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Foreword 

 

The organizing committee of SHMII-4 would like to thank Dr. Aftab Mufti, founding presi-
dent of ISHMII, for his confidence in EMPA to organize the forth conference of ISHMII. The 
International Society for Structural Health Monitoring of Intelligent Infrastructure and 
EMPA, the Swiss Federal Laboratories for Materials Testing and Research have been in 
close co-operation since 2003. 

In an early stage of planning, there was the idea to have the conference on Monte Verita 
above Ascona in the South of Switzerland. However this wonderful place run by ETH, the 
Swiss Federal Institute of Technology is only suited for about one hundred delegates. 
Therefore we decided to stay in the historic Main Building of ETH in Zurich. 

However we still wanted to include the South of Switzerland in the program of SHMII-4 and 
so we organized the pre-conference tour in this Mediterranean region. Crossing the Alps at 
the St. Gotthard Mountain Pass we are at the birthplace of Switzerland. "Geography is 
destiny", Napoleon is reputed to have said. This proverb is especially true of Switzerland 
and the St. Gotthard Mountain Pass. Without this pass Switzerland would probably not ex-
ist. 

From the 11th to the 13th centuries, many cities were founded. Skilled craftsmen special-
ized in producing high quality goods and trade became more important in a society in 
which farmers had been used to be self-suppliers for centuries. Trade also gave more im-
portance to roads crossing the Alps, a mountain chain with peaks of up to 4000 m (12000 
ft) separating central Europe from Italy and the Mediterranean Sea. At the same time, 
people from the upper part of the Rhone valley developed means to suspend wooden wa-
ter pipes and catwalks in steep rocks. Some of these people wandered east and settled in 
upper Uri around 1200. So the Schöllenen canyon in Uri, that had blocked the way from 
north to south over the St. Gotthard pass, was overcome by the new technology and the 
shortest north south connection in Europe developed. It is said that the builders at that 
time already used models of their structures and loading tests for the design of the cat-
walks and the arch bridges. It is also said that they used the method of striking with a 
hammer carefully against structural elements. The resulting sound was for them a meas-
ure for the stress on those elements. This was early structural health monitoring on civil in-
frastructure. Since 1882 a rail tunnel and since 1980 a highway replaced the catwalks. To-
day, the longest rail tunnel in the world (57 km) is under construction to replace the 1882 
tunnel and more sophisticated structural health monitoring is in use. 

As described above, Switzerland was founded in the 12th century. Our host town of Zurich 
is much older. In 2004, a formerly unknown Celtic, Iron Age La Tene settlement was dis-
covered in the city, which preceded the Roman settlement in Zurich. The earliest written 
record of the town dates from the 2nd century. Further development of the town was slow. 

In 1847 Switzerland had managed to end the antagonism between Conservatives and Lib-
erals in one of the shortest and least bloody civil wars in the history of the world, but the 
country's economy was in a bad way, and poor harvests only served to aggravate the 
situation. No improvement could be expected, however, until internal customs duties were 
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abolished, a common currency introduced and a railway network built, particularly for 
goods transport. An ambitious young citizen of Zurich recognized this: Alfred Escher. It 
was in 1848 that Escher revealed his true political powers: the citizens of Zurich elected 
him to the Cantonal Government, the Church Council and the National Council. In 1849 - 
now President of the National Council as well as the Cantonal Government and Education 
Council of Zurich - Alfred Escher began to take up appointments in the most important 
commissions: the Customs Commission, the Monetary Commission and the Railway 
Commission, of which he was Chairman. In late 1852 a momentous decision was made by 
the National Council, urged on by Escher: the railroads were to be built by the private sec-
tor rather than the state. 

Transalpine railway lines were opening relatively rapidly in Austria (Semmering 1854, 
Brenner 1867) and France (Mont Cenis 1871), so Switzerland was again threatened with 
economic isolation. A tunnel through the Alps was urgently needed, and time was running 
short. At that point Escher energetically promoted the (first) Gotthard Tunnel. In 1854 he 
was the driver in the Swiss Parliament for the foundation of ETH, the host of SHMII-4. 
Whereas others would have slowed down following a serious illness, in 1856 Escher in-
creased his workload still further. Now the Managing Director of the Northeastern Railway 
Company, as well as President of the National Council, Escher founded Schweizerische 
Kreditanstalt (today known as Credit Suisse, Switzerland’s largest bank) in order to obtain 
further financing for railroad construction. As mentioned earlier, he was also the driving 
force behind the Gotthard railway system opening in 1882. 

Without Alfred Escher, Zurich and ETH would not be what they are today. ETH Zurich is 
internationally renowned and enjoys a top ranking position in Europe. Zurich’s economy is 
a major driving force behind the development of Switzerland's economy. Zurich is known 
as the commercial centre of Switzerland. Leading companies have their headquarters Zu-
rich. The activities of the Greater Zurich Economic Area account for nearly one quarter of 
the nation’s financial sector. 

And finally, as chairman of the organizing committee, I would like to thank the EMPA con-
ference team, Bernadette Havranek as general manager, Masoud Motavalli as head of the 
Structural Laboratory, Rouven Christen for handling the OpenConf Conference Manage-
ment System, Reinhard Bischoff for implementing the contents of the web and Anton Kos-
ter for designing the graphic style of the printed matter for their hard efforts and support. 

SHMMII-4 in Zurich is building on the accomplishments of SHMII-1 in Tokyo in 2003, 
SHMII-2 in Shenzhen in 2005 and SHMII-3 in Vancouver in 2007. The organizing commit-
tee wishes all delegates a successful and fruitful conference, and hopes that the results 
will enable further progress towards many sustainable applications in the structural health 
monitoring of civil infrastructure. 

Urs Meier 

Chairman of the organizing committee 

June 2009 

 


