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About us 

 
2013 – Note from Prof Eva Maria Belser,  
co-director of IFF 
 
Dear alumni, colleagues and friends, 
 
At the Institute of Federalism in Fribourg we've 
started the year 2013 with plenty of energy. We're 
looking forward to continuing and expanding our 
collaboration with our many partners both here in 
Switzerland and abroad. We're hoping that 2013 
will be a fruitful and successful year for the IFF, its 
staff and all its friends and project partners. We're 
busy organising this year's practitioner’s course, the 
internship and guest researcher programs, as well 
as a number of workshops and publications. We're 
particularly excited about the 25th edition of our 
Summer University and the international conference 
on autonomist and secessionist movements in Eu-
rope that we are organizing on 22 and 23 August to 
celebrate the event. We hope that we will have the 
opportunity to see many of you in the coming 
months and look forward to hearing about your 
plans and projects! 
Best wishes,  
Eva Maria Belser and the team 

 
 

Employees introduce themselves 
Nina Massüger, research fellow 

Nina joined the team at the 
Institute of Federalism in 
October 2012. She works 
both on international and 
national issues. Nina holds 
a degree in Law of the 
University of Zurich and 
completed an exchange 
year in Tours (France). 
Before joining the IFF, she 
did two internships within 

the administration and worked as a scientific 
collaborator at the Centre for Research on Direct 
Democracy. As a holder of a scholarship from the 
Emil Boral Foundation and the Swiss National 
Foundation, she spent one year at the Instituto de 
Investigaciones Jurídicas of the UNAM in Mexico. 
Currently she is finishing her PhD on the 
constitution-making processes in Venezuela (1999), 
Bolivia (2006–2009) and Ecuador (2007–2008). 
Nina is fluent in German, Spanish, French and 
English.   
nina.massueger@unifr.ch  
 
Internship Programme – call for applications  
The application window for the Internship Pro-
gramme for Professionals in Federalism is open 
until 28 February 2013. The programme gives par-
ticipants the chance to develop their competencies 
and experience multicultural Swiss federalism first-
hand. The participants will be assigned in a canton-
al administration for a period of 6 weeks where they 
will gain insight in how the Swiss cantonal authori-
ties work. The Internship Programme is aimed at 
persons from developing or transition countries 

mailto:nina.massueger@unifr.ch
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having successfully completed the Institute of Fed-
eralism’s International Summer 
University or the Practitioner’s Course and have 
working experience. The Internship takes place 
between 9 September and 18 October 2013. Fur-
ther information and the application form are found 
here. 
 
25

th
 Summer University – call for applications 

Between 19 August and 06 September 2013 will 
take place the 25

th
 Summer University on Federal-

ism, Decentralisation and Conflict Resolution. The 
programme enables advanced students and young 
professionals to enhance their knowledge about 
power sharing in relation to conflict resolution. This 
year’s programme will include an anniversary con-

ference with Roland Watts, Michael Burgess, John 
Kincaid and others.  
Interested persons can apply until 07 April 2013. 
More information 
 

 
 
 
 

Capacity building and advanced training 
 

Linguistic diversity in China: how to govern a 
state with 250 languages?  

One of the 
main character-
istics of the 
Chinese state 
is the cultural 
and linguistic 
diversity of its 
people. In an 
area as big as 
Europe with a 

population of 1.3 billion, more than 250 languages 
are spoken. How can this diversity be acknowl-
edged in order to ensure adequate governance for 
everyone while protecting the rights of linguistic 
minorities?  
A Sino-Swiss workshop held at the Institute of Fed-
eralism at the end of November focused on different 
approaches to dealing with this challenge. A dele-
gation from the Chinese State Ethnic Affairs Com-
mission (SEAC) and the China Autonomy Pro-
gramme based at the University of Oslo visited the 
Institute on November 27 to discuss obstacles, 
exchange experiences and develop ideas. After an 
introduction to Swiss Federalism and the way in 
which linguistic diversity is approached in Switzer-
land, a member of the Minority Languages Office 
explained how the Chinese state incorporates the 
use of minority languages within education, state 
administration, legislation, translation and publish-
ing. In the afternoon session, cultural diversity and 
identity were examined and the participants debat-
ed various strategies for guaranteeing the protec-
tion of small linguistic communities in China and in 
Switzerland.    
 
Guest Researcher Programme 
Three times a year, the Institute of Federalism wel-
comes guest scholars to carry out research in the 
fields of federalism, state organisation, democracy 

and good governance, human rights and minority 
protection, multiculturalism and conflict resolution at 
the premises of the Institute. Candidates for the 
Guest Researcher Programme are welcome to 
apply until 15 March 2013. Detailed application 
information is available here.  
 

Kidan Kiros Bitsue from Ethio-
pia joined our Guest Research-
er Program in early January 
2013. He obtained a BA degree 
in Philosophy and Master’s 
degree in Development Studies 
(Environment and Develop-
ment) from Addis Ababa Uni-
versity. He is a lecturer at the 
Centre for Federal Studies, 

College of Law and Governance Studies, Addis 
Ababa University, where he worked as Acting Di-
rector of the Centre from 2007 - 2010. Currently, he 
is a PhD Candidate at the Centre for Environment, 
Water and Development, College of Development 
Studies at Addis Ababa University.  
His research topic at the Institute of Federalism 
focuses on analysing the multi-tiered government 
institutions and their competencies in environmental 
policy making and implementation within the 
framework of the increasingly contested jurisdic-
tional and territorial boundaries within the Ethiopian 
federal constitutional structure. One of the levels of 
environmental problem that Ethiopia has faced is 
the environmental impact of ambitious high growth 
oriented development activities aimed at reducing 
poverty which is a fact of life in the country. The 
national action to integrate environmental consider-
ations into development activity planning and deci-
sion making process has been expressed in the 
policy and legal frameworks, and institutional ar-
rangements for environmental impact assessment 
(EIA) system in the country. However, balancing 
national consistency and local flexibility has been 

http://www.unifr.ch/federalism/en/international_centre/continuing_education/internship
http://www.unifr.ch/federalism/en/international_centre/continuing_education/summeruni
http://www.unifr.ch/federalism/en/international_centre/research/guest
http://www.unifr.ch/federalism/assets/files/IRCC/Guidelines%20for%20Guest%20Researchers%20-Nov%202012.pdf
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one of the challenges in intergovernmental imple-
mentation of environmental impact assessment 
(EIA) legislation. Kidan plans to use the outcome of 

the research back at home for the purpose of lec-
tures and further research.  
 

 

From our Network 

 
Sciex-NMS

ch
 – call for proposals  

Within the «Scientific Exchange Programme be-
tween Switzerland and the New Member States of 
the EU (EST, HUN, LVA, LTU, SVK)» (Sciex-
NMS

ch
), the eighth regular call is now launched and 

open.  
The programme aims at facilitating research stays 
in Swiss research teams to Doctoral Candidates 
and PostDocs from the 10 New Member States of 
the EU (BGR, CZE, EST, HUN, LTU, LVA, POL, 
ROM, SVK, SVN). The Sciex Fellows will be fully 
integrated in the on-going research work, contribute 
their own ideas and results and benefit from specific 
knowledge through exchanges with experienced 
professionals and young researchers. The deadline 
for submissions is 1st April 2013. (More infor-
mation) 
 
Italian  Papers on Federalism – online journal 
The first number of Italian Papers on Federalism, 
edited by ISSIRFA-CNR (Institute for the Study of 
Regionalism, Federalism and Self-Government), a 
component institute of the Italian National Research 
Council is now available online.  
The aim of Italian Papers on Federalism is to pro-
vide an open forum where scholars from different 
countries and with different methodological orienta-
tions can collaborate in addressing problems of 
federalism and regionalism. The Journal looks at 
experience in local self-government and State rela-
tions with sub-level governments under existing law 
and current constitutional arrangements within na-

tional territories and under existing super-nation 
agreements. 
 
ASIANSIL Biennial Conference - call for papers 
The 4

th
 Biennial Conference of the Asian Society of 

International Law (ASIANSIL) will take place be-
tween 14 and 16 November 2013 and will be host-
ed by the Indian Society of International Law, New 
Delhi, India. For this event, ASIANSIL launched a 
call for papers on topics related to international law. 
Preceding the conference, a student workshop will 
be organised. Interested postgraduate students can 
apply to present their research. Deadline for both 
calls is 15 April 2013.  
 
Scholarships of the University of Fribourg 
The University of Fribourg offers different types of 
scholarship for foreign graduate students or re-
searchers living abroad who want to continue their 
study in Fribourg. A detailed overview can be down-
loaded here. 
 
Swiss National Science Foundation Funding 
Every year the Swiss National Science Foundation 
(SNSF) supports more than 8,000 scientists. It is 
Switzerland’s foremost institution in the promotion 
of scientific research. One of its core tasks is the 
evaluation of research proposals and, every year, 
the SNSF awards over 700 million Swiss francs to 
the best applications. For the current call for pro-
posal and the deadlines are found here.  
  
 

Upcoming events 
 
11 – 22 March 2013  
Practitioners Course on Decentralisation and Local 
Governance, Hotel Murtenhof, Murten FR.  
 
14 March 2013 17:15-18:00 
Public Seminar: Kidan Kiros Bitsue (Ethiopia) on 
“Government Institutions and their Competencies in 
Environmental Policy Making and Implementation: 
the Case of Ethiopia” 
Hotel Murtenhof, Rathausgasse 1-3, Murten FR 
 
22 March 2013 14:00-17:00 
Making Cooperation more Effective - panel discus-
sion on access to water and sanitation 
Hotel Murtenhof, Rathausgasse 1-3, Murten FR 

 
06 Mai 2013 
Conference: La Convention européenne 
des droits de l’homme et les cantons. Die Europäi-
sche Menschenrechtskonvention und die Kantone,  
University of Fribourg, Registration open until 02 
April 2013.  
 
19 August – 06 September 2013 
25

th
 International Summer University on Federal-

ism, Decentralisation and Conflict Resolution 
 
09 September – 18 October 2013 
Internship Programme for Professionals in Federal-
ism

 
 
 
 

http://www.crus.ch/information-programmes/sciex-nms-ch.html?L=1
http://www.crus.ch/information-programmes/sciex-nms-ch.html?L=1
http://italianpapersonfederalism.issirfa.cnr.it/homepage.html
http://www.isil-aca.org/call_for_paper_4th_biennial_conference.htm
http://www.asiansil.org/index.php?option=com_events&view=detail&task=detail&CurId=151&Itemid=184
http://www.unifr.ch/international/assets/files/2011-2012/Tableau%20Boursier%20Anglais_28.06.2012.pdf
http://www.snf.ch/E/funding/calls/Pages/calls.aspx
http://www.unifr.ch/federalism/en/international_centre/continuing_education/practitioners
http://www.unifr.ch/federalism/en/international_centre/continuing_education/practitioners
http://www.murtenhof.ch/index_en.php
http://www.federalism.ch/
http://www.unifr.ch/webnews/content/56/file/Journee_BENEFRI_2013.pdf
http://www.unifr.ch/webnews/content/56/file/Journee_BENEFRI_2013.pdf
http://www.unifr.ch/webnews/content/56/file/Journee_BENEFRI_2013.pdf
http://unifr.ch/federalism/en/international_centre/continuing_education/summeruni
http://unifr.ch/federalism/en/international_centre/continuing_education/summeruni
http://www.unifr.ch/federalism/en/international_centre/continuing_education/internship
http://www.unifr.ch/federalism/en/international_centre/continuing_education/internship
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Noteworthy Publications  

 
Weak Constitutionalism: Democratic legitimacy 
and the question of constituent power 
by Joel I. Colón-Ríos 
 

In his book “Weak Constitu-
tionalism” Joel Colón-Ríos 
assumes that a democratic 
concept of constitutionalism 
should rest on the idea that 
citizens must always be al-
lowed to change their constitu-
tion through the most participa-
tory methods possible. Such a 
concept however, argues the 
author, implies a permanent 
tension between constitutional-

ism and democracy and is thus at odds with the 
concept prevailing in the Anglo-American constitu-
tional theory. According to this, in order to limit the 
political power, the tense relationship between de-
mocracy and constitutionalism has been resolved in 
favour of the latter: Democracy is best protected 
and realized under constitutions that guarantee, 
amongst others, the rights and institutions that 
make democracy possible. In Colón-Ríos’ view, 
constitutionalism understood in this way strives to 
maintain the once created constitutional order per-
manently. For this reason, the constitutions of the 
world’s most “advanced” democracies such as the 
US and Canada seek to prevent their reform by 
establishing complex revision procedures in which 
citizens’ participation is restrained to a minimum; in 
other words, they confer the competence to conduct 
a reform (almost) exclusively on the authorities in 
power. Even though these constitutions usually 
comply with what in constitutional theory is defined 
as procedural and substantive democracy, they 
thus do not take sufficiently into account democracy 
at constitutional level and suffer, as a consequence, 
a lack of democratic legitimacy.  
In Colón-Ríos’ understanding democracy rests on 
the principles of democratic openness and popular 
participation which require that including the fun-
damental law remains susceptible to be modified 
and even replaced in highly participatory proce-
dures at any time. Combining this apprehension of 
democracy with Sieyès’ and Schmitt’s theories on 
constituent power that have strongly influenced the 
recent constitution-making processes in several 
Latin-American countries, the author holds that for a 
constitution to be democratically legitimate it should 
have been elaborated in democratic ways and must 
allow the constituent power to re-emerge in the 
future. Based on Rawls’ and Schmitt’s doctrine on 
implicit limits to the ordinary power of constitutional 
change, Colón-Ríos argues that only fundamental 
changes to the constitution amount to a re-
constitution. In order to comply with the require-
ments deriving from the theory of constituent power 

and the conception of democratic legitimacy, it’s 
these reforms in particular that have to be conduct-
ed through participatory procedures that facilitate 
the exercise of people’s constituent power. Thus, 
weak constitutionalism excludes the fundamental 
constitutional changes to be brought through by the 
constituted institutions of government. Instead, ex-
traordinary constitution-making bodies – Colón-Ríos 
considers constituent assemblies convened from 
below as provided for by the constitutions of Vene-
zuela, Ecuador and Bolivia as particularly appropri-
ate – are to be entrusted with this task. The author 
stresses further that not all these assemblies are 
equally appropriate to exercise the constituent 
power but that other criteria as the system applied 
for the elections to them, the degree in which citi-
zens are involved in the debate of the new funda-
mental law, etc., have to be taken into consideration 
as well. Now, if these extraordinary constituent as-
semblies are the mechanisms for the execution of 
constituent power, their convocation relies on the 
citizens that, engaging in informal political practices, 
create the political climate necessary for the activa-
tion of constituent power.  
 
Joel I. Colón-Ríos is Senior Lecturer in Law at Vic-
toria University of Wellington.  
 
COLÓN-RÍOS JOEL I., Weak Constitutionalism: 
Democratic legitimacy and the question of constitu-
ent power, New York: Routledge, 2012. 
 
 
Echoes from a Distant Shore: The Right to Edu-
cation and International Development 
by Joanna Bourke Martignoni 
 

The right to education is pro-
tected in a number of multi-
lateral human rights treaties 
as well as in over 140 nation-
al constitutions. It has also 
been the subject of political 
declarations in connection 
with its role in economic de-
velopment and it features in 
two of the eight Millennium 
Development Goals.  

Despite its rhetorical significance as a driver of hu-
man development and as an empowerment right 
that provides access to a wide range of other hu-
man rights, the right to education faces serious 
obstacles that prevent its full realization globally. At 
present, only 2% of global development assistance 
funding is allocated to the education sector and the 
vast majority of donors– both international organiza-
tions and national development cooperation agen-
cies – do not take a human rights based approach 
within their policies and programmes on education.  
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This book undertakes an in-depth, comparative 
analysis of the applicable international law and the 
policies that have been adopted by the international 
community in order to promote and protect educa-
tion as a human right and as an essential compo-
nent of international development. It concludes that 
more can and should be done both by the interna-
tional human rights system and by the development 
community in order to fully realize the right to edu-
cation as a human right within the context of devel-
opment cooperation activities. The need for greater 
attention to be paid to issues of educational availa-

bility, accessibility, acceptability and adaptability is 
going to be even more acutely felt in the post-
Millennium Development Goal era. 
 
Joanna Bourke Martignoni, Dr iur, LLM, is Senior 
Research Fellow at the Institute of Federalism, Fri-
bourg.  
 
BOURKE MARTIGNONI, JOANNA, Echoes from a 
Distant Shore: The Right to Education and Interna-
tional Development, Zurich: Schulthess, 2012.

 
 
 

Publisher 

 
If you wish to include your news, share an event, 
promote a publication or advertise a job with our 
network feel free to contact us at  
ircc-newsletter@unifr.ch. Our Newsletter is pub-
lished quarterly; the deadline for submission of 
news for the next issue is 1

st
 Mai 2013. Any com-

ment, feedback or ideas are welcome. Please do 
not hesitate to get in touch with us.  
If you would like to subscribe/ unsubscribe from our 
newsletter, send an email with sub-
scribe/unsubscribe to ircc-newsletter@unifr.ch. Feel 

free to forward this newsletter to anyone you would 
think that would be interested. 
 
Institute of Federalism  
Rte d'Englisberg 7 
CH-1762 Granges-Paccot 
Phone +41 26 300 81 25, Fax +41 26 300 97 24 
ircc-newsletter@unifr.ch  
www.federalism.ch 
Twitter: @FederalismNet  
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