 The share of renew
able energy sources in final consumption in Switzerland 
is, however, nearly twice as high as in the EU-27.64 The 
importance of hydroelectric power partly explains these 
results.

The decrease in greenhouse gas emissions in our 
country (-1.8% between 1990 and 2009) is smaller than 
the decrease registered by the EU-15 (-13%).65 Part of 
this decline in the EU is the result of a decrease in 
energy-intensive industrial activities, such as steel-
making (Eurostat 2011b).

The effects of climatic change may be more signifi-
cant in Switzerland because of the Alpine topography. 
The increase in temperatures since 1900 has been more 
than one and a half times greater in Switzerland than in 
all of the land areas in the northern hemisphere (FOEN 
2007).

61	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 02 - Espace, environnement >> 
Comptabilité environnementale (only available in French and German)

62	 www.meteosuisse.admin.ch >> Climate >> Climate today >> 
Trends in Switzerland

63	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdcc320

64	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Tabe Code: tsdcc110

65	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdcc210

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/05.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/05.html
http://www.meteosuisse.admin.ch/web/en/climate/climate_today/trends_in_switzerland.html
http://www.meteosuisse.admin.ch/web/en/climate/climate_today/trends_in_switzerland.html
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdcc320&plugin=1
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdcc110&plugin=1
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdcc210&plugin=1
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T 1.11 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 11.1  12b/16b/17a
SDS Nr.2

1991–1993 
2008–2010

-4.3%  

G 11.2  12b/15a/16b/
17a/19
SDS Nr.2

1991–1993 
2008–2010

-17.8%  

G 11.3  12b/14a/16b/
17a

1991–1993 
2008–2010

+10.3%  

G 11.4  15a/16b/17a/
18c
SDS Nr.2

1991–1993 
2008–2010

+16.1%  

G 11.5  SDS Nr.1
Assessment of 
trend according 
to a quantified 
objective with a 
set deadline

1990
2009

-1.8% à ≈ Kyoto Protocol objective 
to reduce green house 
gases emissions by 8% 
between 1990 and the 
average 2008–2012

G 11.6  12a/12b/17a/
18c
SDS Nr.1

1991–1993
2007–2009

-24.4%  

G 11.7  17a/18c
SDS Nr.1

1991–1993
2007–2009

-2.1% à ≈
a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
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1.12	 Natural resources

There is continued pressure on land and biodiversity. The quality of water in lakes has improved 

although there is still some uncertainty as to the effects of micropollutants. Air quality has also 

improved. However, particular weather conditions can cause threshold values to be exceeded.

The natural foundations of life, biodiversity and the 
quality of ecosystems should be maintained in the long 
term. Fertile soils, good-quality water and clean air are 
vital for the well-being of present and future genera-
tions.

Built-up areas are increasing to the detriment  
of farmland

Soil is an essential resource for human, animal and plant 
life. It is a limited and non-renewable resource. In a 
country like Switzerland, where the usable area is limited 
by the land’s topographical features, sound management 
of soil is crucial. According to results available in 2011 
for almost 76% of the territory, settlement and urban 
areas have increased by 24% in 24 years (G 12.1). This 
growth, which reached 13% during the first half of the 
period, did however later drop to 9%. Almost 90% hap-
pened at the expense of agricultural land. Agricultural 
land has decreased on average by 17.5 km2 per year 
during the last 24 years (FSO 2010f). In 2009, over  
1.6 million buildings were used for housing. The number 
of buildings has increased by more than 10% in  
10 years. Nearly three quarters of buildings constructed 
since 2000 are individual houses (FSO 2011c). This 
expansion in real estate and the surface area it covers is 
partly due to population growth and changes in 
household structures.

Chemical pollution of the soil can damage its fertility 
and put humans’ and animals’ health at risk. Moreover, 
it harms the many organisms living in it. During the 
period 2000–2004, almost 20% of national soil monitor-
ing sites showed at least one instance of an indicative 
value for heavy metals being exceeded.66 Approximately 
4000 contaminated sites affected by industrial and arti-
sanal activities also need cleaning as they are dangerous 
to humans and the environment.67

The quality of water in lakes has improved

Water is one of the resources vital for living organisms 
and human health. The quality of water and its respect-
ful management are paramount for sustainable develop-
ment. Water bodies are particularly exposed to environ-
mental damage as they receive direct discharges from 
agriculture, industry and households. An excess of 
nutrients in lakes can lead to their eutrophication i.e. by 
generating an oxygen deficit and producing toxic sub-
stances. Such conditions affect organisms living in the 
water. Phosphorus from industry, households and agri-
culture contributes to this phenomenon. Since 1992 its 
presence in lakes has dropped thanks to the use of phos-
phates being prohibited in laundry detergents, an 
improvement in techniques in wastewater treatment 
plants and generally more environmentally-aware farm-
ing (G 12.2).

66	 www.bfs.admin.ch >> Thèmes >> 02 - Espace, environnement >> 
Système d’indicateurs de l’environnement (only available in French and  
German)

67	 www.bafu.admin.ch >> Topics >> Contaminated sites

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/06.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/fr/index/themen/02/06.html
http://www.bafu.admin.ch/altlasten/index.html?lang=en
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Nitrate, which comes principally from fertilizers used 
in agriculture, can affect the quality of groundwater 
representing almost 80% of drinking water resources.68 
In 2009, the threshold value of 25 mg/l was exceeded in 
17% of the 531 groundwater monitoring sites (G 12.3).

Other forms of pollution such as pollution from 
micropollutants produced by households, agriculture and 
industry, are more and more frequently detected in 
water but little is yet known about their impact, espe-
cially on aquatic fauna and flora. Micropollutants are 
contained in many everyday products (medicines, deter-
gents, cosmetics, etc.) and plant protection products.69

68	 www.bafu.admin.ch >> Topics >> Groundwater 69	 www.bafu.admin.ch >> Topics >> Water Protection >> Micropollutants

In micrograms per litre
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Source: Federal Statistical Office © FSO Source: Federal Office for the Environment © FSO
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http://www.bafu.admin.ch/grundwasser/index.html?lang=en
http://www.bafu.admin.ch/gewaesserschutz/03716/index.html?lang=en
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Air quality has improved; the threshold values  
are however sometimes exceeded

Clean air is vital for our well-being and health. Preserv-
ing it is consistent with sustainable development. Air 
pollutants, such as ozone and particulate matter (PM10), 
can cause respiratory illnesses, cardiovascular diseases 
and increase the risk of cancer. They can also have reper-
cussions on ecosystems. Since 1997, average yearly 
concentrations of PM10 have decreased by approxi-
mately 30% in all zones (G 12.7). This improvement is 
due, among other things, to legal provisions governing 
heating, industrial installations and motor vehicles 
(FOEN 2010a). The threshold values are however 
regularly exceeded, notably when there are particular 
weather events, such as stable high pressure during the 
winter. The same applies to ozone during the summer: 
during periods of intense sunlight, hourly immission 
limits are exceeded (G 12.8). Air pollution causes 
between 3000 and 4000 premature deaths per year.70

The number of breeding birds is increasing although 
biodiversity is still under pressure

Biodiversity is the result of a long evolution. Preserving 
and passing on this heritage to future generations is a 
central aim of sustainable development. Populations of 
breeding birds are a pertinent measure of a region’s 
biodiversity. The number of these populations rose by 
7% during the period analysed71 despite annual varia-
tions (G 12.9).

For breeding birds in agricultural areas and wetlands, 
however, the situation worsened, as it did for species on 
the Red List, which have declined by approximately 
20% since 1992. Overall, 40% of breeding bird popu
lations are threatened (FOEN 2010b). Over the past 
150 years, 244 animal and plant species have died out 
in Switzerland. Furthermore, almost a third of plant, 
animal and mushroom species listed and studied are 
threatened.72

Landscape fragmentation, partly due to the construc-
tion of transport infrastructures, has consequences for 
biodiversity: animals are less able to move from one 
place to another and their reproduction is impeded. 
Fragmentation is measured by the number of “meshes” 
per 1000 km2 created by the transport network. Since 
1980, this density has remained stable at around 3.5 
meshes per 1000 km2 (G 12.10).

71	 The period analysed is specified for each indicator in the table at the end 
of this chapter

72	 http://www.biodiversitymonitoring.ch >> Data >> Indicator “Z5”

70	 http://www.bafu.admin.ch >> Environmental state >> 
Environmental status reports >> Air quality
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Switzerland shows trends similar to the rest of Europe

In European Environment Agency (EEA) member coun-
tries, the growth in built-up areas also occurs at the 
expense of agricultural land and, to a lesser extent, 
forests. Between 2000 and 2006, more than 75% of 
new built-up areas were constructed on arable land or 
pasture and approximately 15% on forest land.73

73	 http://www.eea.europa.eu 74	 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu >> Table Code: tsdnr100

At the European level, measures have been taken to 
reduce water and air pollution. For example, phosphorus 
concentration levels in European lakes are also showing 
a downward trend (EEA 2010).

Populations of breeding birds in Europe have been 
stable since 2000 after a sharp drop in the first half of 
the 1990s.74 The EEA also considers biodiversity to be 
threatened (EEA 2010).
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7

T 1.12 Documentation on indicator trends

Graph Targeted trend Objectivesa Period under analysis Change in % Observed trendb Assessment Comments

G 12.1 à 16b/20
SDS Nr.3

1979/85
2004/09

+23.6%  

G 12.2  17a
SDS Nr.5

1991–1993
2007–2009

Z: -39.0%
H: -74.3%
G: -49.1%
C: -76.9%

  Synthesis of trends ob-
served for the 4 lakes: 
lake Zug (Z), lake 
 Hallwil (H), lake Geneva 
(G), lake Constance (C)c 

G 12.3 No time series for this 
indicator

G 12.4 à 16b/20 1979/85
1992/97

+3.9%  

G 12.5  4b/15a/16a/
16b/17a

1991–1993
2005–2007

+18.3%  

G 12.6  15a/16b/20 1979/85
1992/97

-2.1% à ≈

G 12.7  2b/17a
SDS Nr.5

1997–1999
2008–2010

uT: -31.6%
u: -30.5%
S: -30.4%
R: -24.6%
AJ: -26.6%

  Synthesis of trends 
observed for the 
5 zones: urban, traffic 
(uT), urban (u), subur-
ban (S), rural (R), Alpine 
Foothills/Jura (AJ)c

G 12.8  2b/17a 1991–1993
2008–2010

L: -8.0%
R: -22.1%
P: -31.1%
B: -3.0%
Z: +1.4%

  Synthesis of trends ob-
served for the 5 zones: 
Lugano (L), Rigi (R), 
Payerne (P), Basel (B), 
Zurich (Z)c

G 12.9  15b
SDS Nr.5

1991–1993
2008–2010

+7.1%  

G 12.10  15b/20
SDS Nr.5

1980
2007

+3.0% à ≈

G 12.11  18a/19
SDS Nr.5

1983/85
2004/06

+6.0%  

a Sustainable development principles, challenges of the sustainable development strategy (SDS) or quantified and dated objectives. 
b The trend is interpreted as relevant if it exceeds a ±3% threshold. Exceptions are documented in the “Comments” column.
c The change in % of each variable is synthesised with a single value (-1 for a negative assessment, 0 for an unchanged assessment without marked change 

and +1 for a positive assessment). These values are then added up and the results determine the general trend for this indicator.

G 12.11

Source: Swiss Federal Institute for Forest, Snow and Landscape Research © FSO
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Measuring sustainable development, 
methods and tools
The conference “Rio+20” (à Introduction) is an opportunity to assess progress made in 

implementing sustainable development, including its measurement. This second part of the 

“Sustainable Development Report 2012” shows changes over the last twenty years and the 

current status of the measure of sustainable development in Switzerland: what were its  

foundations and what are they today? What exactly do we measure and using which tools? 

What actors were and are implicated? How should we communicate about such a complex 

subject? The following chapters try to answer questions such as these. The last chapter  

broadens the perspective on links between measuring sustainable development and recent  

initiatives such as the UN Green Economy approach, the European Union’s “GDP and  

beyond” initiative and the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Report (Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi 2009), which 

reflect, among other things, current thinking among policymakers.75

75	 Notably postulates by Stadler (10.3897) and Girod (11.3724) 
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2.1	 Measuring sustainable development

Measuring sustainable development is one of the tools 
essential to its implementation, as stated in Chapter 40 
of Agenda 21. Indicators of sustainable development 
“provide solid bases for decision-making at all levels and 
contribute to a self-regulating sustainability of integrated 
environment and development systems” (Agenda 21, 
Chapter 40, paragraph 40.4).

The first initiatives aiming to set up indicator systems 
for sustainable development in Switzerland emerged 
towards the end of the 1990s. Several of them concen-
trated on a particular aspect of sustainable development, 
for example road infrastructure projects (Federal Roads 
Office NISTRA system). Some cantons and cities in 
Switzerland have also launched initiatives to measure 
sustainable development which have then been grouped 
together by the Federal Office for Spatial Development 
(ARE) in a joint project between the Confederation, the 
cantons and the towns, entitled the “Cercle Indica-
teurs”.76

A pilot survey carried out jointly by the FSO and the 
SAEFL (now FOEN) and published in 1999 (FSO/SAEFL 
2000) took the first steps towards a system of indicators 
of sustainable development at the federal level. The 
experience gained in a joint project between a statistical 
office and a policy office showed how important it was 
to have a clear distribution of roles and competencies so 
that the requirements of official statistics could be met.

The need to create a system of indicators of sustain
able development in Switzerland was expressed several 
times at the beginning of the millennium, particularly in 
a motion submitted to the National Council asking for a 
“system of indicators of sustainability and of reduction in 
geographical and social disparities” (Motion 00.3225)77 
as well as in the Federal Council’s “Sustainable Develop-
ment Strategy 2002” (Federal Council 2002, Measure 
21: “Monitoring of Sustainable Development”).

To meet these needs, in 2000 the FSO and the SAEFL 
launched the MONET78 project. In the same year, the 
new Federal Office for Spatial Development joined the 
project. The aims of the project were formulated as fol-
lows (FSO/SAEFL/ARE 2004):

–	 The prime objective is to set up an operational system 
of indicators of sustainable development. This sys-
tem should facilitate the measurement, documenta-
tion and description of progress in Switzerland, as well 
as its position in relation to other countries, from the 
point of view of the social, economic and ecological 
aspects of sustainable development.

–	 It should be designed to provide information for 
the general public, political players and the Federal 
Administration. By helping to publicise the objectives 
of sustainable development, the system will consti-
tute an instrument for creating awareness among the 
population.

–	 This system will be transparent, open and evolu
tionary. It will help to set up links with sectoral, 
regional and local systems of indicators of sustainable 
development.

From the very beginning, the system of indicators of 
sustainable development was conceived and designed as 
a system for the long-term monitoring of sustainable 
development in its social, economic and environmental 
dimensions, and not for the controlling or the assess-
ment of a policy programme or strategy. Monitoring 
includes the collection, analysis and presentation of 
information with the aim of tracking the evolution of a 
particular domain or field of activity of a public authority 
or society in a methodical manner, in the long run, so as 
to detect problematic changes early (Wachter 2010). 
These indicators, which essentially describe the evolution 
of society’s broad objectives, are not designed for draw-
ing direct conclusions about the efficiency of measures 
taken by the players involved (e.g. policy-makers, indi-
viduals, businesses) for policy management purposes 
(Feller-Länzlinger et al. 2010, p.34).

76	 At the beginning of 2012 19 cantons (out of 26) and 17 towns were 
participating to the Cercle Indicateurs (www.are.admin.ch >> Topics >> 
Sustainable development >> Measuring Sustainability)

77	 http://www.parlament.ch/f/suche/pages/geschaefte.aspx?
gesch_id=20003225 78	 Acronym for “monitoring of sustainable development” in German

http://www.are.admin.ch/themen/nachhaltig/00268/index.html?lang=en
http://www.are.admin.ch/themen/nachhaltig/00268/index.html?lang=en
http://www.parlament.ch/e/suche/pages/geschaefte.aspx?gesch_id=20003225
http://www.parlament.ch/e/suche/pages/geschaefte.aspx?gesch_id=20003225
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The challenge consisted in measuring an ambiguous 
and normative concept while taking into account the 
requirements of official statistics (FSO/CORSTAT 2007), 
notably transparency, independence and accessibility, 
and the diverging interests and expectations of future 
users. Towards the end of the 1990s, under the auspices 
of the International Institute for Sustainable Develop-
ment, practitioners and researchers in the field of 
measuring sustainable development elaborated the 
Bellagio principles (Hardi, Zdan 1997). These principles 
also constituted a solid foundation for constructing the 
system of indicators and for its subsequent develop-
ments; they specifically define the conditions for deve
loping sustainable development indicators, in particular:

–	 a clear vision of sustainable development and objec-
tives which define this vision,

–	 taking account of all the important domains (social, 
ecological and economic aspects),

–	 choice of adequate time frames,

–	 a reference system enabling links to be made between 
the chosen indicators and the vision of sustainable 
development,

–	 a limited number of indicators,

–	 comparison of indicators with reference values (target 
values, thresholds and directions to follow),

–	 the participation of the main groups involved,

–	 continual development of the system,

–	 the creation of the institutional means required to 
produce, maintain and document the indicators.

These requirements and principles have guided all 
work towards constructing the sustainable development 
monitoring system: definition of frame of reference 
(à Chapter 2.2) and systemic structure (à Chapter 2.3), 
participatory processes (à Chapter 2.4), later develop-
ments and communication (à Chapters 2.2 and 2.5).

The MONET system became available online in 2003 
and at the time included more than 120 indicators. Nine 
years later, having meanwhile been subject to revision 
and supplemented with indicators illustrating the global 
dimension of sustainable development (à Chapter 2.2), 
it comprises nearly 75 indicators, which are regularly 
updated.

2.2	 What to measure?

In monitoring sustainable development, what should be 
measured? Which topics, which issues and therefore 
which indicators must be included? And how do we 
know whether what is measured is good or bad for sus-
tainable development?

The definition of sustainable development

The answer to these questions lies in the definition pub-
lished in the Brundtland Report: “Sustainable develop-
ment is development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own needs” (UN 1987). The 
Brundtland Report adds two important elements to this 
definition: prioritising the basic needs of individuals and 
taking due account of the capacity limits of our environ-
ment.

The three qualitative objectives of sustainable  
development

Other key elements are the three traditional “pillars” of 
sustainable development which have been well-known 
since the 1992 Earth Summit (society, the environment 
and the economy). They have been reformulated into 
three qualitative objectives:

–	 social solidarity,

–	 environmental responsibility,

–	 economic efficiency.

The three qualitative objectives are all of equal impor-
tance. They are linked to each other and dependent on 
each other. This means that in the long term, none of 
the environmental, economic and social goals may be 
reached at the expense of the other goals. The qualita-
tive objectives can be represented using three overlap-
ping circles. The intersections of these circles symbolise 
the necessity for sustainable development to unify the 
three sometimes contradictory objectives.
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Principles of sustainable development

In order to concretise the definition of sustainable deve
lopment and the qualitative objective and to focus them 
on specific aspects, 45 principles of sustainable develop-
ment have been formulated (à Appendix). These princi-
ples are requirements with which the development of 
the indicators in relation to sustainability can be evalu-
ated. The principles are largely based on the publications 
and studies from IDARio (Interdepartmental Rio Com-
mittee of the Swiss federal administration), the DETEC 
departmental strategy (DETEC 1999) and the opinion of 
the Council for Sustainable Development on the pilot 
study “Sustainable Development in Switzerland. Factors 
for an indicator system” by the FSO and SAEFL (FSO/
SAEFL 2000)79 as well as social reports and statistics on 
living conditions (Berger-Schmitt, Noll 2000). Wherever 
possible existing principles have been adopted and, if 
necessary, adapted in terms of language or content.

79	 The Council for Sustainable Development was an extra-parliamentary 
commission that formed in 1998. It was disbanded in 2000 and its remit 
was transferred to another extra-parliamentary commission, the Coun-
cil for Regional Planning (ROR). The opinion mentioned above was not 
published.

All the principles have a clear and direct link to the 
definition of sustainable development and are assigned 
to one of the three qualitative objectives (Figure 2). For 
example, principle 3a “Satisfaction and happiness” is 
assigned to the qualitative objective “Social solidarity”. 
The link to the definition of sustainable development is 
as follow: people should be able to cover their needs – 
both material and non-material.

The principles are independent of space and are stable 
over time. Because they are valid over the long-term, 
they do not involve any current measures or solutions, 
unlike policy strategies which frequently relate to current 
events and which can change between one legislative 
period and another.

Frame of reference: What is measured?

Ökologische
Verantwortung

Sustainable developmentDefinition

Qualitative 
objectives

Principles

Selection of indicators Indicators

Economic efficiency Environmental  responsibilitySocial solidarity

Principles on:
- Economic system
- Efficiency and competitiveness
- Flexibility/stability
- Production/consumption
- Employment
- International trade

Principles on:
- Consumption of resources
- Materials and waste
- Risks
- Rate of change
- Natural and cultural landscape

Principles on:
- Objective and subjective 

living conditions
- Fairness of distribution, equality 

of opportunities
- Social cohesion
- Development of human capital
- International solidarity

Figure 2

© Federal Statistical Office (FSO)
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The definitions of sustainable development, the three 
qualitative objectives and the 45 principles as a frame 
of reference for the system of indicators

So that the selection of indicators and statements about 
their development are not random, a clear, systematically 
structured frame of reference is required. The frame of 
reference ensures independence, transparency and com-
pleteness. The frame of reference of the MONET Indica-
tor System consists of the foundations shown above: the 
definition of sustainable development, the three qualita-
tive objectives and the 45 principles (Figure 2). With 
these elements, MONET measures sustainable develop-
ment following an “integrated”80 approach: the well-
being of the current generation and fairness of distribu-
tion/solidarity over space and time – so “here” and 
“now”, “later” and “elsewhere” – are the core elements 
of the concept (Figure 3).

On the basis of the principles, the significance of an 
indicator of sustainable development can be formulated. 
In the same way, the indicator can be interpreted and its 
development in relation to sustainable development 
assessed as positive, unchanged or negative (à Chapter 
2.5). At the same time, the principles allow for a consis
tent and transparent selection of indicators: every indica-
tor must relate to at least one principle.

There are two different approaches for measuring sus-
tainable development: the policy-based and the concep-
tual approach. Switzerland’s system of monitoring sus-
tainable development differs from many others in that it 
is not designed to measure a sustainability policy 
strategy, rather it observes if and in which areas Switzer-
land is progressing towards sustainable development 
(UN 2009, p.39). The selection of indicators is therefore 
based not on policy guidelines, but on a methodical 
frame of reference, which is founded on the Brundtland 
definition, the qualitative objectives and the principles of 
sustainable development.

80	 Terminology used in the Working Group on Statistics for Sustainable 
Development (WGSSD) of the UNECE-OECD-EUROSTAT

The three dimensions of sustainable development 
are relevant over time and space Figure 3
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© Federal Statistical Office (FSO)



Sustainable Development Report 2012   FSO   201262

Part II

The global dimension of sustainable development

With globalisation, the sustainable development of a 
country can no longer be viewed in isolation. Aspects of 
inequality and justice, shortage of resources and environ-
mental pollution transcend borders. At the 2002 World 
Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, 
the connection between globalisation and sustainable 
development was stressed and the UN Millennium 
Development Goals were integrated into the objective of 
sustainable development. As the world changes, a sys-
tem of indicators must also be capable of change. This 
should happen systematically, not arbitrarily. Thanks to 
the structure and frame of reference of the MONET sys-
tem of indicators, new topics can systematically and 
transparently be integrated. In 2008, the Swiss monitor-
ing of sustainable development was expanded with a set 
of indicators which measures interactions between Swit-
zerland and other countries, within the aspect of global 
responsibility and justice. This was done using the 
above-mentioned frame of reference for the system, the 
indicator typology and processes for the participatory 
selection of indicators (à Chapters 2.3 and 2.4).

2.3	 How to measure it?

The reason for a typology

A typology involves defining a group of categories to 
classify indicators and characteristics to which they 
should correspond. Standardisation such as this guaran-
tees coherence over time in a monitoring system and 
facilitates transversal comparisons (Feller-Länzlinger et al. 
2010, p.34). Unlike a simple list, a system of indicators is 
based on a clearly defined structure, provided by two 
approaches: a thematic approach, made up of the frame 
of reference which defines “what to measure” (à Chap-
ter 2.2), and a systemic approach provided by indicator 
typology, which defines “how to measure it”. The com-
bination of these two approaches structures the indicator 
system in the form of a matrix where the lines show the 
frame of reference and the columns indicate the typo
logy (Figure 4).

The Federal Council’s Sustainable Development Strategy

The indicators used to monitor sustainable development 
in Switzerland are not only used to measure sustainable 
development in general but also to measure develop-
ments in the Federal Council’s Sustainable Development 
Strategy: around 50 of the MONET indicators illustrate 
the development of the key challenges of the Sustainable 
Development Strategy. The MONET indicators in the 
Dashboard of the Federal Council’s Sustainable Develop-
ment Strategy show Switzerland’s position for each of 
the challenges (à Chapter 2.5).
The political implementation of sustainable development 
in Switzerland was defined from 1997 in the Sustainable 
Development Strategy and has since been regularly 
updated. The Sustainable Development Strategy 2002 
includes the requirement of a monitoring system (Meas-
ure 21: Monitoring of sustainable development). The 
Sustainable Development Strategy 2008–2011 contained 
for the first time indicators from the MONET system 
which went online in 2003. They are integral parts of the 
Sustainable Development Strategy. The most recent ver-
sion of the Sustainable Development Strategy includes an 
action plan for the legislative period 2012–2015.

Matrix showing the two approaches 
to the indicator system Figure 4
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The function of the typology is therefore to ensure 
the system’s internal coherence by predefining the way 
in which the indicators will measure the objectives of the 
frame of reference. By attributing several types of indica-
tor to a principle of sustainable development or to a 
given topic, it is possible to make different statements, 
i.e. to measure it in different ways, which limits the risk 
of unilateral or arbitrary interpretation, allowing homo-
geneous measurement. The use of an indicator typology 
is a response to requirements made on the monitoring 
system and to the Bellagio principles.

The MONET typology

The classification of indicators developed for the MONET 
system is based on a stock/flow approach which repre-
sents the dynamics of the processes that are determinant 
for sustainable development. It includes six elements 
(Figure 5) derived from the Brundtland definition or 
which are based on the model “Driving force – Pressure 
– State – Impact – Response” (DPSIR) (EEA 1999). The 
DPSIR is commonly used in the field of environmental 
statistics and by certain sustainable development indica-
tor systems. Unlike DPSIR, the MONET typology is not 
based on causal links and is not applied solely to the 
environment but also to social and economic areas.

The MONET typology     Figure 5

© Federal Statistical Office (FSO)
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The three indicator types “level”, “capital” and “dis-
tribution” are directly based on the Brundtland definition 
and allow development to be measured in accordance 
with it, without any political constraints. The two types 
“efficiency” and “response” are means of striving for 
sustainable development. The first by rational use of 
resources, founded on the qualitative objective “eco-
nomic efficiency”, the second by policy measures or con-
sumption patterns. This latter indicator type is directly 
derived from the category “Response” in the DPSIR 
model. The type “input/output” has no direct link to the 
definition of sustainable development or with any policy 
relating to it. Its principal function is to overcome the 
difficulty in defining and measuring certain capitals. It is 
in fact easier to measure flows (stock investments and 
withdrawals) than stock itself. Moreover, flows respond 
more rapidly to changed conditions (policy measures, 
circumstances, etc.) than stock.

 8

T 2.1 Description of the types of indicators

Type of indicator Principal question Description of meaning Examples of indicators

Level 
(flow)

To what extent are our 
 individual and social needs 
met?

Extent to which the individual and 
social needs of the current generation 
are met (Brundtland definition). 
“Here” and “now”.

unemployment rate based on ILO

Life expectancy in good health

Physical security (violent offences)

Capital 
(stock)

What will we leave to future 
generations?

Status and potential of human, social, 
economic capital and of the infrastruc-
ture. Illustrates inter-generational soli-
darity (Brundtland definition). “Later”. 
Corresponds to the capital stock 
approach (à Chapter 2.6).

Diversity of species 
(population of breeding birds)

Level of public debt

Reading skills of 15-years-olds

Input/Output 
(flux)

How do we use capital 
stocks?

use and appreciation/depreciation of 
capital. Flow from capital to meet 
needs or towards capital in the form of 
investment or waste (sometimes 
responds more quickly to changed 
conditions than stocks).

Investment to GDP ratio

Final energy consumption

Greenhouse gas emissions

Distribution 
(ratio)

How are resources 
 distributed?

Social disparities, equal opportunities. 
Illustrates intra-generational solidarity 
(Brundtland definition). “Here” and 
“elsewhere”.

Wage gap between men and women

Inequality of income distribution

Efficiency 
(ratio)

Do we use resources in an 
 efficient way?

Economic and ecological efficiency. 
Illustrates decoupling or rational use of 
resources (describes the qualitative 
objective “economic efficiency”).

Energy intensity

Material intensity

Intensity of freight transport

Response 
(flux)

How do we react to the 
changes observed?

Societal and political measures and 
attitudes which aim to correct an 
undesired change.

Consumption of organic products

Environment-related taxes

T 2.2 The 12 topics of sustainable development

1 Living conditions 7 Work

2 Health 8 Economic system

3 Social cohesion 9 Production and consumption

4 International cooperation 10 Mobility and transport

5 Education and culture 11 Energy and climate

6 Research and technology 12 Natural resources

Uses of the typology

The typology offers a framework for the selection of 
indicators so as to aid the system’s builders and those 
implicated in the selection process, to take into account 
the main processes of sustainable development and 
therefore ensure as complete and neutral a view as pos-
sible of the principle or topic being dealt with.

It should however be considered as an ideal model, 
presenting limits in its practical application. Attributing 
an indicator to one typology category or another is 
rarely unambiguous. Furthermore, it is not always pos
sible or even reasonable to find the six types of indicator 
for one topic. Therefore, instead of a rigid restrictive 
structure, it should be seen as a premise allowing bal-
ance of types of indicator depending on their adequacy 
in a given context. When using it, it is also necessary to 
take certain constraints into account, linked to the avail-
ability of data, among other things. The typology thus 
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enables us to decide whether or not to replace one cate-
gory by another, such as using a flow indicator when it is 
not possible to measure stock. It also brings to light 
shortcomings which can be used for future develop-
ments of the indicator system (creating new indicators) 
or of statistical systems (changing existing surveys or 
launching new surveys) (Hák, Moldan, Dahl 2007, 
p. 36).

Finally, while the typology is not a means of commu-
nication, it makes it possible to extract indicators from 
the system according to specific questions (T 2.1) 
thereby forming sub-groups like key indicators, for 
example (à Chapter 2.5) or indicators dedicated to 
monitoring the challenges of the Federal Council’s Sus-
tainable Development Strategy (à Chapter 2.2).

2.4	 Who are the players and how have they been involved?

Agenda 21 highlights how important it is that players 
from different areas participate in the sustainable deve
lopment processes, especially in Section III “Strengthen-
ing the role of major groups”. The Bellagio principles for 
the design of sustainable development indicators 
(à Chapter 2.1) specify that such participation is neces-
sary for establishing an indicator system in this field.

From the very first steps towards an indicator system 
for sustainable development in Switzerland, many play-
ers have been involved, for example in hearings further 
to the pilot study published in 1999 (à Chapter 2.1). 
The concerns and wishes of representatives from federal 
and cantonal authorities, economic, environmental and 
social organisations, and from the field of science and 
research were collected. This stage showed, among 
other things, the importance of neutrality, objectivity and 
transparency in a sustainable development monitoring 
system.

Setting up a sustainable development monitoring sys-
tem using a participative process means defining a set of 
rules and decision-making competencies appropriate to 
each stage of its construction. This set of rules, which 
constitutes in a way “the rules of the game” and is 
defined before the construction of the system begins, 
makes it possible to reconcile compliance with the prin
ciples listed above and the rights and responsibilities of 
the players involved, while taking into consideration 
their expertise, needs and aspirations.

Some twenty representatives from civil society, aca-
demic circles and federal and cantonal authorities there-
fore used their expertise and know-how to contribute 
first of all to setting up the system’s reference frame-
work. Next, over 80 experts from federal authorities 

actively took part in the iterative process of choosing 
indicators; the final decision on the system as a whole 
and the balance between the topics fell to the FSO’s 
responsibility.

The other elements of the system or construction 
stages such as the system’s structure and ideal size or the 
ways of presenting and publishing indicators were 
defined and created under the responsibility of the FSO. 
The FSO was also responsible for establishing a certain 
number of criteria for the selection of indicators to 
ensure that the Bellagio principles were respected. Nearly 
twenty criteria for the selection of indicators, either man-
datory or desirable, were therefore applied. The aim of 
some criteria was to ensure a link between the indicators 
and the system’s frame of reference, such as the fact 
that an indicator can only be selected if it can be linked 
to at least one principle of sustainable development. 
Other criteria related to how easy it was to use the indi-
cator or to an indicator’s validity: for example, each indi-
cator must be based on a broad consensus regarding its 
relevance and reliability. Finally, the indicators had to 
satisfy technical criteria, such as using regularly updated 
data that are readily available or that could be collected 
at low cost.

All later developments in the indicator system (creat-
ing the sub-group of key indicators, extending the sys-
tem to the global dimension of sustainable development 
and revising the system) have been implemented in a 
participative manner, using all or part of the same pro
cess used when the monitoring system was set up.
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2.5	 How to communicate it?

A system of indicators

The system of indicators of sustainable development in 
Switzerland is based on an elaborate frame of reference 
and structure, whereas the indicators are designed for a 
wide audience. Therefore, how are the system’s com-
plexity and the simplicity required to communicate the 
indicators to be balanced?

Firstly, an attractive and intuitive gateway is neces-
sary. This gateway consists of 12 topics (T 2.2) which are 
meant to be easy for a wide audience to understand and 
which are similar to the topics used to communicate sus-
tainable development in other contexts. The round 75 
indicators of the system are presented in a list structured 
according to these 12 topics.

Secondly, each indicator is presented in the same way, 
according to a predefined structure which includes the 
following elements:

–	 Significance of the indicator: description of the indi-
cator, link to the sustainable development princi-
ple or principles it illustrates – i.e. with the system’s 
frame of reference (à Chapter 2.2) – mention of 
any precautions that need to be taken when inter-
preting data (text).

–	 Data (graph and Excel file to download).

–	 Comments on the data: description of the indica-
tor’s change and analysis of possible causes (text).

–	 Assessment of the indicator: description of param-
eters used to compare the observed change to the 
desired change (see below).

–	 Metadata: source of data, definitions, methodological 
explanations and assessment of the indicator’s inter-
national comparability (text).

 8

T 2.1 Description of the types of indicators

Type of indicator Principal question Description of meaning Examples of indicators

Level 
(flow)

To what extent are our 
 individual and social needs 
met?

Extent to which the individual and 
social needs of the current generation 
are met (Brundtland definition). 
“Here” and “now”.

unemployment rate based on ILO

Life expectancy in good health

Physical security (violent offences)

Capital 
(stock)

What will we leave to future 
generations?

Status and potential of human, social, 
economic capital and of the infrastruc-
ture. Illustrates inter-generational soli-
darity (Brundtland definition). “Later”. 
Corresponds to the capital stock 
approach (à Chapter 2.6).

Diversity of species 
(population of breeding birds)

Level of public debt

Reading skills of 15-years-olds

Input/Output 
(flux)

How do we use capital 
stocks?

use and appreciation/depreciation of 
capital. Flow from capital to meet 
needs or towards capital in the form of 
investment or waste (sometimes 
responds more quickly to changed 
conditions than stocks).

Investment to GDP ratio

Final energy consumption

Greenhouse gas emissions

Distribution 
(ratio)

How are resources 
 distributed?

Social disparities, equal opportunities. 
Illustrates intra-generational solidarity 
(Brundtland definition). “Here” and 
“elsewhere”.

Wage gap between men and women

Inequality of income distribution

Efficiency 
(ratio)

Do we use resources in an 
 efficient way?

Economic and ecological efficiency. 
Illustrates decoupling or rational use of 
resources (describes the qualitative 
objective “economic efficiency”).

Energy intensity

Material intensity

Intensity of freight transport

Response 
(flux)

How do we react to the 
changes observed?

Societal and political measures and 
attitudes which aim to correct an 
undesired change.

Consumption of organic products

Environment-related taxes

T 2.2 The 12 topics of sustainable development

1 Living conditions 7 Work

2 Health 8 Economic system

3 Social cohesion 9 Production and consumption

4 International cooperation 10 Mobility and transport

5 Education and culture 11 Energy and climate

6 Research and technology 12 Natural resources

This structure corresponds to the presentation model 
of indicators commonly used at the FSO. It makes it pos-
sible to meet the transparency and reproducibility goals 
of official statistics.

Thirdly, each indicator is presented in a synthetic way 
with three symbols condensing the information it pro-
vides, giving a summary presentation of the indicator or 
of a group of indicators (such as the summary of Part I, 
pages 10 to 12). The first symbol (Figure 6) describes the 
targeted trend, the second the observed trend during a 
given period, and the third summarises the first two and 
indicates if the observed development tends towards 
sustainable development or not.

Targeted trend is defined by the frame of reference 
which the indicator is linked to (à Chapter 2.2). This 
frame of reference is composed of the principles of sus-
tainable development, the challenges of the Federal 
Council’s Sustainable Development Strategy and quanti-
fied objectives with set deadlines. The principles of sus-
tainable development and the Strategy’s challenges only 
indicate the direction sustainability should take (increase 
or decrease). In the case of a quantified objective with a 
set deadline, the targeted trend corresponds to the theo-
retical path to be followed in order to achieve the objec-
tive by the set deadline.

Observed trend corresponds to the change in % cal-
culated during the period analysed, i.e. since 1992 (year 
of the Rio agreements) or the date of the first available 
value if later than 1992, until the latest available value. 
The analysed period is documented on each graph. To 
prevent the calculated rate from being too strongly influ-
enced by the initial and final years’ values, for the first 
year they are replaced by the average of the initial value 
and the values for the two adjacent years, and for the 
final year by the average of the values of the last three 
available years.
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The targeted trend is compared with the observed 
trend, making it possible to assess the latter. The 
observed trend is positive if it corresponds to the tar-
geted trend defined by the principles of sustainable 
development or by the Strategy’s challenges, negative if 
the opposite is true and unchanged if it is below +3% 
and above -3% (Figure 7). This threshold is replaced by 
the indicator’s error margin, if it is known.

Assessment of an indicator without quantified objective with set deadline Figure 7

+3%

-3%

Targeted trend

Observed trend

Observed trend

Assessment

© Federal Statistical Office (FSO)

1992

With a quantified objective with a set deadline (Figure 
8), the targeted trend corresponds to the theoretical 
path to reach the objective by the set deadline. The 
observed trend is positive if it is above or equal to 97% 
of the targeted trend. If it is between 97% and 0% of 
targeted trend, it is unchanged. It is negative if it is 
below 0%.

1

Symbols used Figure 6

Symbols illustrating targeted trends

 Growth  Decrease à Stabilisation

Symbols illustrating observed trends

 Growth  Decrease à No marked change (observed change below 3%
 and above -3%)

Symbols assessing observed trend in relation to targeted trend

 Positive (towards sustainability: observed trend = targeted trend, e.g.      or      )

 Negative (moving away from sustainability: observed trend ≠ targeted trend, e.g.      or      )

≈ unchanged (no marked change, e.g. à     or  à    )
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Assessment of an indicator with a quantified objective and a set deadline Figure 8

Quantified objective with set deadline

Observed trend

97% of the 
theoretical path

© Federal Statistical Office (FSO)

Assessment

Theoretical path to follow in order 
to achieve the objective

The method used to calculate the change in % and to 
assess observed trends is described in detail on the inter-
net.81 It is based on the method used for indicators of 
sustainable development in the United Kingdom (DEFRA 
2009) and on practices developed by Eurostat and the 
German Federal Statistical Office DESTATIS for indicators 
of sustainable development linked to quantified objec-
tives with a set deadline (Eurostat 2009 and DESTATIS 
2010).

The symbols which condense the indicator’s informa-
tion are used in two different ways. Firstly, they accom-
pany the indicators presented in tables published either 
on the internet or in printed publications like the Pocket 
Statistics of sustainable development or the brochure of 
key indicators. They make it easier to read quickly about 
an indicator or a group of indicators (see also the sum-
mary of Part I). Secondly, they are integrated into the 
dashboard of sustainable development (see below). This 
manner of summarising statistical data corresponds to 
one of the Bellagio principles.

Key indicators

For an audience that has difficulty finding its way among 
an ever-growing amount of information, a list of dozens 
of indicators, even if they are structured by topic, is diffi-
cult to get to grips with. A sub-group of key indicators 
extracted from the whole system provides a response to 
this demand for simple and quickly accessible informa-
tion.

Key indicators are indicators to which a particular 
importance is given, and therefore the ability to repre-
sent a group of indicators. They offer a concise view of 
Switzerland’s position and development on the path to 
sustainable development, and highlight the critical 
phases and obstacles along the way.

The selection of key indicators means predefining the 
“essential” processes of sustainable development. They 
are derived from the central elements of the Brundtland 
definition (à Chapter 2.2): meeting needs, solidarity and 
preserving capital stock. Decoupling the use of natural 
resources from economic growth, implicitly included in 
the qualitative objective “economic efficiency”, repre-
sents an important fourth process of sustainable devel-
opment. These processes can be expressed in the form 
of questions, as illustrated in figure 9.

81	 www.monet.admin.ch >> Indicators >> Symbols

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/21/02/01/symboles.html


 692012   FSO   Sustainable Development Report 2012

Part II

The four crucial processes of sustainable development

Environmental
responsibility Economic 

efficiency

Capital stock

Capital stock

Capital stock

Social 
solidarity

Kap

Fairness – How 
well are resources 

distributed?

Preservation of resources – 
What are we leaving behing 

for our children?

Meeting needs –
How well do we live today?

Decoupling – How 
efficiently are we using our 

natural resources?

Figure 9

© Federal Statistical Office (FSO)

The MONET typology (à Chapter 2.3) allows us to 
extract from the system the indicators which correspond 
to the processes presented in Figure 9: only indicators of 
the type “level”, “capital”, “distribution” and “effi-
ciency” have been retained. The indicators retained were 
subjected to technical criteria, such as the availability of 
a sufficiently long time series and a group of experts 
from the federal administration further reduced the size 
of the group of extracted indicators to fewer than 20 
indicators, at the same time respecting homogenous dis-
tribution between the different types and between the 
three qualitative objectives mentioned above. Input from 
experts at the end of the procedure ensures an institu-
tional anchor for the process while minimising the risk of 
bias in the selection of indicators because of the group’s 
composition.

The 16 key indicators arising from this process are 
communicated using the four questions expressed 
above.

A sustainable development dashboard

Another way of responding to the demand for simple 
and rapidly accessible information consists not in select-
ing sub-groups of indicators but in aggregating informa-
tion from all the indicators so as to obtain an overview. 
However, official statistics’ requirement for transparency 
implies being able to conserve as much detail as possible 
and to allow the user to identify each indicator and its 
contribution to the global view.

The indicators have different units of measure and 
cannot therefore be used as such for aggregation. Here, 
the assessment of indicators (see above), which can be 
expressed by a value without dimension (-1 for a nega-
tive assessment, 0 for an unchanged assessment, +1 for 
a positive assessment), is crucially important: it is the unit 
common to all the indicators.

In its current state, the dashboard of sustainable 
development is based on the 50 indicators of the 
MONET system which were selected for monitoring the 
Federal Council’s Sustainable Development Strategy (à 
Chapter 2.2). The aggregation process is carried out for 
each of the ten key challenges of the Sustainable Devel-
opment Strategy: the assessments of each of the five 
indicators selected for the monitoring of a challenge (-1, 
0 or +1) are added up. This addition is shown by moving 
a cursor over a bar of 11 units in length (-5 to 0 and 0 to 
+5). The cursor’s starting position is 0 (middle of the 
bar). For each positively assessed indicator the cursor 
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moves one place to the right (+1), and for each nega-
tively assessed indicator, it moves one place to the left 
(-1). If an indicator’s trend is unchanged, the cursor does 
not move. The cursor’s final position on the bar corre-
sponds to the sum of assessments for each indicator in a 
key challenge. The result of the process for the key chal-
lenge “Spatial development and transport” is presented 
in Figure 10 as an example of the above.

The dashboard of sustainable development gives  
an overview of the situation by showing the result of  
the aggregation of each of the ten key challenges  
(Figure 11).

Conversely, it is possible to find out the details of each 
indicator by clicking on its title under a challenge (Figure 
10). The user can therefore retrace the whole process 
from the comparison of each indicator’s targeted and 
observed trends to the overall presentation aggregated 
per challenge. In this way, the process is guaranteed to 
be transparent.

Aggregation of the challenge «Spatial development and transport»

Negative PositiveNeutral

Indicators:

–

Legend: yellow = neutral (unchanged) (value 0, no cursor movement); red = negative (value -1, movement of the cursor one place to the 
left); green = positive (value +1, movement of the cursor one place to the right)
Adapted from the dashboard of sustainable development (www.monet.admin.ch)

Built-up area

Built-up area per capita

Modal split of passenger transport

Persons affected by noise

Intensity of freight transport

+

Figure 10

© Federal Statistical Office (FSO)

Overview of the result of aggregation for each of the ten challenges

Key Challenges

1  Climate change and natural hazards

2  Energy

3  Spatial development and transport

4  Economy, production and consumption

5  Use of natural ressources

6  Social cohesion, demography and migration

7  Public health, sport and the promotion of physical exercise

8  Global development and environmental challenges

9  Fiscal policy

10  Education, research and innovation

+–
+–
+–
+–
+–

+–
+–
+–
+–
+–

Figure 11

© Federal Statistical Office (FSO)

Adapted from the dashboard of sustainable development (www.monet.admin.ch)
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2.6	 International context

Since the end of the 1990s, several OECD member 
countries as well as international organisations have 
begun developing sustainable development indicator 
systems. Most of these systems are focused on monitor-
ing a national sustainable development strategy which 
determines, in most cases, its structure and design (“pol-
icy-based indicators”) (UN 2009). In rare cases, sustaina-
ble development indicator systems are built according to 
a modelling of sustainable development processes (“con-
ceptual framework”). Such a modelling is based either 
on the measurement of capital stocks (“later”) or on an 
integrated vision of sustainable development (“now” 
and “later”) (UN 2009, p. 29).

The Swiss sustainable development monitoring system 
is characterised by the fact that it does not aim to moni-
tor a policy strategy but rather to measure sustainable 
development as a whole (à Chapters 2.1 and 2.2). The 

indicators are not selected according to political consid-
erations but are, instead, the result of a modelling of the 
principal sustainable development processes (“concep-
tual framework”). The Swiss system has, accordingly, 
attracted the interest of other countries’ statistical agen-
cies, which have borrowed some of its elements to 
develop their own systems.

For example, New Zealand has developed a sustaina-
ble development monitoring system that borrows the 
basic elements of the Swiss system. The indicator system 
was published in 2008 by Statistics New Zealand in 
“Measuring New Zealand’s Progress Using a Sustainable 
Development Approach”.82 The Statistical Office of the 
Principality of Liechtenstein published in 2010 a sustain-
able development indicator system that borrows, inter 
alia, the structure and sustainable development princi-
ples of the Swiss system.83

2.7	 Current context

Sustainable development and its measurement are not 
and have never been static. New political concerns, new 
concepts and also new expectations from the players in 
sustainable development and the users of the related 
information represent a challenge for monitoring sys-
tems such as MONET and for the official statistics from 
which they are derived.

Policy strategies and current initiatives on the national 
and international scene involve issues and recommenda-
tions that cut across those dealt with in the scope of 
monitoring sustainable development. Consequently, the 
aim in this context is to identify the interfaces, delimita-
tions and the possibilities for mutual enrichment.
Three distinct types of initiative can be identified:

1.	Policy strategies offering action plans making it 
possible to redirect the growth of countries on the 
path to sustainable development. The UN green 
economy approach, OECD green growth strategy 
and the Federal Council’s “Green Economy” strat-
egy are examples of this first type of initiative. The 
scope of the concept of sustainable development 
covers the scope of action of these strategies, which 
relate mainly to the qualitative objectives “eco-
nomic efficiency” and “environmental responsibil-
ity” of the monitoring of sustainable development, 
as well as to the intersection between these qualita-
tive objectives. The monitoring of sustainable devel-
opment cannot, however, claim to follow up these 
strategies in detail, as this would require, among 
other things, the definition of new indicators as well 
as changes and developments in statistical collection 
systems.

82	 http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/environment/sustainable_
development.aspx

83	 http://www.llv.li/amtsstellen/llv-as-liechtenstein_nachhaltige_entwicklung.
htm

http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/environment/sustainable_development.aspx
http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/environment/sustainable_development.aspx
http://www.llv.li/amtsstellen/llv-as-liechtenstein_nachhaltige_entwicklung.htm
http://www.llv.li/amtsstellen/llv-as-liechtenstein_nachhaltige_entwicklung.htm
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2.	Initiatives for improving, developing and complet-
ing the statistical measurement of growth and 
progress. The EU initiative “GDP and beyond” and 
the report of the Commission on the Measurement 
of Economic Performance and Social Progress 
(Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi 2009) form part of this sec-
ond category. These initiatives relate to the three 
qualitative objectives of monitoring sustainable 
development. Unlike the monitoring system, they 
focus clearly on the GDP which they aim to com-
plement. Switzerland has also decided to commit 
itself in this direction. One of the six fields of inter-
vention for a green economy decided by the Fed-
eral Council in October 2010 envisages comple-
menting GDP by appropriate indicators on social, 
economic and ecological developments. 
Recommendations from these initiatives should lead 
to the production of better data pertaining espe-
cially to quality of life, measure of capital flows and 
stock and the distribution of resources according to 
population groups and regions.

3.	International working groups that work towards 
improving and unifying the measurement of sus-
tainable development. This includes in particular the 
“Joint UNECE/EUROSTAT/OECD Task Force on 
Measuring Sustainable Development” (TF-SD) 
whose work began in 2009 and should finish in 
2012. The TF-SD follows up from the report of the 
“Joint UNECE/Eurostat/OECD Working Group on 
Statistics for Sustainable Development” (WGSSD) 
published in 2009 (UN 2009). The TF-SD’s mandate 
aims at reinforcing the role of capital stocks in the 
measurement of sustainable development and 
improving measurement of quality of life from a 
sustainability perspective. Work carried out to date 
in Switzerland on the monitoring of sustainable 
development is perfectly in line with the work done 
by the TF-SD, both with respect to the integrated 
vision of sustainable development (“now” and 
“later”) and to its global dimension (“here” and 
“elsewhere”). As is the case with the two initiatives 
mentioned above, the TF-SD’s work will make it 
possible in the future to develop the measurement 
of capital flows and stock, thereby improving the 
quality of the indicators used in monitoring sys-
tems.
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Abbreviations
ARE Federal Office for Spatial Development
CGIAR Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research
CO2 Carbon dioxide
CORSTAT Conférence suisse des offices régionaux de statistique (Swiss Conference of Regional Statistical Offices)
DETEC Federal Department of the Environment, Transport, Energy and Communications
DPSIR Driving force – Pressure – State – Impact – Response
EDK Schweizerische Konferenz der Kantonalen Erziehungsdirektoren 

(Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education)
EEA European Environment Agency
Eu European union
EuROSTAT Statistical Office of the European union
Expo 02 Swiss National Exhibition of 2002
FOEN Federal Office for the Environment
FSO Federal Statistical Office
FTE Full-time equivalent jobs
GDP Gross domestic product
GEF Global Environment Fund
GNI Gross National Income
HVF Performance-related heavy vehicle fee
IDARio Interdepartementaler Ausschuss Rio (Interdepartmental Rio Committee)
IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development
IISD International Institute for Sustainable Development
ILO International Labour Office
LDC Least Developed Countries
LFS Labour force status
MONET Monitoring der Nachhaltigen Entwicklung (Monitoring sustainable development)
NISTRA Nachhaltigkeits-Indikatoren für Strasseninfrastrukturprojekte

(Sustainability indicators for road infrastructure projects)
NEAT Neue Eisenbahn-Alpentransversale (New Railway Link through the Alps)
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
PISA Program for International Student Assessment
PM10 Particulate Matter (fine dust particles with a diametre of < 10 micrometres)
R&D Research and development
S&T Science and technology
SAEFL Swiss Agency for the Environment, Forests and Landscape
SDC Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
SDS Sustainable Development Strategy
TF-SD Task Force on Measuring Sustainable Development
uN united Nations
uNECE united Nations Economic Commission for Europe
uNEP united Nations Environment Programme
WGSSD Working Group on Statistics for Sustainable Development
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Units of measurement

GWh Gigawatt-hour
Kg Kilogram
KWh Kilowatt-hour
W Watt
km2 Square kilometre
mg/l Milligram per litre
°C Celsius degree
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Added value

Represents the increase in the value of products resulting 
from the production process. In national accounts, the 
value added is the balance resulting from production 
value minus intermediate consumption.

Applied research

Applied research consists of work to use and develop 
existing knowledge so as to solve specific problems and 
reach predetermined objectives.

Agenda 21

Agenda 21 is an action plan adopted by 182 countries 
(including Switzerland) at the United Nations Confer-
ence on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro 
in 1992. This conference is also commonly known as the 
“Earth Summit”.

Basic research

Basic research is experimental or theoretical work under-
taken primarily to acquire new knowledge without any 
particular application or use in view.

Body mass index (BMI)

The most commonly used measure to determine excess 
weight is the body mass index (BMI). The BMI is the 
relation between weight (in kilograms) and body height 
(in metres) squared. Despite its limitations (impossible to 
distinguish between fat and muscle, does not take into 
consideration factors such as sex, ethnic or national 
characteristics, etc. when setting limits), this index has 
the great advantage of making comparisons possible in 
large populations. The WHO categories, which are very 
widely used, distinguish between underweight people 
(BMI lower than 18.5 kg/m²), people whose situation is 
normal (BMI between 18.5 kg/m² and 24.9 kg/m²), 
people who are overweight (BMI between 25 kg/m²  
and 29.9 kg/m²) and those who are obese (BMI over  

Glossary

30 kg/m²). This latter group is itself divided into three 
sub-groups. While the WHO values apply to people 
aged between 18 and 65, the Swiss Health Survey also 
uses these categories for older people. For 15 to 17-year 
olds, the Kromeyer-Hauschild percentile values are used 
here so as to specifically take into account young peo-
ple’s physical development.

Carbon dioxide (CO2)

Colourless, non-flammable gas, present in the air and in 
mineral sources. Main product of any type of combus-
tion, it is the man-made gas which contributes most to 
the greenhouse effect.

Carbon sinks

As a result of photosynthesis, trees capture CO2 from the 
air and convert it in order to store carbon for long peri-
ods of time in wood. Agricultural and forestry activities 
influence the volume of carbon bound in biomass or 
emitted by it and therefore can help offset CO2 emis-
sions.

Contaminated sites

Places where there have been processing plants, acci-
dents or storage, which are polluted by substances, and 
where it has been proved that the substances can be 
harmful or unpleasant or that there is a real danger that 
they could be.

Convictions

This term covers all court judgements based on the penal 
code, another federal penal law and the military penal 
code and which result in sanctions (acquittals are not 
included). Statistics only take into account judgements 
included on the criminal record; decisions taken after a 
judgement, such as cancelling a suspended prison sen-
tence, are also taken into consideration, but are not 
counted as new convictions.
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Cultural activities

The word “culture” can refer to anything from a wide-
spread phenomenon to a way of life and belief. Culture 
here is defined in a narrow sense to refer to places, insti-
tutions and events frequented outside the home (going 
to a concert, the theatre, the cinema, to festivals, visiting 
cultural heritage sites, etc.) and individual amateur activ-
ities (playing a musical instrument, painting, etc.).

Decoupling

Eliminating the link between economic growth and 
increased use of environmental resources and greater 
environmental pressures. Decoupling is relative if emis-
sions and the use of resources remain constant or grow 
more slowly than the economy. If the economy grows 
despite a reduction in either consumption of resources or 
emissions, decoupling is absolute.

Disposable income

Disposable income is obtained by deducting the compul-
sory expenditure from the gross income. This includes 
social security contributions (contributions to retirement 
and survivors’ pensions and disability benefits, company 
pension schemes etc.), taxes, health insurance premiums 
(basic insurance), and regular payments to other house-
holds (e.g. maintenance payments).

Educational level

The educational level is based on the highest level of 
education completed by the respondent. This education 
has been grouped into one of the five following levels:

–	 compulsory education (primary school followed by 
lower secondary level);

–	 basic vocational training (apprenticeship and voca-
tional Matura);

–	 general education (academic and specialised Matura, 
upper secondary specialised school);

–	 higher vocational education (college of higher voca-
tional education and training and preparation for 
advanced federal PET diploma examinations such 
Advanced Federal PET diplomas and Federal PET 
diplomas);

–	 institution of higher education (degrees offered by 
universities, universities of applied sciences or univer-
sities of teacher education).

Environmentally-related taxes

A tax is a compulsory payment to the State without an 
individual service in return – unlike a charge, where the 
individual service in return can be, for example, the dis-
posal of waste or waste water. Taxes are environmen-
tally-related if they are levied on a physical unit that has 
a demonstrably negative impact on the environment 
(e.g. motor fuels). It is irrelevant in this context whether 
the tax was created in order to protect the environment, 
to generate revenues to be used for environmental pro-
tection, or for another purpose. The value added tax is 
excluded from consideration.

Equivalent income

Equivalent income is calculated based on household 
income. To take into account the different household 
sizes and composition, the income of each household is 
divided by an “equivalent value” that converts the 
household into a one-person household. The equivalent 
value is obtained by allocating each household member 
a weighting factor, e.g. 1.0 to the first adult in the 
household, 0.5 to the others who are aged 14 or over, 
and 0.3 to children under the age of 14 (these values 
correspond to the latest OECD equivalence scale, known 
as the “modified scale”). The sum of these weightings 
gives the household’s “equivalent value”.

EU-15 (1st January 1995–30th April 2004)

France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, Lux-
embourg, Ireland, the United Kingdom, Denmark, 
Greece, Spain, Portugal, Finland, Sweden and Austria.

EU-25 (1st May 2004–31st December 2006)

France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, Lux-
embourg, Ireland, the United Kingdom, Denmark, 
Greece, Spain, Portugal, Finland, Sweden, Austria, Esto-
nia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the Czech Republic, Slova-
kia, Hungary, Slovenia, Cyprus and Malta.

EU-27 (as from 1st January 2007)

France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, Lux-
embourg, Ireland, the United Kingdom, Denmark, 
Greece, Spain, Portugal, Finland, Sweden, Austria, Esto-
nia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the Czech Republic, Slova-
kia, Hungary, Slovenia, Cyprus, Malta, Bulgaria and 
Romania.
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Fair Trade

The term Fair Trade defines a trading partnership, based 
on dialogue, transparency and respect that seeks greater 
equity in international trade. It contributes to sustainable 
development by offering better trading conditions to, 
and securing the rights of, marginalised producers and 
workers – especially in developing countries.

Final energy consumption

Final consumption is the amount of energy delivered by 
energy suppliers to energy consumers or taken directly 
from nature or produced (transformed) by consumers for 
their own needs.

Foreign direct investments

Foreign direct investments aim to establish a long-term 
strategic relationship with foreign enterprises. Such 
investments can result in the opening of a branch office, 
the establishment of a subsidiary or a merger.

Full-time equivalent jobs

The term “full-time equivalents” refers to a conversion 
of volume of work (measured in terms of the number of 
jobs or the number of hours of work) to full-time jobs. 
The number of full-time equivalents is determined by 
taking the total number of hours worked and dividing 
this total by the average number of hours worked in a 
full-time job.

Greenhouse effect

The greenhouse effect is a result of various gases present 
in the atmosphere (water vapour, carbon dioxide, meth-
ane, nitrous oxide, etc.) which reflect part of the heat 
emitted by the Earth. The rise in concentration of these 
greenhouse gases causes warming of the planet’s sur-
face.

Gross domestic product (GDP)

The GDP is a measure of a national economy’s perform-
ance over one year. It measures the value of goods and 
services produced by the country provided they are not 
used for producing other goods and services. In other 
words, it defines the added value. The GDP is calculated 
at current and constant prices during a given year. At 
constant prices, the actual economic trend is represented 
without taking into account the influence of prices.

Gross national income

Gross National Income (GNI) is made up of primary 
income (income from employment and capital income) 
per unit in the country. The GNI is the sum of the GDP 
and the balance of primary income flows with the rest of 
the world.

Hazardous waste

Waste that needs to be disposed of by means of special 
technical and organisational measures because of its 
composition and biological or physico-chemical proper-
ties.

Heating fuel

Substance which, in the presence of energy and oxygen, 
can be combined with oxygen (combustion agent) in a 
chemical reaction that generates heat.

Heavy metals

Generic name for metals with a density of more than 4.5 
g/cm3 (e.g. iron, zinc, copper, manganese, chrome, cad-
mium, lead, mercury). All these elements can be found 
naturally in soil, mostly in very small concentrations. 
They are released into the environment via waste, 
exhaust gases and wastewater. As they do not decom-
pose, they accumulate and can make their way into the 
food chain.

Hidden flows (associated with products imported into 
Switzerland)

Materials used in exporting countries to produce and 
transport materials or goods to Switzerland, i.e. material 
flows produced abroad by Swiss economic activity. Flows 
are calculated based on estimates. 
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Household

Group of people usually living together, i.e. sharing the 
same accommodation. A distinction should be made 
between private households and collective households 
(homes, hospitals, prisons, boarding schools, etc.). Pri-
vate households can be grouped into households with 
one or with several persons. Households with several 
persons can be divided into family and non-family 
households. A family household is a private household 
including at least one family nucleus. A family nucleus 
comprises either the head of household and spouse, or 
the head of household without a spouse but with at 
least one child or with his/her father and/or mother. 
Among households composed of a couple, a distinction 
is made between married couples and cohabiting part-
ners whose relationship is analogous but who are not 
married.

Intramural R&D expenditure

Intramural R&D expenditure covers total expenditure on 
R&D in a statistical unit or in a sector of the economy, 
whatever the origin of the funding. It includes current 
expenditure on R&D personnel (wages, annual wages, 
related staff costs and miscellaneous benefits such as 
premiums, holiday pay, contributions to pension funds 
and other social security payments), other current R&D 
expenditures (covering, except for amortisations, all 
costs incurred for purchasing materials, supplies, various 
equipment which does not form part of capital expendi-
ture, e.g. water, books, laboratory animals, etc., as well 
as administrative fees and rents) and capital expenditure, 
i.e. gross investment on R&D (land, buildings, instru-
ments and equipment).

Labour productivity

Labour productivity is the gross value added (GVA) by 
labour input. It makes it possible to measure labour input 
efficiency in the production process. On a national scale, 
labour productivity measures the gross domestic product 
(GDP) by unit of volume of hours worked.

Least developed countries

The term “least developed countries” (LDC) designates 
a category of countries created in 1971 by the United 
Nations (UN), grouping together the least socio-eco-
nomically developed countries in the world. The UN 
classifies LDC according to three criteria: average income 
of the last three years (it must be under $900 per cap-
ita), the Human Assets Index (composite index based on 
food consumption in calories per day, infant mortality, 
education and literacy), and the Economic Vulnerability 
Index (composite index based on the instability of agri-
cultural production and exports, the share of the trade, 
industrial and services sectors, merchandise export con-
centration and the size of the national economy).

Life expectancy

Average number of (remaining) years to live, taking into 
account current mortality rates for the age in question.

Material deprivation

Material deprivation is defined as the absence, for finan-
cial reasons, of at least three out of nine elements. The 
material deprivation indicators at European level are 
composed of the following: capacity to face an unex-
pected expense of CHF 2000; capacity to afford one 
week annual holiday away from home; lack of payments 
for arrears (mortgage payments or rent, regular bills, car 
loan payments and other loan repayments); capacity to 
afford a meal with meat, chicken or fish (or vegetarian 
equivalent) every second day; capacity to keep home 
adequately warm; to have a washing machine; to have a 
colour TV; to have a telephone; to have a personal car.

Motor fuels

Mixture of combustible hydrocarbons in liquid or gase-
ous form which, mixed with air, powers an internal com-
bustion engine.
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National Council

In the Swiss two-chamber system, based on the US sys-
tem, the National Council represents the people and the 
Council of States represents the cantons. The two cham-
bers have the same competences; they sit simultaneously 
but separately. The Federal Assembly (both chambers 
together) only sits for elections and to address extraordi-
nary issues. The National Council is composed of 200 
representatives of the Swiss people, elected every four 
years. Each canton forms an electoral district (article 149 
of the Federal Constitution). The seats are divided 
between the districts in proportion to their population, 
but each has at least one seat. Elections are held with a 
simple majority poll in cantons which have only one seat 
(UR, OW, NW, GL, AI and, since 2003, AR) and by pro-
portional representation in the 20 cantons which have 
two or more seats.

Official development assistance

According to the OECD definition, Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) includes the total of financial flows 
which: 1. originate in the public sector (Confederation, 
cantons and communes); 2. aim essentially at facilitating 
economic and social development of recipient countries; 
3. are granted at concessional conditions in the form of 
grants and low-interest loans; 4. are intended for devel-
oping countries or territories as well as the multilateral 
organisations on the list compiled by the OECD. Bilateral 
assistance is assistance provided by one partner to 
another, be it a State or a group of aid associations coor-
dinated on a national or international level. Multilateral 
assistance refers to joint aid from international organisa-
tions, such as the World Bank or the UN, to one or sev-
eral States. Assistance from the private sector for devel-
opment in Switzerland is made up of donations from 
non-governmental aid organisations and Swiss non-
profit foundations for projects and programmes carried 
out in the developing countries.

Organic farming

This is a method of farming which respects nature and 
the environment as much as possible. The use of chemi-
cal or synthetic fertilizers and plant-protection products 
is prohibited, which is not the case in integrated produc-
tion. As for livestock, the use of genetically modified 
organisms and embryo transfer are not authorised.
The production and preparation of organic products are 
regulated by the following principles:

a.	 natural cycles and processes are taken into considera-
tion; 

b.	the use of additives and synthetic chemicals is 
avoided;

c.	 genetically modified organisms and their derived 
products are not used, except for veterinary products;

d.	products are not subject to ionising radiation and irra-
diated products are not used;

e.	 the number of productive livestock must be adapted 
to the utilised agricultural area, whether owned or 
leased, to be used for the production of farm fertiliz-
ers;

f.	 productive livestock is kept in organic holdings which 
meet the requirements laid down in this ordinance for 
their whole life and fed with foodstuffs for animals 
obtained according to the rules established in this 
ordinance.

Ozone (O3)

Colourless toxic gas with a slightly pungent odour, which 
forms in the atmosphere from nitrogen oxides and 
hydrocarbons under the influence of light, mainly in the 
summer.

PM10

Particulate Matter <10 µm. Dust particles whose diame-
ter is less than 10 micrometres. They can penetrate into 
the lungs.

Public debt ratio (public finances)

Gross debt in % of the GNP. Public debt comprises cur-
rent commitments, short, medium and long-term debts 
and commitments to specific entities.
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Public transport

Public transport includes transport services accessible to 
everyone and which use a timetable (regular journeys) 
and have certain conditions.

Quality of life

The quality of life of a person (of a population group or 
of a society) is a multidimensional measure including all 
of life’s important aspects (work, health, financial situa-
tion, housing conditions, social integration, etc.) as well 
as factors which are both objective (living conditions) 
and subjective (level of satisfaction, attitudes, values).

Red list

List of threatened animal and plant species. Species are 
divided into several categories depending on how high 
the threat is.

Renewable energy

Generic term for energy sources which are available in 
unlimited quantities and whose raw materials do not run 
out, e.g. hydraulic energy, solar energy, environmental 
heat, biomass, wind energy, energy produced from 
household and industrial waste and energy from water 
treatment plants.

Research and development (R&D)

R&D comprises creative work undertaken on a system-
atic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, 
including knowledge of man, culture and society, and 
the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new appli-
cations. 

Risk of poverty

The at-risk-of-poverty threshold is set, at the European 
Union level, at 60% of the median equivalised disposa-
ble income. Therefore, being at-risk of poverty means 
having an income significantly below the population as a 
whole, which is a situation that creates a risk of social 
exclusion.

Salary

Salary corresponds to remuneration (in cash or in kind) 
for the work done by a person on another person’s 
behalf under the terms of a written or oral contract. This 
other person may be a natural person or a corporate 
identity (business, non-profit-making institution or gov-
ernment department). Thus, the concept of salary does 
not cover income from self-employed activity on a per-
son’s own account. It is customary to make a distinction 
between gross salary (before deduction of the employ-
ee’s social security contributions) and net salary (after 
deductions).

Settlement and urban areas

In land-use statistics, settlement and urban areas include 
built-up areas, industrial areas, special infrastructure 
areas (power supply plants, waste disposal and sewage 
treatment facilities, quarrying or mining sites, landfill 
areas and building-sites) as well as recreational facilities, 
parks and transportation zones.

Soft mobility

Travelling on foot or by bicycle.

Tonne-kilometre

Unit of measurement for transporting one tonne over 
one kilometre.

Transport performance

Sum of kilometres travelled by passengers or freight in 
one year, measured in passenger-kilometres or tonne-kil-
ometres.



 832012   FSO   Sustainable Development Report 2012

Glossary

Treaties

A treaty is an international agreement, in principle in 
written form, between two or more subjects of interna-
tional law, by which they express their joint will to 
assume obligations governed by international law, or to 
waive rights; this agreement is embodied in a single 
instrument or in two or more related instruments, what-
ever its particular designation. A fundamental distinction 
should be made between a bilateral treaty, concluded 
between two parties, and a multilateral treaty, concluded 
between more than two parties. Bilateral and multilateral 
treaties differ essentially in the way in which the agree-
ment is concluded, their entry into force and their man-
agement.

Type 2 diabetes

Type 2 diabetes (formerly called non-insulin-dependent 
or adult-onset diabetes) is caused by the body’s ineffec-
tive use of insulin. Type 2 diabetes accounts for 90% of 
people with diabetes around the world. It often results 
from excess body weight and physical inactivity.
Symptoms can be similar to those of Type 1 diabetes, 
but are often less marked. As a result, the disease may 
be diagnosed several years after onset, once complica-
tions have already arisen.
Until recently, this type of diabetes was seen only in 
adults but it is now also occurring in children.

Unemployment rate based on ILO definition

The term “unemployed based on ILO definition” refers 
to people aged 15–74 who: 

–	 were not gainfully employed during the reference 
week,

–	 were actively looking for work during the previous 
four weeks, 

–	 were available for work.

This definition conforms to the International Labour 
Office (ILO) recommendations and to the EUROSTAT 
definition.

Urban waste

Urban waste includes household waste and other similar 
waste produced by industry or commerce.

Waste collection rate

Mass of waste collected in proportion to the total mass 
of waste produced. Waste collected is household waste 
and waste produced by industry collected separately 
from urban waste for subsequent recycling. This includes 
glass, paper and cardboard, PET, aluminium tins, house-
hold aluminium, tin cans, batteries and organic waste.

Unemployment rate
based on ILO definition 

Unemployed based on ILO

Labour force
x 100=
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The 45 principles of sustainable development

Social solidarity

General principle 1a
1b

Ensuring human rights
Limited individual freedom

Objective living conditions 2a
2b
2c

Meeting needs 
Promoting health 
Fighting poverty 

Subjective living conditions 3a
3b

Satisfaction and happiness 
Development that takes well-being into account

Fairness of distribution, equality 
of opportunity

4a
4b
4c

Ban on discrimination 
Equal opportunities and fair distribution of wealth 
Integration of the less fortunate

Strengthening of social cohesion 5a
5b

Intercultural and interpersonal understanding 
Social and political participation

International solidarity 6a
6b

Development cooperation 
Promoting peace and democracy

Development and maintenance of 
human capital

7a
7b
7c
7d

Development of human capital 
Access to information and freedom of opinion 
Encouraging learning 
Child-friendly environment

Economic efficiency

General principle 8 Economic order in favour of the communal good

Economic system 9a
9b
9c

Market as economic order 
Genuine costs and principle of polluter-pays 
Market intervention that conforms to the system

Efficiency and competitivity 10a
10b
10c
10d

Promotion of economic efficiency 
Economic order that favours innovation and competition 
Promotion of research 
Limited public debt

Flexibility and stability 11a
11b

Predictability of changes in the system 
Socially compatible rate of change

Production and consumption of goods 
and services

12a
12b
12c

Ecologically acceptable production 
Ecologically and socially acceptable consumption 
Transparent business reporting for consumers

Employment 13 Employment that is morally worthwhile and provides a decent living

International trade 14a
14b

Environmentally and socially acceptable world trade 
World trade from which all parties can profit

Environmental responsibility

General principle 15a
15b

Preservation of natural resources 
Preservation of biodiversity

Consumption of resources 16a
16b

Limits for consumption of renewable resources 
Limits for consumption of non-renewable resources

Materials and wastes 17a
17b

Limits for degradable waste and toxins 
Avoidance of non-degradable toxins

Risks 18a
18b
18c

Ecological compensation 
Minimisation of ecological risks 
Caution in the case of uncertainty

Rate of change 19 Taking into consideration the time needed for natural processes

Natural and agricultural landscape 20 Acceptable natural and agricultural landscapes
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