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Swiss ARC: The Alliance for Alpine Research

Four research institutes in Altdorf, Chur, Mendrisio, and Sion are dedicated to
studying the Alpine region. Without giving up their independence, these institutes are
now forming the Swiss Alpine Research Collaboration, or Swiss ARC for short. The
alliance aims to strengthen interdisciplinary research into Alpine life in the present
and past. Swiss ARC will be presented to the public in Airolo on July 4, 2025.

Switzerland and the Alps belong together. Their relationship is so close that the Alps
sometimes stand for Switzerland — and vice versa. But the Alpine region is more than
its icons Gotthard, Matterhorn, and Tell. This is especially true for the people who live
and work in the Alps. In agriculture, tourism, and industry, they are confronted with
the changing reality of the Alps. Geographically and economically, they are mostly on
the periphery, but their importance for leisure and recreation is growing for more and
more people.

Altdorf, Chur, Mendrisio, Sion

Switzerland has four research institutes that study how people shape their Alpine
living environment. The institutes are located in the mountain cantons, spread across
the four cultural regions of German-speaking Switzerland, Graubunden, Ticino, and
French-speaking Switzerland. This is unique internationally. The institutes are mostly
affiliated with universities and complement and counterbalance urban research
centers. These also deal with the Alps, but mainly from an urban perspective: the
living environments and the mindset of Alpine residents are often neglected.

The Urner Institut Kulturen der Alpen is located in Altdorf. It primarily researches how
the future of tourism, energy, and agriculture can be shaped in the European Alpine
region. The Laboratorio di Storia delle Alpi in Mendrisio (LabiSAlp) deals with the
economic and social history of the Alpine region of southern Switzerland. The
Institute for Cultural Research in Graubtinden in Chur (ikg) investigates the linguistic
and



cultural diversity of this mountain canton. The Centre interdisciplinaire de la
recherche sur la montagne in Sion (CIRM) uses interdisciplinary methods to focus
mainly on the geography of the Alpine region in Valais and Vaud.

The Alps as a projection space

The four institutes are now joining forces to form the Swiss Alpine Research
Collaboration (Swiss ARC). They will retain their independence but will coordinate
their research projects to create synergies. “This alliance will strengthen
interdisciplinary research in the Alpine region. We are interested in what people do
there, how they and the people in the agglomerations and cities imagine this space,
and what desires and fears are projected onto the mountains,” says Prof. Dr. Boris
Previsi¢, founding director of the Urner Institut Kulturen der Alpen. The cultural
scholar heads the Swiss ARC together with the directors of the three other institutes.

Economically, the Alps are not very important for the Swiss economy. They are
sparsely populated. However, their significance will increase with global warming. Not
only are they Europe's water tower, they also offer cooling in increasingly hot
summers. This makes it all the more important to know how people in the mountains
are dealing with expectations from outside. “Permafrost, avalanche risk, and
landscape conservation are important issues. The natural sciences have a thorough
understanding of the Alps. Now we need to strengthen the cultural studies
perspective. With Swiss ARC, we are moving closer to a comprehensive
understanding of the Alps,” says Previsic.

Federalism for national attraction

The alliance will strengthen research and thus its visibility. By working together and
communicating their activities jointly, the four institutes will reach a wider audience. ‘I
think this is a good example of federalism: each institute looks after its own region,
but Swiss ARC will coordinate activities better and increase their reach,” says Prof.
Dr. Nelly Valsangiacomo from the Centre interdisciplinaire de recherche sur la
montagne (CIRM). The historian is one of the initiators of Swiss ARC.

Swiss ARC will be presented to the public for the first time on July 4, 2025, in Airolo
at the Casa della sostenibilita of the Universita della Svizzera italiana. The heads of
the four research institutes will explore the potential of the alliance in a panel
discussion with historian Jon Mathieu. The event will take place as part of the 30th
anniversary congress of the International Society for the History of the Alps (ISHA).
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