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The New Railway Link through the Alps-NRLA (AlpTransit Project) is the biggest construction project in 

Swiss history. When completed, it will provide 

faster north-south rail links across the Swiss 

Alps. The project underlines the political will of 

the Swiss people and the government to shift 

the transport of goods from road to rail for the 

purpose of environmental protection and 

sustainable development. It includes base 

tunnels several hundred metres below the 

existing apex tunnels along two axes, the 

Gotthard and the Lötschberg. 

During peak periods, around 2,400 workers 

were needed. For the 2 main tunnels and the safety, 

ventilation and cross cuts, a total of 152 kilometres of tunnel 

were bored.  

 

 Excluding the exploratory work, the construction project has taken almost 20 years. 

 

Difficult working conditions  

During the construction, the tunnellers had to bore through a 

wide variety of different rock strata, from hard granite to 

crumbly sedimentary rock. Tunnel boring machines carried out 

80 percent of the work in the main tunnels and conventional 

blasting methods were used for the remaining 20 percent. A 

total of 28.2 million tonnes of excavated material was removed 

from the tunnel. In order to save time and money, the 

tunnellers worked on different sections of the tunnel at the 

same time. Workers, materials and machinery were 

transported to the construction sites in the mountain via access 

galleries and shafts. With rock cover up to 2,300 metres in 

depth, the Gotthard Base Tunnel is the deepest rail tunnel in 

the world. The temperature inside the mountain reached as 

high as 50 degrees Celsius.  

 

A specialized workforce was needed it to deal with the extreme working conditions. And the 

construction companies in Switzerland had to search for qualified workers in Europe. 

Fig. 2. Gotthard tunnel construction. 

Fig. 1. NRLA plan. 

https://www.eda.admin.ch/aboutswitzerland/en/home/dossiers/bauwerk-im-dienste-europas.html
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The qualifying posting experience 

In this context and in order to reduce the lack of qualified workers in Switzerland, in 2001 the 

Swiss Society of Construction Entrepreneurs, through the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs of 

the Spanish Embassy in Switzerland, signed an agreement with the Fundación Laboral de la 

Construcción of the Principality of Asturias for the integration of Spanish workers in the 

AlpTransit project. The aims were to train unemployed workers, with experience in the coal 

extractive industry (miners), and to facilitate their employment in Swiss construction 

companies specialized in the construction of tunnels. 

The training lasted 160 hours and took place over three weeks at the rate of 8 hours a day. Twenty 

unemployed workers have participated, coming from the Northern Spanish regions of Asturias, Leon and 

Galicia. More than half of the students were under the age of 35 and had previous studies at EQF1 level.  

The training program designed in the FLC Asturias (Spain) was agreed with the Swiss companies 

responsible for hiring the workers, so that the integration both at a professional and social level was 

carried out with full satisfaction on the part of all the agents involved. The designed ad hoc training 

contemplated the following topics: 

 

• 16 hours on Health & Safety and protection of the environment, as well as cultural and local 

knowledge (including geography, cultural and political aspects, social protection and terms and 

conditions of employment entailed by the Swiss General Agreement for the Construction sector). 

• 8 hours on interpretation of construction plans.  

• 30 hours on German language. 

• 12 hours on Health and Safety for formworks; formworks knowledge; materials, machines, piping 

and drainage systems. 

• 9 hours on technical calculation. 

• 27 hours on Swiss technics for formworks: wood treatment, tools, formwork surfaces, formwork 

foundations, formwork Raschal walls… 

• 4 hours of information concerning the tunnel works in Switzerland.  

• 46 hours on practical works: layered concrete, piping extension, infiltrations, drainage systems, 

Aco-Drain systems, well control, wall formworks… 

https://baumeister.swiss/fr/page-daccueil/
http://www.flc.es/
http://www.flc.es/
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This paper was produced for the YES project, which received funding under the Call for proposals 
VP/2019/008 of the DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion of the European Commission. 
The opinions hereby expressed reflect only the authors’ view. 
The European Commission is not responsible for any use that can be made of the information 
contained therein. 
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For more information on the YES project: www.yesproject.net 

http://www.yesproject.net/

