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report
A fter a couple of days  in the north of I taly we dec ided to escape from the heat
wave by heading towards  the north of Europen.

A fter some cons ideration we dec ided to go to Switzerland, hoping to escape
from the temperature of almost 40ºC  in I taly with the aim of getting to know a
country where we thought that in the field of energy might be of interes t for its
experience on a local level, which could be adapted in another small country
like Switzerland such as  the Basque C ountry. 
So we ended up in C omo, a small town divided in two by a rather peculiar border
where the only regulation for c ross ing it was  to pay 80 euros  in exchange for a
s ticker as  road tax in Switzerland.
They did not seem to care about anything else. So joking about the peculiar
way of welcoming people that they have, we entered the country from the South
s ide. 

The firs t impress ion we had was  the amount of water that you can find in this
country in spite of the fac t that it has  no coas t. The whole of Switzerland is
s trewn with rivers , channels  and enormous  lakes , which add an even greater
image of fertility to its  landscape, already rich in itself.

Really, the trip from the beginning of the south of Switzerland to Biel-Bienne,
our des tination was  spent observing the green lakes , mountains  and valleys
from the van (except poor Manel, at the s teering wheel,- the only landscape
that he saw was  the badly tarmacked highway) 
O n the other hand, after many days  without s ight of even a small c loud, shortly
after entering Switzerland we saw rain again. Later we discovered that here the
changes  of weather are fleeting.... from a c lear, sunny day we changed in ten
minutes , to a s torm that left trees  uprooted in its  path. 

A fter some hours  travelling we arrived at Biel, a village of 50 ,000 inhabitants
near Bern, located jus t on the shore of Bielersee lake, one of
the 3  Great Lakes  of that corner and surrounded by green mountains  such as
Mont Soleil. 
There Isabelle was  waiting for us , the one who for 5  days  would be our objec tive
for the hundreds  of ques tions  that we had about Switzerland and its  people.
Thanks  again to Isabelle. 

The firs t thing that s trikes  you about Biel is  the s tandard of living that they
have.Jus t by taking a small s troll around the c ity you see how well-taken care
of all the s treets  and public  squares  are.You rarely see anything dirty or
broken; how 18 year olds  drive P orches  and BMWs to the door of their own
house or how in summer the discotheques  are c losed in this  area because the
vas t majority of people can go abroad every summer.Isabelle explained to us
that the majority of her group of friends  were not in Switzerland, and that is
something very usual in this  place, at a certain age, to leave and to try and
earn one’s  living in other countries  from a very young age. 
O f course not everything is  perfec t, if you take a walk near the railway s tation
you come ac ross  some groups  of people without a roof over their heads  livening
the walls  of the tunnel up with their mus ic . 
Even so, nobody can deny that in Switzerland the people live well. 
Unemployment is  unusual in this  area. We were told the average wage in
Switzerland is  around 1800 euros ... so you can see why we paid 5  euros  for a
bottle of water!

A nother subjec t that surprised us  and in a way made us  envious  was  the ability
that they have for languages . In Switzerland 4  languages  are spoken mainly
according to the zones: German, French, I talian and Romanche-talked in the
mountains-.So unders tandably from childhood they learn German and French
and according to which zone they are in, I talian and German. 
For this  reason from school, and having already as  a base another language of
the same linguis tic  group as  is  German, the great majority of people (mainly the
young) have a good command of English. A nd to top it all and to our surprise,
we met some people who either spoke Spanish or were able to unders tand
everything that we said. Switzerland is  a country that because of its
geographical pos ition and its  political s tatus  has  a very diverse soc iety in the
linguis tic  field. 
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The contac t with the people was  very good. A lthough you get the impress ion
that in the beginning they can be a little bit reserved when meeting people,
once some words  have been exchanged you realize how wrong you were. 
For 5  days  the doors  of the houses  of people that we met were always  open.
A nd they have offered to help us  at any moment. P erhaps  it is  because, as  we
commented before, they travel a lot, and for this  reason they have this
hospitality towards  the people who, like them, have been abroad. From a very
young age people becomes  independent, they go abroad, or rent their own
house, something much more habitual here than in the Basque C ountry. 
A mong other things , for one very s imple reason, the cos t of renting a house in
Switzerland, where, as  we said, the wage average is  about 1800 euros , is  the
same as  that in Basque C ountry, where the work s ituation mainly for women and
young people, is  precarious . 
This  is  the main reason why there is  a difference between the people here and
us  in terms of having total independence almost from the age of 18 .This  is  a
luxury that nowadays  we cannot even imagine. 

O n the other hand another fac t that surprised us  very much, and that
sometimes , we must also admit made us  laugh, is  how correc t and c ivic  Swiss
soc iety is . 
I t’s  true that we only got to know well a town of 50 .000 people and its
surrounding area which maybe can’t be compared with other c ities , like Bern,
but from what we saw we do not think it changes  that much. 
There is  a very good example to explain what we mean: in Biel, as  is  normal,
they have a service of rubbish collec tion. A nd they have offic ial bags  as  well to
depos it the rubbish. Up to this  point all seems normal, but here, when you say
that there is  something spec ific  for something, in this  case the rubbish bags
mean that you must use that, exc lus ively for that purpose Thus  it is  unders tood
that to make sure that everybody uses  the offic ial bags  in Biel, they have a
police force for rubbish whose job, among other things , is  to detec t the ones
that do not use offic ial rubbish bags . A s  a cosequence they are able to open the
rubbish in search of some data that leads  them to the offender who then ets  a
large fine.

A lthough it may seem that in general they are very s tric t, in matters  such as
drugs  they do not seem to have the same pos ition. Thus , although marihuana is
not legal in Switzerland, there are shops  (hemp shops , grow shops ...) that are
almost exc lus ively dedicated to its  sale, although outs ide they do not say
explic itly what is  sold. 
In our opinion it is  something that is  quite acceptable, in spite of not being
legalized. Therefore it’s  normal that these s tores  maintain from the outs ide the
image of herbalis t’s  shops , and they do not advertise the sale of grass-
although it’s  well known that its  sale is  cons idered illegal. The contradic tions  of
this  soc iety are based on the external image. 

These 5  days  have been useful to realize how great a jump there is  between, as
we say, the European soc iety and ours .
The prologue of what we can expec t these 100 days  that we have ahead. The
beginning of the trip, the firs t jump to a Europe that although it pretends  to be
sold as  a united organization keeps  as  many differences  as  kilometres  that
separate it. 

I t goes  without saying that those 5  days  flew by, what with the work, the people
and the places  that we met. 
I t is  certainly a place to return and to get to know more calmly. .

ekogaia project
The work of the 5  days  that we spent in Switzerland could be divided in two
different parts .

O n the one hand the part of infras truc ture and ins tallation of our house that is
the caravan. To prepare everything and carry out the final changes  before
embarking completely on the trip. 
We prepared the caravan so that the 4  people who would make the trip could
lead a normal life. We left without completing the aspec t of energy in the
caravan, as  we will finish it in Germany where they are spec ialized in solar
energy technology that we want to use to obtain self-suffic ient energy. 

O n the other hand, and the main reason for this  trip, we got to know more c lose
at hand the power framework of Switzerland and its  experience with renewable
energy.So we dec ided to vis it 3  experiences  at a local level of 3  different types
of renewable energy: Solar, A eolic  and hydroelec tric .

The 2  firs t vis its  that we made were in the same area, at the top of Mont Soleil,
a mount located a few kilometres  from Biel. We vis ited the solar ins tallations
and then we c rossed the path to the Mont C rois in, where there are some A eolic
generators .
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Solar plant of Mont Soleil

I t’s  the firs t power ins tallation of Switzerland, but it is  not intended to be a
produc tion s tation but a research centre. The 4500 square metres  of
dis tributed solar cells  in the 20,000 square metres  of land, produce per year
between 500,000 and 600,000 kWh, with a maximum power of 500 KWh, which
corresponds  to the energy cos t of 200 people. The main reason for this  plant is
to experiment with different solar panels  that nowadays  are on the market, in
order to determine which are more appropriate according to where they are
located. 
In addition to this  solar sys tem in Mont Soleil, the same soc iety that controls
the solar ins tallation has  in operation a catamaran in the Lake of Biel that
works  completely by solar energy. 

Aeolic plant of Mont Croisin

This  one is  a small ins tallation formed by 6  generators  of great s ize between 67
and 76 meters , self-adjus table with the wind direc tion, and a maximum power of
4 ,160 KWh. This  plant produces  per year about 4 .3  million kWh with which it
could supply the annual cos t of energy of 1400 people. A t the moment this
wind energy is  commerc ialised between companies , cooperatives  and people
aware of the need for renewable energy, s ince nowadays  the cos t of this  energy
is  greater than the traditional one.

Hagneck Hydroelectric power station

This  hydroelec tric  plant is  located within the A arberg C hannel, in the centre of
a natural park and has  been working for over a century. The primary target of
this  plant is  the supply of energy, in a renewable way, to the town of Biel and the
corner of Seeland. 
I t has  5  generators  of 2 ,5  kWh with which they obtain an annual produc tion of
80  million of kWh that corresponds  to a third of the power necess ity of Biel,
which would supply the annual power cos t of 50 ,000 people as  well. 
I t is  to be seen how with the pass ing of the years  and the various
improvements  the power s tation has  been receiving; nowadays  its  operation is
completely mechanical, without the intervention of elec tronics . 

In general charac teris tic s  these 3  fac ilities  have a great point in common, the
perfec t integration within their natural surroundings , without bothering or
interceding in the life of the environment Spec ially the hydroelec tric  power
s tation located within a natural park, on the shore of the lake in an enviable
natural place, and c rossed by a footpath.
These types  of small fac ilities  are a good example of the capac ity of integration
and environmental non-aggress ion of the renewable energies . 

In this  sense it is  necessary to remark that these are not isolated experiences
but that they are part of the general plan of divided power self-suffic iency in the
cantons . Thus , the objec tive is  that the 25  corners  into which Switzerland is
divided are as  far as  poss ible, totally independent and as  well, giving a spec ial
interes t in the renewable energies  like in the 3  cases  that we have been able to
see at c lose quarters .

In each canton there is  a small company that is  dedicated to managing the
power plants  of its  zone. We have been able to see the work of BKW/FMB and to
find out how these small experiences  are being threatened by the great German
energy companies , that knowing the viability of these plants  at a local level,are
nowadays  press ing them to be integrated within their vertical power network.
C ons idering what happened this  summer in the U .S.A ., these types  of small and
local fac ilities  serve as  a counterpoint example of what can happen with the
great companies  and their great blackouts .

Luckily, these experiences  at a local level are continuing with their good work.
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