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VOTING / 3 MARCH

Switzerland says Yes to the UN

PABLO CRIVELLI

Switzerland is to become

the 190th member of the
United Nations. On 3 March
54.6 % of voters decided in
favour of membership.

Yes majority from the Valais (51.5 percent
or a majority of only 2700 votes).

Since 1891 only thirteen popular initia-
tives have been accepted, which is indicative
of how difficult it is to carry a proposal
without broad-based political support. Wit-
ness the massive thumbs-down given to the
popular initiative by the Swiss Trades Union
Association for shorter working hours: it
was rejected by all cantons by a majority
ranging between 58 percent (JU) and 89.6

EXPERTS WERE ALMOST unanimous in
predicting a majority vote from the elec-
torate. But the state majority was uncertain
right up to the last minute, and turned the
Sunday referendum into a cliff-hanger. At
the end of the day the initiative was accept-
ed by a hair’s-breadth cantonal majority of
12 to 11.

Apart from a few surprises, the predic-
tions of experts were confirmed: the
cantons of central and Eastern Switzerland
as well as the Ticino rejected the proposal.
As expected, Western Switzerland gave a
resounding thumbs-up, despite the narrow
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Federal Referendums
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percent (Al).

At 57.5 percent, the average turnout was
the highest since the referendum on joining
the European Economic Area (EEA) in

1992.
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The UN building in Geneva.

80 percent Yes from the
Fifth Switzerland

The cantons of Geneva, Vaud and
Lucerne register the votes of their ex-
patriate voters separately. In the can-
ton of Lucerne, 78.4 percent of expa-
triates voted Yes to UN membership.
In the canton of Geneva, the seat of
the UN, 78.2 percent of Swiss Abroad
voted Yes, while in Vaud 82.3 percent
of Swiss Abroad approved the pro-
posal. Compared to the overall results
(Lucerne 51.5 percent, Geneva 66.9
percent and Vaud 63.5 percent Yes
majority), the Fifth Switzerland’s clear
approval is well above the national
average. OSA
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~ COMMENTARY

We remain neutral

UN opponents complained that by vot-
ing for UN membership, Swiss voters
would give up their integral neutrality —
their “splendid isolation”. In reality this
integral neutrality, if indeed it ever exist-
ed, has been non-existent since the early
1990s. This was when the Federal Coun-

cil decided to impose economic sanctions
against Iraq and ex-Yugoslavia and ef-
fectively participate in the UN security
systerm.

Swiss voters proved their logical think-
ing on 3 March: UN membership is
merely the logical consequence of the vote
in favour of sending armed Swiss soldiers
on peacekeeping missions abroad. The
majority of the electorate approved this
foreign policy pursued by the Federal
Council after the end of the Cold War,
thereby correcting a situation which
many regarded as an anomaly.

What swung the pendulum towards a
Yes was not only the new international
context, but more importantly the Feder-
al Council’s assurances regarding neu-
trality; because although this foreign pol-
icy instrument is increasingly turning
into an empty formula, it is dear to Swiss
hearts. Sensitive to this psyche, the gov-
ernment repeatedly stressed that UN
membership and Swiss neutrality were
compatible. Naturally the UN opponents
did not share this opinion. Although they
had to accept defeat, they succeeded in
persuading over a million voters, mainly
in rural regions.

In any case, UN opponents can con-
tinue to rest easy: the Federal Council
will practise a policy of moderation with-
in the UN and concentrate on tradition-
al areas such as development aid. On
motions to impose economic sanctions,
Berne will follow the majority; and when
it comes to military sanctions, Switzer-

land will abstain. Pablo Crivelli

Translated from the German by N. Chisholm

SWISS REVIEW NO. 2 - MAY 2002



	3 March : Switzerland says Yes to the UN

