
Zeitschrift: Swiss review : the magazine for the Swiss abroad

Herausgeber: Organisation of the Swiss Abroad

Band: 42 (2015)

Heft: 3

Artikel: A look at the major issue of integration

Autor: Lettau, Marc

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907102

Nutzungsbedingungen
Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich für deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veröffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanälen 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 règle 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
qu'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: 22.08.2025

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

https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-907102
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


8 Focus

A look at the major issue of integration
Immigration is the biggest political bone of contention in Switzerland this year. For immigrants already here, how

Switzerland envisages integration in future is a particularly highly charged issue. Should the state demand and promote

integration to a greater extent? Or is integration solely the duty of immigrants?

MARC LETTAU (TEXT)

ANDREA CAPREZ (ILLUSTRATIONS)

Let's call the man with his sleeves rolled

up Enver. This 34-year-old Kosovan,

who lives in Basel, is skilled at using a

trowel and mortar. He turns up at his

workplace day in day out with Swiss

punctuality. But he is not considered

"well integrated". He speaks German

poorly. Ifthe caretaker at his apartment
block writes "do not put rubbish bags

outside the evening before collection",

Enver misunderstands the notice and

puts his refuse in front of the door. He

doesn't want to be the last. He often

settles invoices much later than is customary

in Switzerland. He is often not in

credit. Enver has debts and is paying off

various small loans.

Integration by contracf

Enver is today sitting in the migration

office reading a document written

in his mother tongue: "Kjo Mar-

rëveshje e Integrimit duhet të

kontribuojë që të nxitet integrimi në

rrafshin individual...". He puts his

signature at the bottom without
hesitation. He has just signed an integration

agreement - a contract between

himselfand the canton ofBasel Stadt.

He has contractually undertaken to
learn German and to attend the debt

advice centre. His goal is simple - the

Kosovan wants to improve his and

his family's future prospects. If Enver

had aggressive tendencies, he

could also have been obliged to
attend a course on the prevention of
violence. But this measure is not
required in his case.

Great emphasis on promotion

Every year his home canton of Basel

Stadt requests around 50 foreigners

from non-EU states to sign an

integration agreement. This is carried

out as an "integration promotion
measure", explains Andreas Knuchel,

spokesperson for the Department of

Justice and Security in the canton of
Basel Stadt. What is referred to as

integration promotion is nevertheless

coupled with requirements. Anyone
who does not pursue the agreed

objectives receives a caution and then,

as a second step, a warning. In
extreme cases, those who fail to comply
lose the right to stay in the country.
The objectives are fully or partially
achieved in two thirds of all cases,

points out Knuchel. In the other cases

the migration office considers "further

measures". Basel is no exception.

More and more cantons are adopting
this approach in order to encourage

foreign citizens to show greater
awareness of the practices of Swiss

life and everyday rules.

Everything's clear in principle

It is obvious why integration is an

issue for federal government, the
cantons and the communes. On the one

hand, it is an experience common to

all that well integrated immigrants
frequently make a significant contribution

to the nation's prosperity. On

the other, the widely held view is that

everyday life - such as at school - is

more difficult without integration.
But, above all, integration is a statutory

duty. The Swiss Foreign Nationals

Act indicates why: it strives for the

"co-existence of the resident Swiss

and foreign population on the basis

of the values of the Federal Constitution

and mutual respect and
tolerance". However, the act also sets out
how this is to be achieved. Integra¬

tion can only succeed if it is

supported by the resident population. It
depends not just on the will of the

immigrants but in equal measure
also on "the openness of the Swiss

people".

Change in political mood

The limited linguistic skills of the

construction worker Enver have one

advantage - it means he is not so

directly aware of how contentious the

current debate over the future direction

ofSwiss integration policy is. The

buzzword of immigration ostensibly
dominates the discussion. However,
the struggle over the implementation
ofthe initiative on mass immigration
adopted by the Swiss people on 9

February 2014 is also seeing a change in
the political climate for immigrants
already in Switzerland. The Federal

Council sought to amend the Swiss

Foreign Nationals Act long before the

referendum because it wants to

strengthen the principles of integration

promotion and commitment.
The country's biggest political party,
the Swiss People's Party (SVP), is

opposed to greater state intervention.
The party which is calling the tune

over policy on foreigners adopts an

apodeictic stance in its position paper

on integration: "Integration is not a

duty of the state but primarily one of
the immigrants - it is a consequence

of their decision to choose to live and

work in Switzerland." The phrase
coined by the SVP is: "Integration is

not a self-service store." Integration is

viewed as a reciprocal act, on the one

hand, and as a private duty on the
other. The positions are far apart and

it is consequently unclear where the

journey will end.
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Hardening of views

Those supporting foreigners with
their efforts to integrate regard the

referendum of 9 February 201S as a

major turning point. Heidi Mückfrom

FIMM (Forum for the Integration of

Immigrants), the umbrella association

of immigrant organisations in
Switzerland, views it as a setback: "Many
of the foreigners living here feel they

are no longer wanted after the referendum."

"Conditions have beome

tougher" for integration policy and its

actual objectives of "granting those

who live, work and pay taxes here the

greatest possible participation",
according to Miick. Switzerland is

currently a long way off an objective
debate on integration. As evidence of
this she points to the lowered thresholds

in the media. With generalising

statements - such as about "Kosovan

speed merchants" - prejudices are

being fostered and reinforced. Miick's

greatest concern is that "the political

debate has also taken on a harder tone.

Buzzwords such as 'bogus asylum
seekers' and 'welfare benefit cheats'

are entering the vocabulary of
national politicians."

Demographic change continues

While Enver studies German and the

politicians struggle to find solutions

to immigration and integration,
demographic change in Switzerland

continues. Major upheaval is taking
place. The number of people emigrating

is high, reaching 78,000 in 2013.

But the number of immigrants is

significantly higher at 167,000. There is

a significant positive net migration
balance overall. The number of
immigrants is significantly lower than in
the 1960s when up to 210,000 people

(1962) flooded into the country,
including many Italians keen to work.

Integration experts also like to highlight

this as an example of Switzerland's

great capacity for integration.

Comprehending the

country and its

people is no easy

task

The current evidence of this capacity
is the fact that most of the 1.8 million

foreigners living in Switzerland have

integrated into society without major
issues.

Grounds for controversy

It is just that the commitment to

integrate being demanded has not
been equal for all foreigners for some

time. This leads to unequal treatment.

It is possible theoretically that

EU citizens living in Switzerland can

be obliged to meet requirements
through an integration agreement,
in the same way as the Kosovan

Enver. However, this does not happen

in practice. And the requirement
that those who reside here cannot
live in a parallel world and must
therefore speak a national language
does not apply to everyone: Well-
healed and exclusively
English-speaking specialists, who - like
those in the financial sector - live in
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a parallel world completely divorced

from everyday Swiss life, remain
unaffected by the integration requirements.

In contrast, there are those

willing to integrate whose integration

is viewed as highly contentious

by the majority of the population. It
is believed that perhaps 100,000

immigrants live in Switzerland
illegally - they are known as "sans-papi-

ers" - in some cases having lived and

worked here for decades. As they
have no residence permit, the

"sans-papiers" are often exploited.

Left-wing parties and human rights
organisations are therefore urging
the legalisation of their residence

status. At the other end of the political

spectrum, such issues spark
absolute outrage. "This trivialisation of
the 'sans papiers' issue by the
centre-left majority and references to
supposed basic rights undermines
Swiss policy on foreign nationals,"

says the SVP. Its simple demand is:

"Those living here illegally must
leave Switzerland."

The example of religion

Should foreigners earn respect by

proving their willingness to
integrate? Or must respect be shown in
order for them to demonstrate their

willingness to integrate in the first
place? This question raises its head

time and time again. It is particularly
pertinent in relation to Switzerland's

relationship with the around

400,000 Muslims living in the country.

The proposal to consider recognising

Muslim faith communities to

improve the integration of young
Muslims and to prevent the formation

ofa parallel society does not
currently have majority support in
Switzerland. Muslims are therefore not

just under pressure to assimilate but
also under continual pressure to justify

themselves. Muslim pupils at the

Niederhasli secondary school in the

canton of Zurich recently expressed

their feelings in a report on the Ger¬

man-language Swiss radio station
SRF. They constantly have to apologise

for acts of terrorism despite the

fact that they are just as appalled and

shocked by them as their non-Muslim

friends.

The perpetual shifting between

marginalisation and the requirement

to assimilate has seen the integration
ofMuslims in Switzerland decline over

the past decade. At least this is the

conclusion pointed to by federal government's

marriage statistics. In 2001, half
ofall Muslims married someone from

another religious community.
Intermarriages are still regarded as a reflection

of an unstrained exchange

between cultural groups. Twelve years

later, in 2013, marriages between Muslims

and persons of other faiths were

the exception. Over 80 % married

within their own faith community.
This is explained by the continuing
scepticism of mainstream society
towards Muslims, according to the

sociologist Farhad Afshar who is originally
from Iran. This view is also shared by

the Swiss Bishops' Conference.

A challenging issue for Sommaruga

"Immigration is a difficult issue.

There is tremendous pressure." This

is the view of President of the Swiss

Confederation and Minister of
Justice Simonetta Sommaruga (SP) a

year after the adoption of the initiative

on mass immigration. The

wrangling with the EU continues

owing to the curbing of immigration
demanded by the Swiss people. In

spite of the uncertainty, the Minister

of Justice has clearly indicated
that the new regulations on

immigration must not be allowed to create

a new integration problem. In

particular she opposes the idea of

again bringing labour into the country

without the right for family
members to follow. "The Federal

Council does not want any more
seasonal workers. We had a statute on
seasonal workers. This had the
dramatic effect that women and
children had to hide themselves away
for years," Sommaruga said. The

Minister ofJustice is facing a cool

response over the issue of immigration

and integration from both the

left and right of the political
spectrum. Election year is making matters

more difficult. As the temperature

of the political debate rises, the

political will to reach consensus
dwindles.

Integration means

understanding step by

step how life works

but also how it should

be perceived as a

whole

Switzerland -
a country of

migration

Switzerland has seen high

levels of migratory activity

for centuries. A large wave

of immigration during the

16th century led to an

increase in the population.

At the end of the 17th

century, tens of thousands

of Protestant refugees

immigrated to Switzerland

from France. The French

Revolution also led to
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Welcome to Switzerland!

What a lovely country

Staff at management

level are very
welcome: integration
here is a secondary

issue

migratory movement

eastwards. In contrast, the

19th century was marked

by an exodus spanning

decades, with the Swiss

leaving Switzerland. Strong

immigration only returned

at the end of the 19th

century owing to increased

demand for labour from

the Swiss economy. The

proportion of foreigners

climbed to almost 15% by

1920. Most immigrants at

that time came from

Germany, [mull

Adaptation or assimilation?

Those dealing with specific
integration issues on a day-to-day basis

are also bracing themselves.

FIMM representative Heidi Miick
anticipates "further battles to protect

basic rights". A constant
contentious issue is that many people

talk about integration but mean
assimilation. However, when pressure

on foreigners increases not
just to integrate but also to adapt

to the point of surrendering their
cultural identity, matters become

extremely complex: "If assimilation

is the objective, this raises the

question of assimilation to what?
The 'Swiss' is still a very heterogeneous

being. There is no such thing
as a typical Swiss person." The

Zurich-based philosopher and expert
on the ethics of immigration
Andreas Cassee underlines this point
even more emphatically. In most

European countries, there is no
longer any "uniform culture" into
which people can be expected to
assimilate. "A Catholic from a

remote valley in Valais has little in
common with an urban hipster
from Zurich," he says. While
foreigners are accused of lacking the

desire to integrate, it is in truth
often more an expression of discontent

over the diminishing acceptance

of one's own nostalgia,
explains Cassee.

The building site as a school room

On every building site there are

practically minded people who adopt a

pragmatic approach without talking
politics at length. This has not escaped

the notice of Enver, the worker to be

integrated who has been requested by

the authorities to finally learn

German. He is making good progress as

he is not just attending the stipulated

language course. His employer is

providing him with additional tuition
during working hours. "German

lessons on the building site" is the name

of the pilot scheme being run by the

Swiss Construction Federation (SBV).

Such commitment stands to reason

from the federation's point ofview as

the construction sector employs a

disproportionately high number of people

with foreign mother tongues, as

Matthias Engel from the SBV indicates.

But construction firms also offer other

opportunities. In Sursee in the canton

ofLucerne those recently recognised

as refugees and people with provi¬

sional refugee status receive training
on a one-year course. This enables

them to subsequently complete
bricklaying apprenticeships and help build
Switzerland's future.

19-year-old Elizabeth Okisai,
who has just begun her apprenticeship

as a car mechanic with the public

transport company in Zurich, is

also a symbol of this change. Why
does she deserve mention? The young

Kenyan, who once lived on the

streets, is the first illegal immigrant
to undertake a vocational apprenticeship

in the canton of Zurich. Her

case is representative of a gradual
counter-trend: in the past, refugees,

those with temporary refugee status

and illegal immigrants were
condemned to doing nothing upon
reaching adult age. However, those

unable to do anything cannot

integrate or be integrated.

Restrictions require integration

Eleonore Wettstein, head ofthe Basel

integration information centre, is

willing to see the "issue of integration"

as an opportunity in light of
such trends. If immigration were
restricted and more demands were

placed on immigrants already living
in the country, this would also result

in the "positive development of federal

government making a greater
effort to integrate refugees into working

life, in particular in the care,
construction and catering industries".

Wettstein remarks: "Refugees were
often exploited owing to their poor
knowledge ofGerman or condemned

to a life doing nothing." The opportunity

for initial or advanced training
is now being opened up to them. As

these people are extremely likely to

remain in the country in any event,
this approach is "very prudent". They

are effectively "also future Swiss

citizens".

MARC LETTAÜ IS IS AN EDITOR WITH THE "SWISS

REVIEW-
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