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ARMY IN CRISIS

The Swiss army - where does its future lie?

Having gone through three reforms in fifteen years, the Swiss
army is looking for a solution to new threats. Some factions
want to bolster the traditional defence of Switzerland, while
others wish to see the military deployed for peace in the world.
The Swiss people are behind their army, but there is an air

of uncertainty. By Rolf Ribi

“The Swiss army is not on the brink, but it
has lost its way”, says the “Neue Ziircher
Zeitung”, which points the finger at a “mil-
itary policy impeded by ideology”. The fact
that there is no common ground in Parlia-
ment on the analysis of the strategic position
or on the role of the army is “alarming”.
Three current bills show just how divided
political opinion on the army is at present.
The 2008 armaments programme concerns
vehicles for the armoured transport of in
fantry units and principally an upgrade of
the F/A-18 fighter jets, which form the
backbone of air defence. An alliance made
up of the Swiss People’s Party (SVP), the
Social Democrats and the Greens defeated
the bill in the National Council, and it will
now go before these representatives of the

people again after being presented to the
Council of States. In respect of the replace-
ment of 54 outdated Tiger fighter jets with

the Swedish Gripen, the French Rafale or the

Eurofighter, the budget only stretches to 22
new aircraft and the left opposes the acquisi

tion of new fighter jets. The right, on the other
hand, is strongly against military deployment

for peace-keeping missions abroad.

The role of the army

What is the role of the army under the Fed
eral Constitution? What are the mandates
of the militia army in the present day?

Article 58 of the Federal Constitution
reads: “The armed forces shall serve to
prevent war and to maintain peace; they
shall defend the country and its population.
They shall support the civilian authorities
in safeguarding the country against serious
threats to internal security and in dealing
with exceptional situations.” The army’s
general mandates are derived from this
article:

u Territorial protection operations to safe-
guard important areas and air space in the
event of a strategic threat, usually in con-
junction with civilian authorities.

u Active defence against a military attack in
order to stop or destroy the attacking en-
emy using weapons, blockades and military

strongholds and by means of counter
attack.
m Army deployment in a supporting role at

the request of civilian authorities, such as

military disaster relicf, safeguarding of air
supremacy (for international conferences,
for example), support for police and border
control units, and protection of property
(such as foreign embassies).

m Operations to establish peace abroad and
prevent the outbreak of armed conflict

based on a mandate from the UN or OSCE

and usually in cooperation with other coun
tries.

“Security through cooperation”
The army and military reform have been a
constant topic of political and public debate
since the 1990s. Three factors explain this
the new global situation after the end of the
Cold War, deficiencies in the army and an
increasingly restricted budget. The “Army
95" proposal, the 2000 security policy re
port, the “Army XXI” proposal and, more
recently, the 20082011 militar

reform are
all milestones. The “Army 95” document

(4()().()()() men as ()Pp()g('d to (7“()‘(?(10,
shorter periods of compulsory service) re
vealed fundamental shortcomings in the
army, in particular with regard to training
and support for senior officers. The Federal
Council said at the time that the “defence
situation was unsatisfactory”.

The Federal Council report to Parliament
on Switzerland’s security policy in June 1999
highlighted the new principle of “sccurity
through cooperation”. This meant greater
cooperation between the army and civilian
authorities in Switzerland and an increased

contribution to peace keeping abroad. The

100-page military blueprint XXI for the

“Armada Svizra” (as the army is known in Ro-
mansch) was based on this security policy
report.

The security report and army blueprint
led to the next step in the reform process -
the “Army XXI” proposal. This communi-
cation from the Federal Council to Parlia-
ment in October 2001 contained the
following key elements - as well as defence
and territorial protection, the army would

also be deployed to “prevent and overcome
life-threatening dangers” (together with
civilian authorities in Switzerland and
abroad) and to “safeguard peace and tackle
crises” (together with other countries and
international organisations). The number
of army personnel would be reduced from
360,000 to a maximum of 140,000 with a
reserve corps of 80,000. The compulsory
service age would be lowered to 30 and the
training of recruits extended to 21 weeks.
In May 2003, the Swiss people approved
the “Army XXI” proposal by a majority of

i (\ "l’l .

2008-2011 army reform
The next controversial step in the reform of
the army came in May 2005. The army’s main
responsibility was no longer to be the tradi-
tional task of national defence. Its main role
would be territorial protection involving sur-
veillance of border crossings, localities and
transport axes. Federal Councillor Samuel
Schmid said: “National defence should notbe
restricted to defence against military attack.”
He said traditional warfare in Europe was
“unlikely in the foreseeable future even though
it cannot be ruled out altogether”. On the
other hand, he said, the threat of terrorism
was very real and it was now a matter of “pro-
tecting a high-tech society”.

The capacity for traditional defence was
therefore to be reduced by half to around just
18,500 personnel. The total number of peo-
ple serving in the army was to remain un-
changed at 220,000 men (and women).
Equipmentwas to be transferred from the ar-
moured units and the artillery to the infan-
try. The infantry would assume responsibil-
ity for territorial protection and the armoured
units would provide military expertise.

Opposition from military circles...
The 20082011 development plan sparked

strong criticism from military circles and in
Parliament. Former Lieutenant General Si-
mon Kiichler said a “muddled situation” had
emerged as the security report and army
blueprint had been superseded by the new
reform proposals. According to Army XXI
“defence remains the army’s key responsibil-
ity”, yetit was felt that this was no longer the
case in view of the proposed reduction in de-
fence forces.
Former Major General Paul Miiller also
voiced criticism, arguing that warfare involv-
ing the use of heavy weaponry was called

for in territorial protection as well as in de

fence scenarios. He said: “No army would en-
ter into an operational security mission with-
out such resources.” This former senior
officer also believed the concept of the mili-
tia army was in jeopardy as there would be
very few positions of command and staff
officer roles for militia officers (alongside
professional officers) in a significantly scaled-
down army.

Jean-Pierre Bonny, President of the Asso-
ciation of Former Members of the Swiss
Army (Pro Militia), was critical of the “Fed-
eral Council's hasty move just 14 months
after the entry into force of the XXI Army
reform approved by the people”. He said
the proposed reduction in defence forces
would also have a detrimental effect on ter-
ritorial protection as armoured divisions
would be “absolutely indispensable” for this
purpose.

...and from politicians
The restructuring of the army for the years
2008 to 2011 caused great controversy in Par-
liament. The new role of the army came in
for criticism from the left and right of the
political divide. The National Council
soundly rejected the reform in October 2006.
The Swiss People’s Party said the proposals

moved too far “away from the traditional
role of defence towards that of combating
terrorism” as it was apprehensive about a co-
alition with NATO in an emergency situa-
tion. The Social Democrats were wary of
army operations within Switzerland and be-
lieved its peace-keeping missions abroad
were in jeopardy.

Defence Minister Samuel Schmid at
tempted to reach a political compromise -
the abolition of just two instead of four
armoured divisions and no increase in mili-
tary peace-keeping operations. The slightly

mncdrd()\\ narmy reform was unanimous]y
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approved by the Council of States in March
2007. But there was still criticism from
some quarters. The “Neue Ziircher Zeitung”
highlighted “concessions made to the
supporters of an outdated traditional de-
fence-oriented army” and “lost opportu-
nities to develop expertise and gain expe-
rience” owing to reduced international
operations.

The 2008-2011 reform bill was then re-
turned to the National Council. The repre-
sentatives of the people also gave the reform
their resounding approval in June 2007 as the

Social Democrats (unlike the Swiss People’s
Party and the Greens) also supported the
proposal. However, a key issue remained un-
resolved — the number of armoured battal-
ions to defend the nation. By law, this deci-
sion lies with the Federal Council and not
Parliament ...

A militia army?

The militia army has been a key issue in every
step in the reform process in recent years.
Does Switzerland need a militia army or a
professional army? What size should the

army be in future? Is general compulsory mil-
itary service still appropriate or do we want
an army of volunteers? -

The militia army is as deeply engrained in
the Swiss mindset as direct democracy and
federalism. It is the traditional means of de-
fence for Switzerland as a small, armed and
neutral nation. And it is also part of the Fed-
eral Constitution: “Switzerland shall have
armed forces. In principle, the armed forces
shall be organised as a militia” (Article 58).
Prominent critics nevertheless fear the clan-

destine abolition of the militia army by the
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“WE NEED THE ARMY"

INTERVIEW WITH KURT R. SPILLMANN, FORMER PROFESSOR OF SECURITY POLICY

AND CONFLICT RESEARCH AT ETH ZURICH

How do you see the security situation in Europe?

I cannot envisage any military threat to Switzerland today or in the
foreseeable future. I believe the threat comes instead from terrorist
and criminal organisations. This type of threat cannot be combated by
military means. However, today’s threats and risks are often indirectly
linked to violent conflicts sometimes in distant parts of the world. The
key task of the armed forces is to secure peace and stability in these

conflict regions.

Could Russia become an aggressive major power in Europe?

Idon't believe that is likely in the foreseeable future. Russia only
possesses around 10% of America’s military strength excluding
nuclear potential, which can hardly be used for military purposes.
Unfortunately, under President Bush the USA failed to integrate
Russia more into the international system. The new American

President Obama now wants to open fresh dialogue with Russia.

This may improve global security.

What if, for the sake of argument, Switzerland were to come

under military attack?

Before launching a military attack on Switzerland, the foreign army
would have to have overcome the defence forces of NATO and the
European Union. That being the case, Swiss militia officers and
soldiers would face a very battle-hardened army. This would be a war
of self-destruction that we would have to prevent by using all of

our political guile.

Should Switzerland have
its own air force?

Yes, but this air force
should not just operate in its
own air space. Our fighter
jets can make a contribution
towards securing European
air space. Incidentally, au-
tonomous national defence
means having to secure your
own air space, but to achieve
air supremacy you need
to have your own satellite,
which Switzerland doesn’t
have.

How do senior officers and soldiers in the Swiss army motivate
themselves when there is no evil enemy in sight?

Switzerland needs to hold a major debate on whether it should

increase its cooperation on peace-keeping operations in view

of the current threat situation. I am thinking primarily of the
European Union, which is developing civilian and military peace-
keeping forces as part of its security and defence policy. To say

to our soldiers that they have the task of ensuring security on the
periphery of Europe would provide great purpose.

INTERVIEW BY ROLF RIBI
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department of defence and senior military
staff. They argue:

m Switzerland now has a regular army. Sin-
gle-term conscripts carry out their entire
compulsory service of around nine months
in one go. They are now trained by profes-
sional soldiers instead of militia officers.
They say: “the gradual professionalisation of
the army is alienating it from the people.”

m Compulsory military service provided for
by the Constitution is being avoided. Only
60% of men now discharge their compulsory
service as set out in the Constitution. The

tary expert Barbara Haering of the Social
Democratic Party. She believes 10,000 sol-
diers with high availability and 40,000 with
lower availability are sufficient and that
peace-keeping missions with the interna-
tional community are the most important
task. She also says that increasing the use of
the army to ensure internal security is the
wrong approach.

Former Brigadier General Hans-Ulrich
Ernst would like to see a militia army of just
30,000 men. He says: “The army is too big.
We have 140,000 soldiers who have to serve

battle tanks in densely populated areas
(former National Councillor Ulrich Schliier).
On the left, the Social Democrats and Greens
would like to see the army’s operations within
Switzerland restricted and instead to increase
peace-keeping missions abroad. Josef Lang,
the Green Alternative National Councillor,
said: “The real challenges facing our country
are no longer military ones. They concern
protection of the environment, natural catas-
trophes and global poverty.”

However, official military policy also
comes in for criticism. The “security through

remainder perform civil defence or are re-
jected as unfit for service. They say: “This
contradicts the spirit of equity in the appli-
cation of the draft and undermines the con-
cept of the militia.”

A militia army or a professional army? A
professional army “going it alone” without
dependence on an international alliance is
not a cheaper option than a militia army. An
army with professional soldiers only makes
sense if military operations abroad are re-
quired, but not if the army has a purely de-
fensive role. The Federal Constitution would
also have to be amended to provide for such
a change and there is no majority support
among the people or the cantons for a pro-
fessional army.

“We don't need a huge army”

The Federal Council and the army leader-
ship agree that the size of the army has to be
reduced. The Swiss army currently numbers
around 220,000 active soldiers (77,000 of
whom are reserves). The size of the army,
which is large by international standards, is
primarily due to general compulsory military
service. “Having an army based on the com-
pulsory military service system makes no
sense from a security or military perspective
and is financially unsustainable”, says mili-

for ten years. We don’t need a huge army.”
Ernst recommends that in future 9o% of re-
cruits carry out military service of seven

months’ duration in one go. This means that

9,000 soldiers would be available constantly.
These single-term conscripts would be

trained and led by professional officers and

senior militia personnel in permanent posi-
tions. Such a move would reduce the army in

active service to around 30,000 soldiers in

addition to 80,000 reservists as before.

Karl Haltiner, a military expert from the
Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH),
proposes a militia army made up of 30,000
men — a core armed force of 25,000 volun-
teer soldiers and 5,000 professional soldiers.
His recommendation is modelled on the Na-
tional Guard, the American voluntary mili-
tia who are well-equipped and led by militia
officers. His idea would provide a financially
attractive solution.

Rigid military policy

The opposing sides in the debate about a

modern Swiss army are fairly uncompromis-
ing. On the right, there is the Swiss People’s

Party and Pro Militia, the association of
former army members. They support tradi-
tional national defence using tanks, infantry-
men and artillery and talk about positioning

cooperation” principle remains a controver-

sial issue. The army’s new mandate for ter-
ritorial protection, the decline in impor-
tance of traditional defence and the threat
situation in general do not seem to have been
fully thought through. One thing is clear,
and that is that in the foreseeable future any
threat to Switzerland comes not from for-
eign armies, but from global terrorism (see
the interview with security expert Kurt
Spillmann).

Both opponents and advocates of the army
reforms can find support among the people.
Almost 70% of Swiss people believe the army
is necessary. Around 80% want to sec a “well-
equipped and well-trained army”. 51% are in
favour of the militia army, while 42% support
the abolition of general compulsory military
service. The authors of the Swiss Federal Tn-
stitute of Technology study on security say:

“The army still has the backing of the people.
Support for general compulsory military
service is declining. There is definitely an air
of uncertainty.”

DOCUMENTATION
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