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By

Switzerland to deliver on a long-standing climate
pledge — depending on what voters say

More than seven years on from the UN Climate Change Conference in Paris, the Federal
Council and parliament have approved a climate bill. On 18 June, voters will decide whether

the legislation comes into force. The SVP opposes the new law.

THEODORA PETER

December 2015 was a “historic step”
- the moment when the international
community agreed in Paris to work
together to combat climate change
and its devastating consequences.
The aim was to limit global warming

to well below 2°C. To achieve this am-
bitious goal, the world must substan-
tially reduce environmentally harm-
ful greenhouse gas emissions such as
CO2 within the next few decades.
The euphoria of Paris has faded
over the years. Many countries have
fallen behind their emissions targets.
The pandemic, the war in Ukraine,

and the energy crisis have shifted pri-
orities. Political efforts to fight cli-
mate change have also stalled in Swit-
zerland. Voters most recently
rejected a beefed-up CO2 Act in 2021,
which would have introduced a green
levy on fossil fuels (see “Swiss Re-
view” 4/2021).

Carbon neutral by 2050

Heat waves and extreme weather con-
tinue to illustrate how urgently action
needs to be taken. The sustained ac-
celeration in the glacier melt rate has
become the poster child of climate

change in Switzerland. Researchers
predict that most ice masses in the
Alps will have been lost by the end of
this century. But there is still time to
curb global warming, say scientists.

The Federal Council and parlia-
ment have now agreed on framework
legislation that sets out the path to
Switzerland reaching net zero by
2050. The bill calls for harmful green-
house gas emissions to be cut in
stages. Specific reduction targets will
apply to industry, motorised traffic,
and buildings.

Massive investment in zero-car-
bon technology will be needed. To
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An alarming sight on the
Bernina mountain range —
narrow strips of ice are all
there is left of the Diavolezza
Glacier. In summer, these are
protected under white plastic
sheets. Photo: Keystone

this end, parliament has approved a
stimulus programme worth 3.2 billion
Swiss francs, of which 2 billion will go
into replacing oil and gas heating
over a ten-year period. A further 1.2
billion will be used to promote inno-
vation.

Pressure from the Glacier Initiative

The draft law is a counterproposal to
the so-called Glacier Initiative, which
the cross-party Swiss Climate Protec-
tion Association launched at the be-
ginning of 2019, collecting the neces-
sary 100,000 signatures within just a
short space of time. Faced with grass-
roots pressure, parliament decided
to act. Its bill is acceptable to the cli-
mate activists, who have since with-
drawn their initiative. However, if par-
liament’s counterproposal fails at the
ballot box on 18 June, the Glacier Ini-
tiative could still be put to voters at
a later juncture.

The sustained
acceleration in the
glacier melt rate
has become the
poster child of
climate change in
Switzerland.

Despite broad-based support in par-
liament, not all the political parties
agree with the climate change legis-
lation. The SVP calls it the “energy-
guzzling act” and has initiated the 18
June referendum, claiming that en-
ergy consumption will increase dra-
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matically if people are forced to drive
electric cars in future and fit their
homes with electric heat pumps.
Switzerland cannot generate enough
electricity as it is, it adds. Opponents
of the bill also say that property own-
ers who eventually replace oil and
gas will be hit with extra costs. Sup-
porters, on the other hand, point to
public-sector investment in renewa-
bles such as solar, hydro, and wind.

Special focus on solar and hydro

Notwithstanding climate change leg-
islation, parliament last autumn ap-
proved an amendment to the Energy
Act, which will speed up the con-
struction of solar farms like the one
being planned in the canton of Valais
(see “Swiss Review” 1/2023).

Furthermore, the National Coun-
cil and the Council of States are cur-
rently debating legislation to ensure
electricity security. The aim is for
Switzerland to produce more energy
from renewable sources — particu-
larly hydropower. Berne has identi-
fied 15 dam projects to provide addi-
tional electricity in winter especially.
One of these would be the construc-
tion of a reservoir below the Trift Gla-
cier (see “Swiss Review” 1/2022). Crit-
ics fear that nature conservation will
suffer as a result. Hence, there is a
distinct possibility of this issue being
put to voters too.

But first we have the climate ref-
erendum on 18 June, which will also
be the first major test for the new en-
ergy and environment minister, Al-
bert Rosti (SVP). In his former capac-
ity as a National Councillor and a
lobbyist for the oil industry, Rosti
was one of the leading figures oppos-
ing the shift away from fossil fuel. In
his role as Federal Councillor, he
must now defend the climate bill —
against the will of his own party.
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Overview of all federal votes on
18 June 2023

Global minimum tax for multinationals

As a member of the Organisation for Economic Co-oper-
ation and Development (OECD), Switzerland has agreed
to implement a global minimum tax on large businesses
from 2024 onwards. A 15 per cent minimum levy will
apply to multinationals that generate over 750 million
Swiss francs in annual sales. Many major companies in
Switzerland will consequently have to pay more, thereby
creating additional revenue for the public purse. Support
for this international mechanism is unanimous. However,
there is disagreement over how to distribute the extra
money. According to the allocation formula adopted by
parliament, three quarters of the additional tax income
will go to the cantons and only one quarter to the federal
government. The SP recommends a No vote and wants
more money to remain in the federal coffers. (TP)

Legislation to combat climate change and
invest in renewable energy

Switzerland aims to become carbon-neutral by 2050.
The Federal Act on Climate Protection Goals, Innovation
and Strengthening Energy Security (see article on the
left) sets out the path to achieving this goal, and is an
indirect counterproposal to the cross-party Glacier Initia-
tive, which has now been withdrawn. The SVP opposes
the new legislation. (TP)

Covid-19 Act back
under scrutiny

Despite Covid restrictions having ended, parliament has
extended the Covid-19 Act until the end of 2024 as a
precautionary measure. This means that the legal basis
for reactivating the Covid vaccine passport requirement
— e.g. for travel to other countries — continues to apply for
the time being. The Friends of the Constitution pressure
group opposes the extension and has now initiated its
third referendum on the law. (TP)
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