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

Band: 38 (2011)

Heft: 1

Artikel: Switzerland - a nation of immigration : immigration creates prosperity -
and brings new concerns

Autor: Ribi, Rolf

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907321

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: 17.04.2026

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


https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907321
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

SWISS REVIEW January 2011/ No. 1

Photo: Il lungo addio - Der lange Abschied”, edit. Dieter Bachmann, Limmat Verlag, Zurich, 2003

[SWITZERLAND - A NATION OF IMMIGRATION

Immigration creates prosperity - and brings new concerns
Switzerland has been a nation of immigration for more than a
hundred years. After the watershed year of 2002, immigration
from the rest of Europe increased dramatically. The new immi-
grants are contributing to Switzerland’s prosperity. However,
new problems and concerns have emerged - in the housing mar-
ket, on the labour market, in social welfare and, last but not
least, in terms of social integration. By Rolf Ribi

There is a major problem in the magnificent
Swiss Alps. When the cattle are led onto the
alpine pastures in early summer, there is a
shortage of milkers, shepherds and herds-
men. The work in the solitary mountain en-
vironment is hard, with
long days and modest
pay. Consequently, last
summer, there were not
enough men lending a
hand in some alpine ar-
eas. The people were de-
lighted to see Germans,
Austrians, Italians and
Poles supporting local
alpine farmers. Farming
in the Swiss Alps would
not be possible without
workers from abroad.
The situation in the
local alpine economy es-
sentially reflects that of
the economy as a whole.
Foreigners have made a
huge contribution to
Switzerland as a busi-
ness location and centre
of learning for more
than a century. Large
numbers of Italian work-
ers helped build the
large tunnels through
the Alps at the end of the 19th century and
numerous German workers, industrialists
and artists helped shape cultural and eco-
nomic life in the new Swiss federal state from
1850 (including Heinrich Nestlé, Georg
Wander, Walter Boveri, Rudolf Diesel,
Georg Biichner and Richard Wagner). Swit-
zerland was traditionally a nation of emigra-
tion until the end of the 19th century. Thou-
sands of young Swiss emigrated back then,
primarily to North and South America. The
population census of 1880 revealed a turna-
round: Switzerland had become a nation of

immigration. “Alongside France, Switzer-
land is the country with the longest tradition
of immigration in Europe”, according to
former Swiss ambassador Alfred Defago.

Young immigrant worker from Italy in the early 1960s.

Figures on migration

Key figures on migration in Switzerland:
at the end of 2009, Switzerland’s permanent
resident population was 7.78 million people,
of whom 1.71 million, or around 229, were
foreigners. This was a total of 84,000 people
or 1.1% more than in the previous year (fol-
lowing an increase of no less than 1.4% in
2008). These are significantly higher growth
rates than in the rest of Europe. They rep-
resent a projected doubling of the size of the
population every 50 to 6o years. The key in-
dicator is the migration balance, i.e. the

difference between immigration and emigra-
tion. In 2009, there were 160,600 immi-
grants compared to 86,000 emigrants, pro-
ducinga positive migration balance of 74,600.
79,000 foreigners came to Switzerland as
new permanent residents (in the previous
year, the figure was as high as 103,000, which
is equal to the population of the town of
Winterthur). The migration balance of the
foreign resident population has been posi-
tive ever since 1979.

Among Swiss citizens, 4,400 more people
emigrated abroad last year than returned
home. The migration balance for the Swiss
has been negative since 1992. In 2009, 22,400
Swiss abroad returned to their homeland,
primarily for economic reasons (at the end
of last year, 684,974
Swiss citizens were liv-
ing abroad, 76.5% of
themin western Europe
and North America).
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Migration trend

A review of recent
decades reveals the fol-
lowing time-lapse pic-
ture thanks to Swiss mi-
gration policy: from the
end of the Second
World War to the 1960s,
strong economic output
resulted in a shortage of
labour. Seasonal work-
ers, primarily from It-
aly, came to Switzer-
land for nine months at
a time in large numbers.
At the end of the 1950s,
it was made easier to
bring family members.
The proportion of the
foreign resident popu-
lation rose from 6% in
1950 to 13.6% in 1963. Growing fears of for-
eign domination emerged and the Schwarzen-
bach initiative “against superalienation” was
only narrowly rejected in 1970. From then
until the 1990s, immigration was mainly
managed with quotas. However, the propor-
tion of foreigners continued to rise (seasonal
workers were given one-year residency and
it was made easier for family members to join
them).

Migration policy changed course at the be-
ginning of the 1990s with the three-circle
model. The origin of the immigrants became
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the decisive factor: the inner circle contained
citizens from the European Union (EU) and
the European Free Trade Association
(EFTA), the second circle embraced citizens
from Australia, Canada, New Zealand and
the USA, and the third circle encompassed
citizens from all other countries. The aim
was to favour influx from the first and, if
need be, the second circle at the expense of
the third. At the end of the 1990s, migration
policy was changed to the dual system still in
place today: the Bilateral Agreements [ with
the European Union brought the free move-
ment of persons with the European area of
that time (15 EU states, EF'TA countries),
together with restricted immigration from
all other countries. The new migration pol-
icy aimed to attract
qualified workers to
Switzerland based on

«

in the event of an excessive increase in immi-
gration” which would allow new quotas. And
the regulation that only those who have an
employment contract with a Swiss company
can stay in Switzerland continues to apply to
all EU and EFTA citizens.

One fundamental change resulting from
the introduction of the free movement of per-
sons in Europe is that 70% of migrants today
come from the European Union. And 60% of
all new immigrants hold a university degree
(that is twice as many as among the Swiss
themselves). This new trend is confirmed by
the Federal Office for Migration: “Since 2002,
the majority of immigrants to Switzerland are
well to very well qualified workers.” Immigra-
tion is high among the academic professions

economic requirements.
In 2005, the Swiss peo-

ple approved the exten-
sion of the agreement

to ten new EU Member
States. Then in 2009,
the Swiss people voted
in favour of the contin-
uation of the free move-
ment of persons with
the EU and its exten-
sion to Bulgaria and
Rumania.

Watershed in immi-
gration

In retrospect, 2002
marked a real water-
shed. From this point
on, immigration from
the rest of Europe in-
creased sharply and the
influx from other coun-
tries fell accordingly.
6,000 EU citizens have migrated to Switzer-
land on average each month since 2006, even
during the economic downturn. “Switzer-
land has lost control of its external borders.
[t is now powerless with regard to immigra-
tion policy”, wrote the editor-in-chief of
“Weltwoche”. Is this statement correct?
There were quotas for the 15 “old” EU states
until mid-2007 and such restrictions will ap-
ply to the eight “new” EU states until 2011
(and even longer for Bulgaria and Rumania).
Swiss diplomats have also negotiated a spe-
cial protective clause with Brussels until 2014

Lebanese-born businessman Nicolas Hayek saved the Swiss watch industry.

(scientists, doctors, university lecturers), tech-
nicians and engineers, and among company
managers in general. “Immigration is shifting
towards the highly qualified, which meets the
requirements of the economy” (according to
a Credit Suisse study).

Contribution to prosperity

In the general debate on immigration from
abroad, opinion-makers on the left and right,
from progressive and conservative parties,
agree that foreign labour has made a signifi-
cant contribution to Switzerland’s prosper-

ity. In the past, it was immigrants from the
south doing the jobs that were unpopular
among the Swiss (in construction, agricul-
ture, industry and hospitality). Today, it is
well educated new immigrants from the
north and west occupying top jobs in busi-
ness and science. “If we want to maintain our
economic performance, then we will need
even more foreign workers in future”, said
Francis Matthey, former Social Democrat
(SP) politician and incumbent president of
the Swiss Federal Commission for Migration
[ssues. “Switzerland is dependent on immi-
gration from the European Union given the
birth rate, demographic trends and the
shortage of specialist workers”, explained
Federal Councillor Doris Leuthard.
“Switzerland as a busi-
ness location requires
expertise and ideas.

Thanks to immigration,
the country has achieved
a level of performance
that would not have
been possible with its
own human resources”,
writes the specialist pub-
lication “Der Arbeits-
markt”. Boris Ziircher,
of the neo-liberal think-
tank Avenir Suisse, be-
lieves that Switzerland is
one of the most glo-
balised nations in the
world. He says: “Thanks
to its open approach to
the production factors
of labour and capital, it
has achieved a level of
performance that could
not be sustained with
Swiss labour alone.”
Beat Hotz-Hart, a

university professor
from Zurich, holds the view that Switzerland
today boasts an “extremely high degree of in-
ternationalisation” in university lecturing, in
research and development, and in manage-
ment and on boards of directors in the busi-
ness world. The global network that comes
with this provides an “enormous advantage
in international competition”. The high level
of internationalisation in top management
positions at Swiss companies is confirmed by
astudy carried out by specialist Guido Schill-
ing AG among the 121 companies with the
highest number of employees: 44% of top
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managers in Switzerland are foreigners — of
these 31% come from Germany (43% in fact
at CEQ level), followed by increasing num-
bers of US and British citizens.

New problems, new concerns

Immigration creates prosperity but also
brings with it new problems and concerns. In
the housing market, strong immigration is
impacting on the issue of limited space with
repercussions for the price of property own-
ership and rent. Immigration of foreign
workers has been the major reason for the
construction of residential accommodation
over the past four years, according to the
property consultancy Wiiest & Partner.
They say: “The market is going through the
roof in some hotspots
in the Geneva and Zu-
rich areas.” This is re-
sulting in prices “no
longer in touch with re-
ality”, particularly for
luxury  properties.
However, while the lo-
cal construction indus-
try and estate agents
are happy, the trend is
having an effect on lo-
cal residents. “Housing

crease in unemployment as a result of immi-
gration. Immigration does not just bring la-
bour into the country, but also consumers
and tenants, boosting the economy and cre-
ating new jobs.

And what about the impact on wages? The
verdict of the State Secretariat concerned
within the Federal Palace is that there is no
evidence of a resulting fall in wages for em-
ployees on low and average incomes. In the
case of highly qualified workers, immigration
has subdued wages, but significantly more so
among foreigners than for the Swiss. Greater
pressure on wages has been avoided thanks
to “accompanying measures” that go with
the freedom of movement of persons in Eu-
rope. These ensure that Swiss salaries and

former price regulator, Rudolf Strahm, be-
lieves the main reason for these social pay-
ments are “the shortcomings in the integra-
tion of foreigners and vocational training”.
He says that alack of vocational training gen-
erally results in unemployment and a need
to claim social benefits and insurance.

The current social burden also has an his-
torical background. The seasonal workers
who arrived from southern Europe, and later
from the Balkans, up until 2002 were largely
uneducated. Switzerland brought them in as
cheap labour. Alain du Bois-Reymond, Di-
rector of the Federal Office for Migration,
confirms this: “The high proportion of for-
eigners on unemployment and invalidity in-
surance benefits is an historical burden from
the days of the seasonal
worker law.” Francis
Matthey, from the Com-
mission for Migration [s-
sues, identifies additional
reasons: the foreign pop-
ulation is younger and
less well educated, many
migrants work in sectors
with a high invalidity risk
and in industries that de-
pend heavily on eco-

nomic conditions.

shortages and price
rises are increasing the
economic pressure on
the socially disadvan-
taged classes, causing a
greater risk of poverty
in the major cities”, ac-
cording to the study

the Ziircher Kantonal-
bank.

Is the predominantly

well qualified new wave
of immigrants pushing
local workers, with and
without a Swiss passport, out of the employ-
ment market? “There is hardly any displace-
ment of local labour”, said Serge

Gaillard, Director of the State Secretariat

for Economic Affairs. “Contrary to fears,
immigrants are not forcing the Swiss out of
the labour market on the whole”, maintains

the specialist publication “Der Arbeits-
markt”, though a certain degree of displace-
ment is taking place among the middle classes.
Economic researchers estimate that there

has been hardly any or only a very slight in-

Switzerland’s top footballers are foreign by birth: Yakin, Barnetta, Behrami and Fernandes
(from left to right)

working conditions are maintained in all sec-
tors and regions of the country.

Impact on social welfare?

[s immigration increasing or decreasing
the burden on our social welfare institutions
and the state? 42% of the unemployed are
foreigners, as are 44% of the recipients of
welfare benefits (60% if we include natural-
ised citizens), and 37% of invalidity insurance
pensions go to foreigners. Yet foreigners
make up 22% of the resident population. The

However, migration
also benefits the social
welfare system: “The im-
migration of predomi-
nantly younger employ-
ees will improve the ratio
between active members
of old-age and invalidity
insurance schemes and
pensioners. [mmigrants

are contributing to the
financing of these
schemes”, says the “Neue
Ziircher Zeitung”. In the
case of old-age and survi-
vors’ insurance alone, around 20% of all sal-
ary contributions come from EU citizens,
who only receive 15% of the benefits. In ad-
dition, entitlement to a full old-age and sur-
vivors’ insurance pension is only granted in
Switzerland after 44 years of contributions.
Anyone who has only worked in Switzerland
for one year therefore only receives 1/44 of
the full pension.

However, there are unanswered questions,
such as why are 10% of Turks aged 30 to 39
receiving an invalidity insurance pension com-
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pared to only 2% of Swiss? Why have one in
three Turks or former Yugoslavians aged so
to 59 taken early retirement on social insur-
ance as opposed to only 9% of Swiss, as a study
claims? Is it fair, for example, that Germans
can receive full unemployment benefit after
just one day’s work provided they have paid
social insurance contributions for a sufficient
length of time in their country of origin?

Scientific studies have been conducted into
how much foreigners pay into the social in-
surance schemes and how much they receive
in benefits (the so-called net transfer balance).
Their tax contributions and the fact that an-
other country has funded their education are
also taken into account. An in-depth immi-
gration study by the Ziircher Kantonalbank
produces a positive bal-
ance (i.e. more pay-
ments than benefit
claims) for all persons of
working age (Swiss and
foreign). This is slightly
lower for foreign pass-
port holders than for
the Swiss, which has to
do with the lower in-
come of foreigners. In
other words, taking
taxes into account, for-
eign immigrants are “vi-
able” from a govern-
ment perspective.

Integration and natu-
ralisation

“They called for la-
bour, and people ar-
rived” - this famous
quote from the author
Max Frisch in 1965 re-
fers to the social inte-
gration of foreign work-
ers into our society.
Switzerland, with its
large number of foreigners, has undoubtedly
achieved impressive integration since the
1960s. For 50 years, nationalist-conservative
groups have repeatedly used the foreigner
debate to stoke the political fire. Those on
the right of politics do not want to acknow-
ledge that Switzerland is a nation of immi-
gration and call for assimilation instead of in-
tegration. The left often naively glorifies
multiculturalism and fails to recognise the
everyday problems of coexistence, particu-
larly in schools.

The integration of the new foreign elite
causes the fewest concerns — they have their
own networks, live in communities, speak
English and send their children to interna-
tional schools. However, there is no disput-
ing the fact that there is still much to do be-
fore “the foreign population has equal
opportunities to participate in economic, so-
cial and cultural life”, according to the Fed-
eral Council. Zurich’s mayor, Corine Mauch,
believes there are fears among the popula-
tion of domination by foreigners. “This is
why it is absolutely vital that we pursue an
active integration policy”, she said.

The highest level of integration is natural-
isation — becoming a Swiss citizen. Anyone
who has resided in Switzerland for twelve

Switzerland also attracts many rich foreigners: popstar Phil Collins has lived near Geneva for
many years.

years can apply for Swiss citizenship. Federal
government assesses two factors — whether
candidates have obeyed the law and whether
they represent a security risk. It allows the
cantons and communes to define additional
criteria, such as familiarity with the local way
of life, good character, linguistic knowledge
and financial self-responsibility.

8,658 citizenship applications were granted
in 1990 and 28,700 ten years later. This fig-
ure then rose sharply over the next five years
to reach 46,711 in 2006. 43,440 foreign citi-

zens were naturalised in 2009, with most of
these coming from the Balkans, Italy and
Germany. Switzerland’s naturalisation pro-
cess remains stringent by international com-
parison. This has not stopped right-wing
politicians calling for an even tighter ap-
proach — no Swiss passport for the unem-
ployed or for applicants who have commit-
ted a crime (such as going through a red light
on the road).

The cultural dimension
In October, Melinda Nadj Abonji was pre-
sented with the German Book Prize at the
Frankfurt Book Fair. In November, the au-
thor also won the Swiss Book Prize. The
42-year-old writer from Senta in Vojvodina,
an autonomous Hungar-
ian province in Serbia,
lives with her family in
Zurich. Her prize-win-
ning novel “Tauben flie-
gen auf” (Falcons with-
out Falconers) tells of a
family who came to
Switzerland from Voj-
vodina at the start of the
1970s. Last year’s Swiss
Book Prize was won by
the author [Ima Rakusa,
who has Slovenian-Hun-
garian roots. Her auto-
biographical  work
“Mehr Meer” (More Sea)
poetically describes an
immigrant’s observa-
tions about her new
home.
“German-language lit-
erature has received ma-
jor new impetus from
immigrants and second-
generation migrants in
recent decades”, writes
literary critic Manfred
Papst. Immigration does not just have eco-
nomic and social dimensions but - fortu-
nately for Switzerland - a cultural one too.
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