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“It’s important to make sure 
that research insights from 

the ETH labs quickly find 
their way into practice. 

  Your support enables us to 
provide even more 

momentum to students and 
researchers with 

entrepreneurial ambitions!” 
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What problem is your sensor designed to 
solve?
SONIA MELLER – At the moment, anyone who 
wants to know how their soil is doing needs 
access to a lab. There are some affordable 
test kits a farmer could theoretically use, but 
they’re impractical and only measure 
individual indicators of soil health such as 
nitrogen content. Even for scientists, the 
technologies currently available are far from 
ideal, because the amount of soil samples 
that can be transported from the Namibian 
desert to ETH by aeroplane, for example, is 
limited. Our device is small and easy to  
use for carrying out measurements “on the 
ground”, so to speak. Once enough data  
has been collected, it will also be possible  
to use artificial intelligence to translate  
the measurement results into customised 
and comprehensible recommendations  
for farmers or gardeners, for example in terms 
of fertiliser use. 

Sounds logical – why has no one tried this 
before? 
HÉLÈNE IVEN – We’re lucky with our timing. 
For a long time, soil health was simply not an 
issue. The name of the game was to “pro-
duce, produce, produce!” It took a while for 
it to become clear how important soil health 

PIONEER FELLOWS
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is in terms of sustainable food production.
Healthy soils play a key role in a wide range of 
areas; they help in the fight against climate 
change, for example, as they can store more 
CO2, or filter our water. 

Where are you up to at the moment?
SONIA MELLER – We’ll have a functioning 
product by the end of the summer. This will 
be tested in pilot projects to validate our 
method. The first partners are already on 
board: the ETH Plant Nutrition group, where I 
completed my doctorate, and a project in-
volving several research groups in the north 
of Sweden.

How would you describe your experience 
as young entrepreneurs so far?
SONIA MELLER – You’re always “on duty”, and 
it’s not easy to find a healthy balance. It’s 
just like with soil: overuse is not sustainable. 
All in all it’s a fantastic growth experience, 
and I find it extremely motivating to be devel-
oping a solution to a real-life problem.

What does it mean for you as Pioneer 
Fellows to be benefiting from donor support? 
HÉLÈNE IVEN – The support gives us valuable 
time to work on developing our strategy 
before approaching big investors. 

The sky’s the  
limit on healthy soil 

Intensive agriculture is taking its toll on our soils.
 ETH Pioneer Fellows Hélène Iven and Sonia Meller 

are aiming to bring a simple device to market  
that points the way to healthy soils. 

Switzerland alone loses 840,000 tonnes of healthy soil every year. Soil scientist Sonia Meller 
(left) and agricultural scientist Hélène Iven aim to help solve the problem.
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Support Pioneer Fellowships and the ETH 
Centre for Students and Entrepreneurs at 
www.ethz-foundation.ch

66

PIONEER FELLOWS

The recognition and visibility that come 
with the Pioneer Fellowship are also invalu-
able. It’s a seal of approval that helps a 
great deal in discussions with partners and 
investors, and one we’re extremely grateful 
for. 

You met at the Student Project House: 
why are these creative spaces for students 
needed? 
SONIA MELLER – For innovative projects to 
evolve, there’s a need for places where 
students with expertise in a range of different 
areas can work together on their ideas away 
from their everyday studies. Places like 
the Student Project House and the planned 
ETH Centre for Students and Entrepreneurs 

A jury of experts has awarded 10 
to 15 Pioneer Fellowships every 
year since 2010,  resulting in 
around 70 innovative companies 
so far. ETH Zurich is keen to ex-
pand this important funding 
programme, which is financed 
largely through private means. 
The road from research to market-
able product is often long and 
arduous. The support provided by 
the Pioneer Fellowship paves the 
way for ambitious researchers 
to reach their goal. Technologies 
that have the potential to shape 
many aspects of our future society 
are able to reach the market faster.

Bringing bright ideas 

to life

Success through 
perseverance

Jan Wurzbacher and Christoph Gebald have gone 
from an unconventional idea to a company with 

a hundred employees: they now run Climeworks, an 
internationally successful ETH spin-off. The road to 

success wasn’t always smooth. 

How healthy is my soil? The Digit Soil sen-
sor provides answers by determining the 
activity of soil enzymes involved in natural 
carbon, nitrogen, phosphorous and sulphur 
cycles.

offer space to build prototypes and learn 
enormous amounts from coaching and work-
shops. The opportunities for informal con-
tact are also important: you talk to someone 
who knows someone who ... and suddenly 
you’ve found a co-founder! Digit Soil 
wouldn’t exist without that kind of chance 
encounter. 
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Gebald to get their idea off the ground. 
But the reality is a little different. “When we 
created our spin-off at ETH in 2009, there 
was little interest in our idea,” Wurzbacher 
recalls. “There were no support programmes 
for young entrepreneurs at ETH at the time, 
and we were nowhere near having a market- 
able product.” 

He and Gebald did however receive a great 
deal of support from their professor Aldo 
Steinfeld during their doctorates at ETH. They 
were able to benefit from the infrastructure 
of ETH for the development of Climeworks’ 
technology. This was vital during the initial 
phase, as access to highly specialist infra-
structure is essential for technology-based 
innovations in order to be able to develop 
prototypes at all. Wurzbacher believes that 
the developments of the past ten years at 
ETH in terms of entrepreneurship have been 
extremely positive: “Start-up capital, men-
toring and access to labs, as offered through 
the Pioneer Fellowship programme, would 
have made things much easier for us in the 

The facilities produced by Climeworks 
capture CO2 from the atmosphere and store 
it underground; experts believe that the 
technology that makes this possible could 
play a central role in combating climate 
change. Climeworks is an important player 
in a rapidly growing global market involving 
direct air capture. The company is currently 
about to complete its biggest facility to 
date in Iceland, which will capture more than 
4,000 tonnes of CO2 from the atmosphere 
each year and store it underground on behalf 
of companies and private individuals. The 
facility will run on renewable energy. The 
customers in this project include Microsoft, 
which is also investing in the construction 
of the facility via its Climate Innovation Fund. 

The rocky road to spin-off 
The Zurich-based company’s motto is “Let’s 
reverse climate change”, and its investors 
see great potential. In 2020, Climeworks 
concluded a financing round with CHF 100 
million. One might assume it was relatively 
easy for Jan Wurzbacher and Christoph  

beginning.”  The benefits of a hub like the 
planned ETH Centre for Students and 
Entrepreneurs are also clear. “I had to pains-
takingly acquire all the know-how myself. 
Promoting an entrepreneurial approach 
among students is also a great advantage 
when it comes to international competition.” 

Persistent and unwavering 
Wurzbacher and Gebald found their first 
customer in 2014, and they received a 
major political boost from the Paris Climate 
Agreement of 2015, which obliged all 
countries to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions for the first time. Interest in their 
technology increased exponentially. The 
urgency of finding solutions to climate 
change was also recognised by the general 
public. This customer segment is impor-
tant to Wurzbacher and Gebald, who be-
lieve that it will take each and every one 
of us to make a difference. Through a month-
ly subscription, the company offers private 
individuals the opportunity to contribute 
to CO2 reduction. The minimum subscription 
amount is CHF 8 a month, and this popular 
option has already been chosen by over 
4,500 people from 54 different countries. 

This positive response is highly motivating 
for the two entrepreneurs and their team, 
who plan to move up a gear once the facility 
in Iceland has been commissioned in mid-
2021. The two have never doubted their vision, 
even during the difficult initial phase when 
almost no one shared this vision with them. 
“We’ve always just kept on going, with our 
sights set on the target,” explains Wurzbacher. 
It’s been helpful for the two of them to 
be able to motivate each other, he adds. He 
doesn’t believe there’s a secret recipe for 
a successful start-up.

In addition to a good idea and the right 
support, persistence is also essential, he 
says. “There’s always a reason not to do 
something. Just keep going, and don’t stop!”  

“Promoting an entrepreneurial approach among students is a 
great advantage when it comes to international competition.”
Jan Wurzbacher 

Turning gas into stone: Climeworks converts CO2 into stone using the Carbfix process. 
After just two years, 95 percent has been mineralised and can no longer escape. 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Support Pioneer Fellowships and the ETH 
Centre for Students and Entrepreneurs at 
www.ethz-foundation.ch

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Transferring scientific insights 
and new technologies into 
society is one of the most im-
portant goals of  ETH Zurich. 
Around 500 spin-offs have been 
created at ETH Zurich since 
1996.  In 2020 alone, 34 founder 
teams took the leap into inde-
pendence, many in the areas of 
artificial intelligence and sus-
tainability. According to a study 
in 2020 by the University of  
St.Gallen, ETH spin-offs not only 
generate significantly more jobs 
than the average Swiss start-up, 
but also attract a great deal 
more venture capital from inves-
tors. Over the last year, ETH 
companies have attracted more 
than CHF 400 million in capital. 

Spin-offs at ETH 

Sa
nd

ra
 O

 S
na

eb
jo

rn
sd

ot
tir



It is a group of particularly motivated young 
people who contribute on a daily basis to 
the Student Project House, the VSETH and 
SOSETH student associations or one of the 
ETH Competition teams. The same goes for 
those students and researchers who put a 
great deal of effort into the entrepreneurial 
initiatives of the ETH Entrepreneur Club, 
ETH spin-offs or the ETH Innovation & 
Entrepreneurship Lab. 
 

ETH CENTRE FOR STUDENTS AND ENTREPRENEURS
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A new hotspot for  
creativity, innovation 
and entrepreneurship 
Your support will enable the creation of a vibrant centre for

science and business to meet on the Hönggerberg campus. 

 
This will also make an important contribu-
tion to the attractiveness of ETH as an edu-
cational and innovation institution and the 
strengthening of Zurich and Switzerland as 
a science and business location. 
 
 

All of these initiatives are currently spread 
across several locations in the centre 
of Zurich and on the Hönggerberg campus, 
and some are housed in temporary  
facilities. Bringing them together in one 
place promises to create a vibrant centre  
of exchange and collaboration where dedi-
cated students and the entrepreneurial  
ETH community can support each other 
and come together in new projects. 
  

Where ideas take flight
This is precisely what the new ETH Centre 
for Students and Entrepreneurs is intended 
to facilitate. The winning project of the 
project competition, Equilibres, stood out 
especially for its diverse spaces for meeting 
and working, which promote interdis-
ciplinary exchange on site. Workshops will 
provide a space for developing prototypes, 
and open office and multi-purpose areas 
will be available for shaping business ideas 
and presenting them to investors. Dr Lucie 
Rejman, Director of the Student Project 
House, believes that the new space will add 
an appeal to the Hönggerberg campus 
that will extend beyond the city of Zurich: 
“We can’t wait until all 9,100 m2 are filled 
with creative minds, ideas and prototypes. 
The building is an important milestone 
for Switzerland, a place where the inven-
tions and innovations of tomorrow can take 
shape.” 

A chance to shape the future
Building work is due to start in 2024. ETH 
Zurich will provide the lion’s share of 
the funding, but in order for the project to 
be realised, partners and donors are 
needed who will contribute to the financing 
with donations of all sizes. If funding can 
be secured, this hub for young creativity will 
be ready for occupation at the beginning of 
2027. This promising project offers a great 
opportunity to provide even more impetus 
for young creativity and entrepreneurial 
drive: generations of future young profes-
sionals will be given the opportunity to 
gain diverse experience outside the curricu-
lum, expand their network and advance 
promising technological solutions.

The ground floor is designed for event and 
community use. 

“This new building has the potential to  
become a creative entrepreneurial hotspot 
for ETH and Zurich as a hub of innovation.”
Professor Joël Mesot, ETH President
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Support the ETH Centre for Students  
and Entrepreneurs:  
www.ethz-foundation.ch/en/hic
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Exchanges across structures

Strengthen communities

Exploit synergies

EventsCreativity

Entrepreneurship

Test and implement project ideas

Gain experienceTeamwork

Build prototypes

                  A beacon         for creativity, 
               innovation and         entrepreneurship

Gain experience ...
… for your career

Transfer of science    into products ...  
  … for inno    vations

                          

Acquire expertise …
… for creating start-ups

HIC

“The new building will offer our stu-
dents the ideal conditions in which to 
implement their ideas, and is intended 
to nurture their innovative spirit.”
Professor Sarah M. Springman, Rector of ETH Zurich

Would you like to know more?
Get in touch!
Michael Domeisen, Member of the Management Board, ETH Foundation
Tel. +41 44 632 42 29, michael.domeisen@ethz-foundation.ch

ETH CENTRE FOR STUDENTS AND ENTREPRENEURS

Total cost

approx.  

CHF 58  

million 
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Aim: 1/3  
financed 

by partners  

and donors 
 
 

Floor space

9,100 m2 
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DONORS MAKE A DIFFERENCE

You grew up in Milan – how did you 
end up at ETH? 
ENRICO SCOCCIMARRO – I attended the 
German school in Milan. It was a sort of family 
tradition. It was always clear to me that I 
would study natural sciences, and the inter-
disciplinary aspect of materials science 
appealed to me. I wanted to study at a  
German-speaking university, and ETH is a 
clear leader in materials science. So I start-
ed my Bachelor’s degree here in 2013. 
  
You were successful in your application 
for an Excellence Scholarship for your 
Master’s degree.
That was a great recognition for me. You 
don’t generally know where you stand 
in comparison with other students. The fin-
ancial support was also a great help, as 
Zurich is an expensive city, especially when 
you come from abroad. The community is 
also really rewarding; I still maintain regular 
contact with the other scholarship students. 
 
Even before finishing your studies in 
2019, you joined the ETH spin-off FenX. 
How did that come about?
A friend worked on the project and said I 
should check it out. I believe that as a 
materials scientist you can and should make 
a contribution to making the world more 

sustainable. This is why I found the idea 
behind FenX exciting from the beginning: 
to market an insulating material made 
from waste, which is highly effective, non- 
combustible and also recyclable. These 
mineral-based foams on which our product 
is based are a promising but complex 
world. Not only researchers from Professor 
André Studart’s lab, where we come from, 
but also large companies find the develop-
ments in this field extremely exciting.  

And how are you positioning yourselves 
in this competition?
So far, we’re the only ones combining all 
central aspects in one product: sustainability, 
non-flammability, performance and price.
But our vision goes much further than our 
first product. The construction industry is one 
of the areas where the highest levels of CO2 
emissions are generated: 75 percent of 
the buildings in Europe will need to be re-
insulated if the goals of the Paris Climate 
Agreement are to be achieved.  There is also 
increasing regulatory pressure and there-
fore greater interest from companies to recy-
cle construction waste. Currently this waste 
is made up of a combination of organic 
and inorganic material, which is a nightmare 
for recycling. 
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Philanthropy is about 
empowerment

He is the co-founder of a supported ETH spin-off, a former  
Excellence Scholar and an ETH Foundation donor: at the age  
of 26, Enrico Scoccimarro speaks from his own experience  

on the subject of entrepreneurship and philanthropy. 
 
 

Light as a meringue: the insulation material from the start-up FenX, which is still located 
on the Hönggerberg campus.ET
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DONORS MAKE A DIFFERENCE

Become part of teaching and research at ETH: 
www.ethz-foundation.ch/en/together

“It’s fascinating to 
see how many compelling 

business ideas with 
the potential 

to positively change 
the world emerge from ETH.  

Promoting their 
development pays off in 

so many different ways.” 

If you were to build in such a way that the 
bricks, adhesive and plaster all consist of the 
same mineral material, you would simply 
grind up all the waste – and use it to make 
new FenX panels, for example. 

What do you like about being a young 
entrepreneur?
I’m learning so much! I always knew I was a 
“hybrid” kind of person, not just a scientist: 
as a FenX co-founder, I can talk to investors, 
lawyers and clients. I also love having the 
opportunity to help shape team spirit and a 
business culture together with others. 

Your co-founder Etienne Jeoffroy was a 
Pioneer Fellow, and you yourself donate to 
the Pioneer Fellowship Programme for 
the promotion of entrepreneurially minded 
researchers. Why is that?
Whether promoting excellent students or 
spin-offs, or facilitating additional professor-
ships:  it’s all part of the same pipeline 
that gives something back to society in the 
end. For me, philanthropy is about em-
powerment. This is why I consider a commit-

ment to education and research to be 
one of the most meaningful ways to engage 
in philanthropy. Added to this is the multi-
plication effect; for example, the scholarship 
students fertilise their research group, a 
spin-off emerges from the research group 
and this in turn creates added value for soci-
ety and new jobs. 

What does it take to make sure that as 
many promising start-ups as possible 
emerge from ETH? 
It takes an ecosystem in which there are 
low-threshold and diverse opportunities for 
collaboration and exchange, also with 
those who contribute business expertise, for 
example. There is also a need for more 
“match-making” opportunities, so that more 
start-ups are also created with female 
founders at ETH. I’m convinced that the talent 
pool is there.

“Start-ups need low-threshold 
and diverse opportunities  
for collaboration and exchange.”
Enrico Scoccimarro

Daniela Bosshardt, 
member of the Board of Trustees,  
ETH Foundation, Chair of the Board  
of Directors, Galenica 
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Your contribution 
to our future
The new ETH Centre for Students and Entrepreneurs will 
become a creative and entrepreneurial hotspot for ETH and a 
centre of innovation for Zurich: young talents drive their ideas 
and spin-off projects forward; young researchers from the 
university come together with partners from industry. 
You can play a key role in the realisation of this new 
centre by supporting the ETH Centre for Students and 
Entrepreneurs!

Text “ethzf” and the amount you want  
to donate to 488. For example, “ethzf30”  
to donate CHF 30 (maximum donation 
CHF 100). 

SMS

Bank: Credit Suisse AG, 8070 Zurich  
IBAN: CH87 0483 5027 0482 3100 0
Post account number Credit Suisse: 80-500-4
Payment reference: Uplift 7EN

For donations in euros or US dollars:  
www.ethz-foundation.ch/en/bank-details

Bank transfer100

We look forward to hearing from you! 
Email: uplift@ethz-foundation.ch 
Tel.: +41 44 633 69 66

Contact with the  
editorial team

We will be pleased to inform you  
about possibilities for including the  
ETH Foundation in your estate planning:
Email: legat@ethz-foundation.ch
Tel.: +41 44 632 48 48

Legacies
and bequests

Website

Donate by credit card, PostFinance,  
PayPal or TWINT at 
www.ethz-foundation.ch/en/online-giving.

Hover your phone’s camera over 

the code to access the website: 



Become part of 
the future’s most innovative 

start-ups. 
When you support the ETH Pioneer Fellowship 
programme, you are enabling young researchers 
to turn pioneering ideas into marketable products. 
They include Scewo, the first wheelchair able to 
climb stairs. Together, we can get things moving. 
Support now: 
www.ethz-foundation.ch/en 
 


