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Dioceses and armed soldiers abroad

BY PIERRE-ANDRE TSCHANZ

Berne is aiming to lift the
constitutional article on dio-
ceses and is asking the elec-
torate to vote on this at the
federal referendum on 10 June
2001. Voters will also be
asked to cast their ballot on
two amendments to the law
which will allow the deploy-
ment of armed troops on

peace missions abroad.

SWISS FOREIGN POLICY will once more
be put to the test at the next referendum.
This time the issue is the participation of
armed Swiss troops in peace-keeping mis-
sions or on manoeuvres abroad. The partial
revision of the Federal Law on the Army and
Military Administration is twofold: firstly it
concerns the conditions under which Swiss
troops take part in peace-keeping missions
abroad, and secondly it relates to interna-
tional co-operation in the field of training.
The referendum is worded against both
amendments.

Peace-keeping missions

The Federal Council and parliament have
been wanting Swiss volunteers to participate
in peace-keeping missions under the aus-
pices of the UN or the Organisation for Se-
curity and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)
for several years now. However, the first pro-
posal to create a contingent of Swiss “blue
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berets” was rejected by 57 percent of voters
on 12 June 1994. As a result the national
government, in its desire to show a concrete
sign of solidarity with the international
community, was forced to negotiate other
forms of Swiss participation in peace-keep-
ing missions. Switzerland sent unarmed
“yellow berets” to Bosnia-Herzegovina to
perform logistical tasks on behalf of the
OSCE. During the Kosovo crisis our coun-
try sent a dozen armed fortress guards to
watch over the Super-Puma helicopters sta-
tioned in Albania. After NATO’s military in-
tervention Berne sent a contingent of
around one hundred soldiers to join the in-
ternational peace corps in Kosovo (KFOR).
While these soldiers carried a personal
firearm, they were placed under the protec-
tion of the Austrian unit due to the lack of
appropriate weaponry.

In future the Federal Council wants to be
able to make decisions on Switzerland’s par-
ticipation in peace-keeping missions inde-
pendently, without having to negotiate with
other armies for the protection of its own
troops. This is the aim of the first part (“Ar-
mament”) of the revision of the Federal Law
on the Army and Military Administration.
The presence of armed Swiss soldiers is lim-
ited to UN or OSCE peace-keeping mis-
sions. Only volunteers are deployed and “the
Federal Council will decide on a case-to-
case basis with respect to the arms required
to protect personnel and troops deployed by
Switzerland and the fulfilment of their man-
date”. “Participation in combative actions
to enforce peace” is expressly excluded. The
Federal Council is responsible for assigning
missions and is obliged to consult the For-
eign Policy Committees of both houses of
parliament before ordering an armed mis-
sion. Moreover, parliamentary approval is
required if more than one hundred person-
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nel are to be sent on an armed mission or if
such a mission lasts more than three weeks.
Two referendums were launched against the
proposal and signed by 122 000 persons in
all. The left-wing “Group for a Switzerland
without an Army (GSoA)” sees in the pro-
posal the machinations of the military,
which does not miss any opportunity to jus-
tify the existence of the army. The GSoA
calls for the emphasis to be shifted to civil-
ian ways of promoting peace. On the right,
the SVP and the Campaign for an Indepen-
dent Neutral Switzerland (AUNS) regard
the participation of armed Swiss contin-
gents in peace-keeping missions as risky and
a violation of neutrality. In their view
Switzerland should prove its solidarity in
the form of humanitarian aid.

Training abroad
The second amendment to the Federal Law
on the Army and Military Administration
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concerns “training co-operation” and aims

to facilitate international agreements on the
training of Swiss soldiers abroad or the joint
training of Swiss with foreign troops, and to
close the loopholes in this area. Collabora-
tion with foreign armies is nothing new. In
1999 66 Swiss soldiers completed a two-
week refresher course on a military base in
southern Sweden, and Swiss F/A-18 fighter

Federal Referendums

10 June 2001

* Amendment of 6 October 2000 to
the Federal Law on the Army and
Military Administration (Military Law)
(Armament).

* Amendment of 6 October 2000 to
the Federal Law on the Army and
Military Administration (Military Law)
(Training Co-operation)

* Federal resolution of 15 December
2000 on abolishing statutory approval
for the establishment of dioceses.

23 September 2001
Subjects not yet decided.

2 December 2001

Subjects not yet decided.
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Keystone

The Catholic church
is to be allowed

in future to make
its own decisions
on establishing
dioceses.

planes took part in NATO mid-air fuelling
exercises. It is worth remembering in this
context that Switzerland is a member of the
NATO “Partnership for Peace”.

Only the AUNS (Campaign for an Inde-
pendent Neutral Switzerland) has come out
aginst this proposal because it is inextricably
linked with Switzerland’s neutral status.

Abolition of the article on dioceses

“Without federal approval, no diocese can
be established”. This directive which was in-
tended to keep religious peace stems from
the era of cultural warfare — the 19th-cent-
ury fight for progress and against the obscu-
rantism of the Catholic church. The Federal

Council and parliament propose to lift this
article, which is incorporated in the third
section of Article 72 of the federal constitu-
tion. Two other exemptive articles governing
religious issues — the ban on Jesuits and the
ban on founding new monasteries — were
lifted following a majority vote by the
people and cantons on the referendum of
20 May 1973. At that time the lifting of the
article on dioceses was regarded as too sen-
sitive. Even when ecclesiastical reforms were
being incorporated in the federal constitu-
tion, the government preferred to postpone
the abolition of this exemptive provision for
awhile in order not to jeopardise the consti-
tutional reform as a whole. Consequently, a
year after the referendum of 18 April 1999
on the new constitution, a parliamentary
initiative proposing to lift the article on
dioceses and supported by the Federal
Council was submitted and last December
approved by the National Council by 170
votes to 17 and by all 38 members of the
State Council.

Despite this unequivocal parliamentary
approval, we must brace ourselves for a de-
bate that will not be without emotion. Last
December Federal Councillor Ruth Metzler
called for a “constructive debate in the inter-
est of tolerance”. During the public hearing
process the proposal encountered opposi-
tion from several cantons, the Swiss Evan-
gelical Association of Churches and even
certain Catholic cantons which regard this
reform as an attempt to influence the ways
in which dioceses are organised.

For their part, those in favour of lifting
the article on dioceses stress that it violates
the principle of equality since it singles out
one church. This, they say, contravenes in-
ternational law and is against the basic right
of religious freedom. L+
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Employment Opportunities
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Small English-language boarding school seeks applicatipns from
Swiss nationals or persons with working permission for Switzerland.
Positions may be available starting in September 2001‘ for qualified
and experienced teachers trained to teach in an English-language
program designed for children 5-14. Persons lntergsted in working
with our boarding students as house parents, assistant house pa-
rents or cook may also wish to apply.

Contact — W. Lovell, CH-3792 Saanen, Switzerland
Tel. (+41 33) 744 13 72, Fax (+41 33) 744 89 82
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