Zeitschrift: Swiss review : the magazine for the Swiss abroad
Herausgeber: Organisation of the Swiss Abroad

Band: 19 (1992)

Heft: 2

Artikel: Political rights : does Swiss democracy need reform?
Autor: Tschanz, Pierre-André / Felber, René

DOl: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907227

Nutzungsbedingungen

Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich fur deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veroffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanalen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation

L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En regle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
gu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use

The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 12.12.2025

ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch


https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907227
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en

Political rights

Does Swiss democracy

Less than ten years ago the
French philosopher, Jean-
Francois Revel, declared
that democracy was con-
demned to a slow death.
Few opinions can have
been contradicted more
decisively by the march of
events. In just a few years,
we have been able to watch
the disappearance one by
one of the dictatorships of
Latin America, followed by
the advent of democracy in
the countries of central and
eastern Europe, even ex-
tending to the republics of
the defunct Soviet Union.
The truth is that today
democracy is more alive
and more widespread

than it has ever been at
any time in history.

ut this triumph of democracy has
B not by any means dissipated the

doubts and the self-questioning in
the minds of many Swiss citizens about
the future of their own particular de-
mocratic institutions. The hour of deci-
sive choice is now approaching. I refer
to the place of Switzerland in the inte-
grated Europe of the future. Swiss citi-
zens will now have to make up their
minds on this vital matter. For it is the
voters who will have the last word.

We live in a world marked by the de-
velopment of modern electronic com-
munications and media, where the diffe-
rent regions of our planet are ever more
interdependent. In these circumstances,
is the system of semi-direct democracy,
as we know it in Switzerland, still rele-
vant? Or is it completely out-of-date?
Should it be reformed? If yes, how

Pierre-André Tschanz

should it be reformed? With the drama-
tic speeding up of the process of inte-
gration in western Europe, these ques-
tions have been asked with more and
more urgency during the last few years
in Switzerland. Semi-direct democracy,
something which has always been
thought of as special to Switzerland, is
being brought into question. Just as are
all the other practices that mark our
country off from its neighbours. The
current climate is one of alignment.
The rights of popular initiative and of
calling a referendum, sovereignty of the
people and the cantons in all constitu-
tional matters, a type of cantonal auto-
nomy within federal Switzerland which
is as extensive as possible — these are
the three main pillars of our semi-direct
democracy. And it is in the name of
alignment with our neighbours — in the
framework of European integration —
that they are being so widely brought
into question today. Switzerland’s pre-
sent policy with respect to European in-
tegration is one of full participation in
the medium term. The government has
decided as a first step to take up full
membership in the European Economic
Area (EEA), which now covers the
whole of western Europe and includes
380 million consumers. Within this area

- there is to be totally free movement of

persons, goods, capital and services. A
little later, the Swiss government also
intends to join the European Community,
which will most probably by that time
have been rechristened the European
Union. There should be no doubt that

Is our semi-direct democracy still
practicable with the increased
interlocking and mutual dependence
within the European continent?
(Photo: KeyColor)

Switzerland’s policy with respect to
European integration quite clearly
implies a transfer of sovereignty. In a
substantial number of areas, the Swiss
federal government and the cantons will
have to transfer their present preroga-
tives to supra-national institutions,
which will include the European Court
of Justice and the various bodies which
make up the European Community. It is
difficult to imagine that this can happen
without having a substantial effect on
today’s popular rights in Switzerland.
As things are at present, 100,000
Swiss citizens — or just about 2% of all
those entitled to vote — may set in mo-
tion a popular initiative requiring a
modification of the federal constitution.
Unless it is withdrawn, any such popu-
lar initiative must be put to the vote.
And if the majority of the voters and of
the cantons accepts such an initiative, it
becomes part of the constitution. You

Message from th

he revision of the Law on the Politi-

cal Rights of the Swiss Abroad will
give Swiss citizens living abroad the
right to participate in all federal referen-
dums and in elections to the National
Council as from July 1, 1992.

I am convinced that this news will
bring great joy to the hearts of those of
our compatriots who live abroad and
whose interest in Swiss political life re-
mains vibrant. It is by participating re-
gularly and in large numbers that you
will be able to show those who have
been defending your interests that they
were right to demand this prerogative
on your behalf.

This new situation is not intended as
a one-way street. The right to vote
which you have gained gives you the
opportunity of strengthening your links
with your country, wherever you may be
in the world, and at the same time it will
greatly enrich Swiss political life. At the
end of the day you alone are in a positi-
on to decide on the use you make of it.
The only thing I can do is to invite you
as warmly as possible to participate in
our political life. The chance of history



need reform?

might say that the popular initiative is at
present the accelerator pedal of Switzer-
land’s democracy.

But Switzerland’s participation in the
process of European integration will be
bound to limit the right of popular in-
itiative in all those areas in which the
federal and cantonal governments have
surrendered their prerogatives to a
supra-national body. To take a very tel-
ling example, a popular initiative which
required a limitation on the number of
foreign nationals in Switzerland — and
about a dozen such initiatives have been
launched in Switzerland during the last
quarter century — would no longer be
possible. This is so for the simple reason
that if the majority of the people and of
the cantons were to approve such an in-
itiative they would find themselves in
contradiction with European law — and
this will be true with regard to both the
European Economic Area and the Eu-

has given you the opportunity of influ-
encing Swiss politics at a time when im-
mense transformations are taking place
in Europe and in the world. Switzerland
is not an island, and in playing its part in
the international community it has only
two alternatives: to participate actively
in the search for a new relationship bet-
ween nations or to subject itself passive-

President of the Confederation

ly to the consequences of not participa-
ting.

The Federal Council is conscious of
the imperative choices which have to be
made and is resolved to follow a policy
of reform and openness. Openness to
the Europe of the Community, for the
object of the European policy of the Fe-
deral Council is none other than to be-
come a member of the European Com-
munity — and also openness to the other
Europe, in the centre and the east of our
continent. Nor indeed do we intend to
neglect the rest of the world. Each of
these areas requires of us an increased
effort of solidarity. Such solidarity is in
our interest too, for our own security de-
pends on the economic and political sta-
bilisation of the new republics which
have so recently freed themseleves from
the totalitarian yoke. The same is true
for the third world which, in the absen-
ce of a substantial improvement in its
economic situation, could well be at the
origin of a stream of migrants towards
the wealthier countries of a width and
depth which has never yet been seen.
This desire to become more open to the

FORUM

The “Landsgemeinde” would also be
affected by the limitations due to
Switzerland’s participation in the
European integration.

Our illustration: The old Uri “Ring”.
(Photo: Alfredo Cioccari)

world can be put into practice only if re-
forms take place at home. There will be
sections of our population who will suf-
fer from Switzerland’s essential adjust-
ment to the new international scene —
and our national spirit of solidarity must
also reach out to them. For if we do not
take great care the difficulties of adjust-
ing to the future could encourage a feel-
ing of isolationism, of looking inwards
rather than outwards.

The importance of these challenges
should not drive us into a state of para-
lysis but should rather lead us to a con-
viction that we must change old
thought-patterns and attitudes. In the
immediate future you too will be able to
make your voices heard on the questions
which will decide the future of our coun-
try. Only a sense of civic duty which is
adequate for the tasks ahead will enable
Switzerland to enter the 21st century
with its head high. It is in this sense that
the voting paper which will now be
available to each and every one of you is
of the greatest possible importance.
René Felber
President of the Confederation &

Swiss
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ropean Community. There is no differ-
ence between the two in this respect.
And the same is also the case with re-
spect to the right to demand a referen-
dum — which may be described as the
brake pedal of our democratic vehicle.
Here too the people would no longer
have the right of veto in any matter
which had been given over to supra-
national jurisdiction. Today the sovereign
— and in Switzerland the sovereign is the
people — must be consulted in all cases
which involve a change in the federal
constitution. In addition, 50,000 citi-
zens entitled to vote, or eight cantonal
governments, have the right to demand a
referendum on any federal law which
has general validity. This is what is

known as the institution of the optional
referendum.

The same restrictions would apply to
those last vestiges of direct democracy
as operated in a number of the smaller
cantons and half-cantons in German-
speaking Switzerland, the famous
“Landsgemeinden” — or public assem-
blies in which all citizens entitled to
vote come together in the town square
or other public place — to debate matters
relating to the public domain and to
exercise their democratic rights at the
cantonal level. Such “Landsgemeinden”
still take place in the cantons and half-
cantons of Glarus, Appenzell (both
Rhodes) and Unterwalden (Upper and
Lower).

Federalism may be defined as the
principle by which the decision-making
process is as near to the individual citi-
zen as is humanly possible (the gearbox
of the democratic vehicle) — and this
principle has traditionally been exerci-
sed at three levels — the municipal, the
cantonal and the federal. The truth is,
however, that with European integration
federalism is about to be given — and
possibly enriched by — a new level, the
European level. This way of putting in a
nutshell the developments which we
may expect in the next few years is the
idea of Olivier Jacot-Guillarmot, deputy
head of the Federal Office of Justice,
who is the author of two wide-ranging
reports on the consequences which

The sovereign legislator: the Swiss people

To act — To react

Swiss democracy is distinguished from other forms of
democracy by the fact that the people not only take part
in elections but make direct decisions on specific prac-

tical matters.

tries in the world give their people

rights of the type which they have
in Switzerland — the rights to introduce
popular initiatives and to demand refe-
rendums. In most other democracies the
people have the right merely to elect
their representatives, but in Switzerland
they can also decide on matters of prac-
tical concern.

I ess than a quarter of all the coun-

The initiative

The popular initiative permits any citi-
zen to propose a partial or total revision
of the federal constitution. Such a pro-
posal may be formulated in either gene-
ral or concrete terms.

As soon as the text of an initiative
is published in the Official Federal
Gazette, its originators have 18 months
to collect a minimum of 100,000 valid
signatures of Swiss citizens entitled to
vote.

In 1990 a committee was estab-
lished in order to gain support for
a draft proposal 'For a work-free
National Day’. If it is accepted,

the federal constitution will include
an additional article making
August 1 an official holiday.

Swiss
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If the signatures are obtained in the
time allowed and officially handed in,
the initiative is then presented to the
Federal Council and to Parliament. If
the initiative is couched only in general
terms, the National Council and the
Council of States must work out a pre-
cise draft text.

The Federal Council and Parliament
may react to a popular initiative in three
different ways: they may either recom-
mend the voters to accept or reject the
initiative, or they may propose their
own counter-initiative.

The initiative or the counter-initiative
is deemed to be accepted if the majority
of the people and of the cantons vote in
favour.

The referendum

® At the federal level referendums are
compulsory for any change in the con-
stitution, and the same is true for other
important decisions, such as member-
ship of international or supra-national
organisations, e.g. the UNO and the EC.
This means that any decision on such
matters made by Parliament must be
submitted to the people for their accep-
tance or rejection.

In these cases also, a majority of the

The professional association,

the Union of Swiss Small Power
stations, has succeeded in

its demand for a referendum
against the Revision of the Federal
Law on Watercourses which is
intended to protect the integrity of
free-flowing streams. The vote
was on May 17, 1992.

total vote, as well as a majority of the
cantons, is required for acceptance.

® The Swiss federal constitution does
not contain a provision by which any
change in the law must be subject to a
compulsory referendum. However, all
federal laws, changes in federal laws
and some types of international treaty
are subject to the optional referendum.
In such cases a referendum takes place
only provided that 50,000 citizens entit-
led to vote sign a petition to this effect
within 90 days after publication of the
text in question in the Official Federal
Gazette.

A proposal is deemed to be accepted
provided that the majority of the people
is in favour, and in this case the majori-
ty of the cantons is not required.

Anne Gueissaz |

\Gruphlcz Hugo Bossard
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Switzerland’s participation in the pro-
cess of European integration may be ex-
pected to have on democracy and on
federalism as it operates at present in
Switzerland.

But the policy of the Swiss govern-
ment on European integration is not the
only factor which will transform the po-
litical rights of Swiss citizens. Whatever
choice it makes in this area, Switzerland
cannot possibly escape the ever increa-
sing economic globalisation, reflected
in the internationalisation of trade in
every conceivable commodity and in
the inter-dependence of states which is
growing every day. We can never allow
ourselves to forget that one Swiss franc
out of every two comes from foreign
trade. In the past Switzerland has al-
ways tried to preserve its independence
and its prosperity, together with the
freedom and the rights of the confed-
erates, as stipulated in the federal con-
stitution. But the question now is: Does
maintaining the joint prosperity of all
the Swiss people have priority over the
maintenance of democratic rights as
they have been understood since the

It is only since 1971 that Swiss
women have enjoyed the same civic
rights as Swiss men. In that year,
now over twenty years into history,
the number of citizens with full civic
rights doubled overnight. But this
has not had a particularly beneficial
effect on the main problem which
besets Swiss democracy: abstention
from voting. During the last quarter
of a century the number of those
who do not bother to vote has been
increasing steadily. This is a
situation which causes grave
anxiety to both the government and
the political parties, but so far no
one has been able to come up with
a suitable remedy.

creation of modern Switzerland in
1848? The people as sovereign — more
than five million individuals living in
Switzerland and abroad — will be reply-
ing to this question in a number of up-
coming referendums. The first will be
on Switzerland’s membership of the Eu-
ropean Economic Area — at the begin-
ning of next year — and then a few years
later perhaps will come the people’s de-
cision on Switzerland’s full membership
in the European Community. And in
both these cases, ironically perhaps, the
deeper question is: Will the people as
sovereign continue to make the impor-
tant choices of the future in our traditio-
nal form of semi-direct democracy as
they have always done in the past? M

Portrait

Georg Stucky

e is not one of the main foreign po-

licy figures of the Federal Assem-
bly. Nor is he one of those parliamenta-
rians who is always to be heard putting
forward motions for this and that new
idea. But he is persistent and gets things
done. That, in very few words, is Doc-
tor-at-Law Georg Stucky, member of
the National Council, member of the
government of the Canton of Zug since
1975, and an acknowledged financial
expert. He is the man who, with his
parliamentary motion first put forward
in 1986, has achieved the breakthrough
by which the Swiss Abroad will be able
to vote by correspondence from July 1
of this year.

An idea well worth pursuing

With his original motion Stucky seemed
at first to be backing a non-starter. The
introduction of the postal vote had been
one of the main demands of the Swiss
Abroad and their national lobby, the Or-
ganisation of the Swiss Abroad, for de-
cades. In summer 1985 it looked as if
the idea had once again been put on the
back burner after the cantons, the politi-
cal parties and the professional associa-
tions had come out with rather divided
opinions on the matter.

As a result the Federal Council of the
day came to the conclusion that it would
be better to let the wind blow itself out.
But not the Organisation of the Swiss
Abroad, which in August 1985 passed
a strongly-phrased protest resolution
at that year’s Congress for the Swiss
Abroad in Interlaken. And not National
Councillor Stucky, who started plough-
ing his way through the answers to the
proposal which was about to be dismis-

FORUM

sed by the government and came to the
conclusion that it was well worth
pursuing.

But where did this government exe-
cutive and member of Parliament for the
Canton of Zug get his enthusiasm for
the Fifth Switzerland? The answer is
quite simple: from his own experience.
Before he entered Swiss politics Georg
Stucky worked for the petroleum indu-
stry for a number of years and has lived
at various periods of his life in Ger-
many, in the Middle East and in north
Africa.

Swiss Abroad in Parliament?

For National Councillor Stucky the
postal vote for the Swiss Abroad is not
the end of the road but a point very near
the beginning of it. He wants much
more attention to be given to the experi-
ence, opinions and advice which can
certainly be garnered from the Fifth
Switzerland, and he recently remarked:
It is by no means unthinkable that a
Swiss citizen living abroad should be a
candidate for the National Council.
Which party will be the first to send
such a member to Parliament?’

It is quite possible that it will be the
international section of the Radical De-
mocratic Party which was formed re-
cently with Stucky as president. The
Radical Democrats are rich in tradition,
and this is the first Swiss party to extend
its structures to the Swiss Abroad.

Other parties are likely to follow suit.
And this means that the communication
channels which have always been main-
tained between the Fifth Switzerland
and their old homeland will receive a
new and very important dimension. The
network of relationships will become
closer, and the stream of information
will become stronger. For the lasting be-
nefit of all our compatriots.

R.W. ||

A Swiss regional magazine
“DAS LINDENBLATT”

looks for

Swiss Abroad who like writing. Why not give
your fellow-citizens at home in Switzerland an
idea of what daily life is like in the fascinating
land in which you live?

If you are interested, write or fax us your
name, address and telephone number. And
we will send you all the information you
need.

Our address: Gasthof zur Linde, Christof
Ramseier, Rubigenstrasse 46, CH-3123 Belp
BE, Tel.: 0041 31 819 60 04

Fax: 0041 31 81921 38
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