Practical Information for 

Riva San Vitale, Switzerland 

I.  Packing

Europeans tend to dress better and be more formal than us so we would recommend a wardrobe which does not rely completely on jeans or shorts and sneakers.  People in cities just do not dress that way.  Of course, in the Villa and hanging around you probably will dress that way.  Make sure you have some sort of jacket and a sweater.  A mini umbrella is also a good idea.  It’s also useful to have one nice outfit.  Women need to have pants or skirts to cover the knee when visiting churches and a sweater or scarf for covering bare shoulders and arms.  I find it easier to just wear skirts or pants all the time.  

Things to pack:

Thin bathrobe for getting to and from the shower in the Villa

One nice outfit

Pants, skirt, scarf, etc. for covering when in churches

Notebook for class, pens, pencils; notebook for journal

Prescription medicine

Tylenol, cold medicines, bandaids (but there is a pharmacy in Riva where you can get other items if necessary)

Glasses and contacts and eye juice (make sure you know your eyeglass prescription)

Small containers of shampoo, soap, other toiletries you need (again, you can buy more when there and you don’t want to waste your weight allowance on shampoo)

Camera, batteries (more batteries can be bought there)

 Flash drive—a really good idea

Adapter, converter and chargers for your items (e.g. computer, ipod, phone if bringing). 

 Switzerland uses the southern Europe adapter.  A converter converts the 

electrical charge, the adapter is what allows you to plug things into the wall.

Shoes that you can walk in for ten hours, seriously

Addresses of all those aunts and uncles to send postcards to

Money (see below)

See other packing list for more

II.  Money

Generally you get the best rates on conversion and are safer if you use a debit card in Riva and where you travel.  That’s what we always do.  But to be safe, bring some back ups.  We suggest you bring ALL these options.

1.  Debit card.  Make sure you know the pin number.  Make sure you also a) tell your bank you will be traveling all sorts of places the whole semester and b) make sure you bring the phone number of the bank in case they put a stop on your card and you need to call them.

2.  Credit card (for shopping, for backup).  You could consider getting a pin number for your credit card in case you need to get money from it.  Again, notify your credit card company that you will be traveling so they won’t stop it.

3.  Cash.  You should have some cash as back up as well which you can change if necessary, plus cash in US dollars for deposits in Riva.  This deposit will be returned to you in US dollars when we leave.  You might also consider having some money in traveler check form.  Travelers checks are in fact tricky to use in businesses and we have had to change them before using them.  They are not always that convenient.  But they are good to have for back up.

You can purchase euros and Swiss francs before you leave at major banks and also at this site: http://www.xe.com/.  You have to buy at least $200 worth.

At this site: http://www.gocurrency.com/ you can convert currency, say 200 Swiss Francs to US dollars, get results, and then print out a pocket conversion table which can be really useful the first few weeks.  You can also do one for euros (used most everywhere you will travel except Switzerland and England).

III.  Communication with Home

1.  AIM—cheap, easy.  Get your parents to get a screen name and learn how to use it before you go.  There are computers in Riva (not as many as there once were but enough) and there are internet cafes everywhere.

2. Skype.  Go to Skype.com, download it, and get a screen name and set up an account.  Through SkypeOut, you can call computer to computer for FREE.  It works a bit like AIM.   Or you can call landlines, computers or cellphones from your computer in Riva.  You just put $10 on your account, and dial your parents’ land line or cell number, and you pay a very little amount, about 2 cents/minute.  I use Skype often; e.g., last week I called Riva, talked 22 minutes, and it cost me 60 cents. This is the easiest and cheapest way to communicate with your family and friends at home.  Skype also offers all kinds of services. For example, your parents could set up call forwarding on their Skype account so that if you call their computer and they are not on or at not there, their phone (cell or land depending on what they set up) rings.  That’s pretty cool.

3.  Phones.  There are land-line phones in the Villa for student use.  The phone numbers for Riva are listed on the webpage under Contact Information.  You need a calling card to use with the Villa phones.  I have bought phone cards here at Target (AT&T) of about 500 minutes and then reloaded them.  You don’t have to buy an international one; just buy one you can put a ton of minutes on.  These US phone cards will eat up international minutes fast but they will work and can be reloaded over the phone and are not very expensive.  You will need to know how to use them, however.  Most phone calling cards require access numbers when calling from overseas, so check with the phone card company and get them before you go.  There is also a kind of calling card service at http://www.telestial.com/, but I have never used it and don’t know much about it.

Not only can you use a calling card to call home but parents can also use use calling cards to call you at the Villa student phone.  It’s tempting to pick up the phone in the US and call the Villa directly but it can be very expensive on this (US) end so warn your parents.

Some landline services, e.g. Verizon, offer international plans with monthly fees to call from a home phone.  For example, when we teach in Switzerland, my own parents in Boston have added a monthly plan to their AT&T landline plan for Switzerland.  I’m not sure of the cost but in the past it’s been about $10/month and then calls were about 17 cents per minute.  

4.  Cellphones.  Most US cellphones do not work overseas because they are not GSM phones.  For a phone to work in Europe it must be a GSM dual band phone or triband or quadband.  You will want to check to see if your cell phone plan will work overseas; many offer international plans.  Make sure you have a phone that actually will work with these plans and check the price.  Often international plans on US cellphones are really expensive.  You could also buy a new dualband phone that will work overseas and then buy prepaid SIM cards to insert.  You could buy a SIM card for each country (that can add up) or you can buy a more expensive phone that is triband or quad band and then buy a roaming SIM card that works for many countries (although these are expensive).  We personally own a dual band GSM phone, and buy a SIM card per country.  It might bring peace of mind to buy a phone and then buy a SIM card for just one country, such as Switzerland.  Try this site: http://www.telestial.com/.  This is where I bought our phone (a Siemens A55) and prepaid SIM cards.  One advantage is that for most of these cards at this site, incoming calls are free (obviously the person calling pays; but that person could call from Skype on their computer to this cellphone for a pretty low cost).  Another site is 

www.cellularabroad.com.

5.  Facebook obviously, especially for pictures!

6.  Not a way to call home but just a reminder.  Have with you some important phone numbers (e.g. of your bank or credit cards) in case you need to call home.  

