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6 Focus

Swiss weapons exports - an explosive business

Weapons exports are a long-running political issue in Switzerland. The Yemen conflict has now rekindled

the debate and presented the Federal Council with a challenge. A look at the current state of affairs.

Swiss weapons

exports take place in

a sphere of conflicting

economic, ethical

and moral interests.

Checking 9-millime-

tre shells in Ruag's

munitions department.
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Saudi Arabia announced "Operation Decisive Storm" on 25 March

2015. Air attacks on Yemen aimed to bring the Shiite Houthi rebels to

their knees and return to power the government under President Ab-

drabbuh Mansour Hadi which had been driven out. On the same day

the first bombs hit the Yemeni capital of Sana'a.

The start ofthe military intervention inYemen - a desperately poor

country in the southern part of the Arabian Peninsula - had

direct implications for the Swiss weapons industry. In consultationwith
the Federal Council, two days later the State Secretariat for Economic

Affairs (SECO) blocked all pending applications for the export ofwar
material to states in the Saudi-led military coalition. In addition to Saudi

Arabia, the effective moratorium on exports also included Egypt,
Jordan, Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates (UAE).

Over a year later, on 20 April 2016, the moratorium was lifted despite

the war in Yemen continuing to rage on to the present day. On that

same date, the Federal Council dealt with over 50 expired export
applications from Swiss companies while the Yemen conflict was

going on and finally approved exports worth a total of CHF185 million

after a month ofwrangling between the two Free Democrat Federal

Councillors Johann Schneider-Ammann and Didier Burkhalter.

The great majority of items were spare parts and components for air

defence systems sent to Egypt, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

However, the Federal Council also gave the go-ahead for the export of

"replacement parts and components for F-5 fighter jets" to Bahrain as

well as "replacement parts for M109 tank howitzers" to the UAE. "Misuse

to commit violations of international humanitarian law and seri-

Swiss Review / December 2D16 / No.6



7

ous violations of human rights," wrote the Federal Council, could be

"largely" ruled out in the case ofsuch war material.

This decision did not concern the fundamental question ofyes or

no to weapons exports. This had previously been taken by the Swiss

electorate in November 2009 when the popular initiative "for a ban

on the export ofwar material" put forward by a left-wing alliance was

overwhelmingly rejected with 68.2 % ofvoters opposed. It was instead

much more about the interpretation ofthe applicable legal provisions

on the export of war material. The case is nevertheless a good example

of the complex sphere of conflicting interests in which weapons

exports have always found themselves - namely between economic

and security policy arguments, on the one hand, and international

law and the neutrality and humanitarian principles of Swiss foreign

policy, on the other.

The economic importance of weapons exports

These aspects are also covered by the first article of the War Material

Act. The act aims "to fulfil Switzerland's international obligations and

the respect of its foreign policy principles by means of controlling the

manufacture and transfer ofwarmaterial and related technology, while

at the same time maintaining an industrial capacity in Switzerland that
is adapted to the requirements of its national defence". It should be

noted that this act covers only war material in the narrow sense, such

as weapons, munitions and defence equipment items "that are designed

or modified specifically for use in war or armed combat", according to
SECO. War material is therefore differentiated from "special military
goods", such as training aircraft and reconnaissance drones as well as

so-called "dual-use goods", which cover tooling machines, for example,

that can be used for both civil and military purposes.

It is difficult to quantify the economic importance of the Swiss

weapons industry precisely as it is not listed separately in statistics.

The figures available nevertheless show that it is a comparatively small

sector in the Swiss economy. The Swiss ASD division, created with the

merger of aeronautics, security and defence within the umbrella or-

Development of Swiss war material exports 1995 to 2015 (in CHF million)
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ganisation Swissmem, indicates a total of around 10,000 employees

at SO companies. It can therefore be very important locally. Mowag in

Kreuzlingen, for example, which is renowned for its armoured
vehicles such as the Piranha, employs around 650 people and is therefore

the largest employer in the small town on Lake Constance. The

company belongs to the US group General Dynamics. Other large

corporations include Ruag, which is wholly owned by the Swiss Confederation,

and Rheinmetall Air Defence, which emerged from Oer-

likon-Contraves and is under German ownership.
The proportion of weapons exports in relation to total Swiss

exports can nevertheless be calculated. War material worth CHF 447

million was exported in 2015, which makes up just 0.22 % of all

exports. Even in 2011, when weapons exports amounted to CHF 873

million, they accounted for just 0.44 % ofall exports.

An army requirement

The fact that war material exports in 2015 fell by around 20 %

compared with the previous year had nothing to do with the moratorium

on exports to the Middle East. SECO confirmed that this was not yet
reflected in the figures. In terms of value, the approval of export
applications increased by 35 % last year - despite the moratorium -
which points to a recent upturn in future weapons exports. The

moratorium nevertheless caused significant anxiety in the weapons
industry, particularly since it was already suffering as a result of the

strength of the Swiss franc and a decline in exports to European countries

for years whereas the Middle East is one of its most important
growth markets.

Business leaders and a lobby organisation known as the 'working

group for security and defence technology', to which over 30 conservative

MPs belong, put increasing pressure on the Federal Council to
relax the policy on exports to Middle Eastern states again. In February,

they complained in an open letter to the Federal Council, pointing

out that around half of jobs in the weapons industry depend

directly upon exports. Theywarned of job losses and the possible closure

of entire plants and reminded it of the "security policy-motivated
mandate set out in the War Material Act to maintain an industrial

capacity in Switzerland that is adapted to the requirements of its

national defence".

They found Schneider-Ammann, Minister for Economic Affairs, a

receptive listener. However, the approval ofapplications does not just

require the authorisation ofSECO but also that of the Federal Department

of Foreign Affairs (FDFA) led by FDP Federal Councillor Didier
Burkhalter. In this particular instance, the FDFA insisted on the ban

on exports to states "involved" in the Yemen conflict.

A restrictive approval policy

It referred to the War Material Ordinance. This establishes the basis

for a relatively restrictive approval policy in comparison with other

European states, such as Germany and France, despite Parliament low-
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ering the threshold again two years ago. The criteria for the approval

of export applications reflect the humanitarian principles of Swiss

foreign policy but they should also minimise the risk ofSwitzerland's

reputation being damaged owing to the prohibited deployment of
Swiss war material. This does not always succeed. In 2008, Chad

violated SECO's stipulations by using a Pilatus aircraft, which was only
intended for training purposes, in combat missions against Sudan. In

2011, it became public that Saudi Arabia had used Mowag armoured

personnel carriers to suppress protests by the people in Bahrain.

The ordinance specifically stipulates that when issuing export
licences "maintaining peace, international security and regional
stability" must be taken into account but also respect for human rights
within the destination country as well as adherence to international
law. Since 2008 the ordinance has also listed explicit grounds for
exclusion. For example, authorisation must be refused ifthe destination

country "commits systematic and serious violations ofhuman rights"

- unless there is "a small risk of the exported war material being used

to commit serious human rights violations". Approval may not be

granted either if the destination country is involved in an internal or

international armed conflict.

Wrangling in the Federal Council

These grounds for exclusion were also invoked by the FDFA in relation

to the Yemen conflict. In view of the fact that the war in Yemen is

still raging on, it saw no reason to lift the moratorium on exports. Sch-

neider-Ammann's department, meanwhile, took the view that the or¬

dinance should be interpreted differently - only exports to Yemen

itself were explicitly prohibited, especially since any other

interpretation would also rule out the export of weapons to nations

involved in war, such as the USA or Germany. As the two departments

failed to reach agreement, the entire Federal Council eventually had

to make a decision. Contrary to Schneider-Ammann's assumptions,

his request for approval of the blocked applications did not immediately

receive majority support here either. In addition to Burkhalter,
the two SP Federal Council members proved awkward and the CVP

Federal Councillor Doris Leuthard was hesitant.

It required the mediation skills of Federal Chancellor Walter

Thurnherr for the Federal Council to reach a decision at the third
attempt approving most of the blocked applications as mentioned at

the beginning. However, it rejected those export applications "where

there was suitability for use, and an increased risk of use, in the

Yemen conflict". This concerned small weapons, their ammunition
and 25,000 hand grenades. Contrary to Schneider-Ammann's

request, the Federal Council also rejected the export of a Piranha
armoured personnel carrier to Qatar. Mowag had wanted to supply this

for test purposes and, according to information from the NZZ, was

hoping to secure a subsequent order for the export of 400 Piranhas

worth billions.

The issue remains on the agenda

While the weapons industry breathed a sigh of reliefafter the Federal

Council's decision, politicians on the left and organisations

The weapons group
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The view of Chantai Galladé, SP

National Councillor for the

canton of Zurich, member of the

National Council's Security

Policy Committee:

The view of Corina Eichenberger, FDP

National Councillor for the canton

of Aargau, co-chair of the Security and

Defence Technology Working Group,

chair of the National Council's Security

Policy Committee:

"Without security there is no quality of life. Security is the result of

a society that supports freedom for everyone - and of a functioning

constitutional state and good governance. This also includes

the capability of the legitimate state authority to ensure the
protection of the civilian population with (armed) force within the

limits of human rights. Supplying weapons to those who guarantee

that they will only be used for the protection of the civilian

population and will adhere to human rights is legitimate. Swiss

legislation is also based on such considerations. The War Material

Ordinance categorically prohibits transactions if the destination

country is involved in an internal or international armed conflict

or if the destination country violates human rights systematically
and seriously. This makes all the more intolerable the Federal

Council's decision of 20 April 2016 - which is erroneous on moral,

political and legal grounds - not to stop the ongoing export ofwar
material to the war alliance which has caused a catastrophic
humanitarian situation in Yemen and to even authorise new weapons

exports to these warring states based on dubious grounds.
Blood-stained deals are unworthy of humanitarian Switzerland

and are unacceptable."

"The Swiss security and defence technology industry is a cornerstone

of Swiss security policy. Our nation has a strategic interest

in a modern weapons industry to ensure it is not completely reliant

upon defence technology imports. In order for the security

industry to perform its mandate in the interests of national
defence, it is dependent upon both orders from the Swiss army and

export opportunities. The Swiss people voted against banning

war material exports in 1972,1997 and most recently in 2009. We

are aware that weapons are no ordinary products - they can kill
but also protect. The export of arms is subject to rigorous legal

provisions in Switzerland. The Federal Council recently evaluated

export applications for the Middle East on a country and

material-specific basis. The lack of scope for differentiation concerning
the internal conflicts criterion in export policy is problematic,

which effectively restricts exports to the Middle East to the extent

that the industry is greatly disadvantaged compared with its

European competitors. Exporting goods ofa defensive nature and

which cannot be used against the civilian population is right."

such as the Group for Switzerland without an Army were
outraged. Motions from the SP and Greens calling for a renewed halt
to war material exports to Middle Eastern states are currently
pending in Parliament. The demand is also being supported by

EVP, CVP and BDP politicians as well as the Green Liberals. This

political issue will continue to run and not just because ofthe critics

of weapons exports. The weapons industry also remains

unhappy and continues to complain about not having a level playing

field with its European competitors. Mowag CEO Oliver Dürr
is annoyed that Germany could supply vehicles to Qatar for
demonstration purposes whereas the Federal Council denied his

company an export licence, as he told the "Neue Zürcher Zeitung"
in September.

The humanitarian situation in Yemen has since further
deteriorated over recent months and the number ofcivilian victims is

growing. According to the UN, in August at least 10 children were

killed in an air attack on a school by the Saudi-led military coalition

while 19 people lost their lives in an attack on a hospital. At
the beginning of October, over 140 people died in the capital of
Sana'a in a suspected Saudi air attack on a funeral and hundreds

more were injured. The conflict had claimed over 10,000 lives by
the end of August.

HEIDI GMUR IS PARLIAMENTARY AFFAIRS CORRESPONDENT FOR THE "NEUE ZÜRCHER ZEITUNG"
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