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The red carpet will be rolled out for the traditional New Year ’s reception for 

the diplomatic corps in January, trade unionists and supporters of the left-wing 

parties will celebrate Labour Day under red flags on 1st of May, and a large  

variety of groups will organise demonstrations to voice their concerns and  

demands in the public arena throughout the year. The Bundesplatz and the 

Federal Palace have been Switzerland’s political centre for more than a century.



Dear Reader

I n no other country is the government put to the test 

as often as in Switzerland. Voters decide on political 

issues at the ballot box three to four times a year when 

they decide on proposals from the Federal Council and 

parliament, as well as on initiatives and referendums. In 

almost three-quarters of all votes, the people side with 

the Federal Council, thereby regularly confirming the 

Federal Council’s policies. This trust is essential, espe-

cially in a political system such as ours where the people 

have the final say. It provides us with a basis to tackle the 

major challenges of the future with confidence; whether 

it is Switzerland’s economy or its position as a financial 

centre, or the relationship with Switzerland’s main trad-

ing partner, the EU. The risks and opportunities related 

to migration also need to be addressed. Following the de-

cision to phase out nuclear power, major challenges also 

await in terms of energy policy. The same holds true for 

our large-scale infrastructure. These examples give an 

idea of the scope of these challenges.

 The Federal Council’s successful track record lies in 

the fact that the government always takes account of 

Switzerland’s federalist structure, including around 2500 

communes, 26 cantons, four language regions, cities and 

mountainous regions. The Federal Council and parlia-

ment make allowance for these factors. Before the Fed-

eral Council takes a decision, it listens to all interested 

parties in a consultation process and tries to take into ac-

count as many legitimate interests as possible.

The Federal Council and parliament have agreed on a 

four-year legislature plan for the current legislature peri-

od, lasting from 2011 to 2015. The plan sets out specific 

and, for the first time, measurable objectives for all policy 

areas. An important goal is for Switzerland to maintain its 

competitiveness, in economic terms, but also in education 

and research. Since the beginning of the year these three 

areas have been brought together in one department, the 

Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education and 

Research EAER, formerly the Federal Department of Eco-

nomic Affairs FDEA. Education, research and innovation 

are fundamental to our society and to economic perfor-

mance. The new department reflects this reality.

 ‘The Swiss Confederation – a brief guide’ provides 

a wealth of information about our political system, our 

government, parliament, the federal administration and 

the federal courts. It also describes the structure of the 

state and federalism. The texts in this brochure are the 

product of close cooperation between the Federal Chan-

cellery and experts from the Parliamentary Services, the 

departments and the Federal Supreme Court. The photos 

were taken by Julia Brütsch and portray some of the peo-

ple who are at work on Switzerland’s behalf.

I hope you enjoy reading this brochure!

Federal Chancellor Corina Casanova

The Swiss  
Confederation  
a brief guide
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IntervIew wItH PreSIDent UelI MaUrer

‘I want to do 
my utmost for 
our citizens.’
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Mr Maurer, how are enjoying  
the office of president?
 I like being able to represent Switzer-
land. I’m less comfortable with taking cen-
tre stage. What interests me in this office is 
not personal attention or glamour, but the 
work that I can do for my country. 

What will the priorities be in your presiden-
tial year? What are your signature themes?
 Everything must be done that can ben-
efit Switzerland. I want to strengthen the 
cohesion of the Federal Council as an en-
tity. That can only happen by consensus. 
Consensus, however, should not exclude 
a clear decision-making process. Some-
times it is also necessary to force decisions 
through referendums. I want to be there 
for the people and take their concerns seri-
ously. They are entitled to that.
 Furthermore, international steadfast-
ness is important, so that the interests of 
Switzerland can be safeguarded confidently.

Where does Switzerland currently stand? 
And where should it be a year from now?
 Compared with other countries Swit-
zerland’s economic situation is outstand-
ing. Unfortunately there are also people 
who are envious. Therefore, we have to 
consistently defend Switzerland’s interests 
and again demand more respect in negoti-
ations with other countries.

And what are the key issues?
Finances, jobs, foreign relations, security.

World economic crisis, armed conflicts, 
tougher, personified debates – as president 
the people expect answers, solutions and 
mediation from you. How do you intend to 
give people in our country hope?
 I don’t think the Swiss people expect 
me to give them hope. The Swiss are very 
realistic when it comes to assessing Swit-
zerland’s ‘power’. We Swiss don’t solve the 
world’s problems. The people of Switzer-
land are pragmatic and know this.
 The Swiss want to work and be able to 
put some money aside; they want security 
and don’t appreciate being patronised by 
the state. Wherever possible I want to do 
my utmost for the security and freedom of 
our citizens.

The Swiss Confederation a brief guide  5
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What role will you play internationally as 
president?
 Switzerland’s international role should 
not be exaggerated. Switzerland is a small 
country and plays a modest international 
role.
 I see my task in safeguarding Switzer-
land’s interests. It cannot be that when it 
comes to give and take, our country is al-
ways the one to give.

The presidential year is bound to involve a 
heavier workload for you.
Will you have time for your family and an 
opportunity to relax?
 It is certainly true that the workload in-
creases and that there is even less time for 
other things. But it is only for a year, so it’s 
manageable.
 I try to spend as much of my spare time 
as possible out in the open, as that’s where 
I’m best able to unwind.

How do you keep fit?
Do you exercise regularly?
 I am an endurance sportsman. After 
foot and hip operations, I can only cycle 
and do cross-country skiing. I try to cy-
cle to work as often as possible. That way 
I’m able to do some of the exercise that is 
very important for my well-being and to 
achieve a sense of balance.

Will you be attending the Engadin ski mar-
athon? Where will you train for it if you can 
find the time?
 The timing of the Engadin marathon 
doesn’t fit into my schedule very well. The 
Wasa race, which I always take part in, 
takes place the week before. After these 90 
kilometres, my fitness is not up to partici-
pating in another marathon a week later. In 
the winter, I regularly train in the evening 
after work – actually at night on the beau-
tiful ski trail in Kandersteg. Conditions on 
the illuminated trail are perfect and there 
is always snow – and in the evening the at-
mosphere is simply magnificent!

Will you come to the National Wrestling 
Festival in Burgdorf? How many wrestling 
festivals do you attend each year?
 The National Wrestling Festival in 
Burgdorf is already in my agenda. I also 
intend to go along to other smaller wres-
tling festivals. Wrestling has become an 
absolutely top-level sport. The atmosphere 
at wrestling festivals is unlike any other 
sports event. Here I feel a deep link to the 
traditions we build on. The mood is down-
to-earth and regularly gives me ‘goose 
bumps’. The competition is open and fair 
and the wrestlers are uncompromising. 
The beautiful locations where the events 
are held, the public and the folklore also 
enhance the tremendous experience.

‘I am an  
endurance 
sportsman’

‘I want to strengthen 
the cohesion of the 

Federal Council’
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Will you also be present at the Alpine World 
Cup races in Adelboden and Wengen?
 I won’t be able to go to Adelboden this 
year, but I will certainly be going to Wen-
gen. I will also visit the ski championships 
in Schladming.

As sports minister, to what extent are you 
able to keep track of the performance of 
Swiss athletes?
 As sports minister I attend many ma-
jor sports events. But attending disabled 
athletes’, youth or fringe sports events 
is equally important to me. Many major 
sports events (e.g. Alpine ski world cham-
pionships) can only be held because of the 
contribution made by the armed forces in 
terms of infrastructure and in preparing 
the pistes. When I attend these events, I 
also try to visit the troops.
 As I get to know more and more ath-
letes personally, I follow sporting develop-
ments closely and with interest. I share in 
their successes and failures. When I read 
the newspaper, I usually turn to the sports 
section first. Unfortunately I have to ob-
serve that athletes and officials increas-
ingly experience pressure from the media. 

The interview was conducted by 

Swiss wrestling champion Kilian Wenger

Swiss wrestling champion Killian Wenger  
completed elite Sport recruit School 3/12, 
which lasted from the end of october 2012 
until mid-february 2013, along with 30 other 
athletes in the disciplines of football, canoe-
ing, artistic gymnastics, athletics, mountain 
biking, rowing, shooting and alpine skiing.
elite sport in the armed forces focuses on 
developing sporting prowess. Service time 
is scheduled accordingly and enables re-
cruit school attendance up to the age of 25. 
a maximum of 80 athletes are selected for 
the elite sport recruit school every year. the 
entire recruit school relies on the infrastruc-
ture of the federal office of Sport foSPo in 
Magglingen.
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Birthrate: 1.52 children per woman
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    Household expenditure

Social insurance contributions

Housing (including energy)
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Clothing and shoes
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Industry and commerce

Services <3000.–
2.3%

3001–4000.–
12.6%

4001–5000.–
23.7%

5001–6000.–
20.9%

6001–7000.–
12.9%

7001–8000.–
8.3%

>8000.–
19.5%

Population

Age structure (five-year classes, in thousands)

Employment rate: 82.8%

Language regions

Main language 
spoken by the 
majority (Multiple 
responses possible)

French 22.8% German 65.6% Italian 8.4% Romansh 0.6% Other 18.7%

Single-person households

Family households

Foreign nationals (by country of origin)
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a brIef HIStorIcal overvIew or

How long has there  
been a Switzerland?

According to traditional lore, Uri, Schwyz 
and Unterwalden renew their alliance to 
defend peace in their territories at the 
beginning of August 1291. In the course 
of the following centuries further towns 
and rural areas join this ‘Confederation’ 
or are conquered or ‘acquired’ by it. This 
frequently involves violent conflict and in-
ternal strife. 

The members of the Confederation defend 
their growing power and independence 
for two hundred years against a variety 
of opponents. Following the Swabian War 
in 1499 against Habsburg Austria and the 
Swabian League, they can largely conduct 
their affairs independently of the Holy Ro-
man Empire.

When the Reformation spreads first to Zu-
rich in 1525 with Huldrych Zwingli, then 
to other areas and finally to Geneva in 
1541 under Calvin, the country becomes 
divided along religious lines. Catholic and 
Protestant areas increasingly grow apart 

and go to war against each other time and 
again up until the early 18th century.

In 1648 the Peace of Westphalia formally 
recognises Switzerland’s independence 
from the Holy Roman Empire.

‘Liberty, Equality, Fraternity’, the cry of 
the French Revolution of 1789 spreads to 
Switzerland leading to unrest in several 
areas.

A French army conquers Switzerland in 
1798. The old Confederation collapses, 
making way for the creation of the Helvet-
ic Republic, which had a unitary central-
ist constitution imposed by the French. 
In 1803 Napoleon Bonaparte dictates the 
Act of Mediation to Switzerland. Six new 
cantons with equal rights are formed from 
former subject territories and ‘affiliated 
regions’.

After France’s defeat by the monarchist 
great European powers, the old Confed-

eration is ‘restored’ in 1815; the centralist 
government loses some authority to the 
cantons, where in some cases the old elites 
once again assume power.

After 1830, during the period known as the 
‘Regeneration’, about half of the cantons 
adopt liberal constitutions which guar-
antee their citizens economic and politi-
cal freedoms. This leads to disagreement 
between liberal and conservative cantons 
as to how the Confederation should be 
shaped.

These tensions lead to the creation of a 
special alliance (‘Sonderbund’) among the 
conservative catholic cantons, culminat-
ing in the Sonderbund War in 1847. After a 
brief military campaign by federal troops, 
the seven cantons of the special alliance 
surrender.

In 1848 the majority of cantons accept 
the federal constitution and the modern 
federal state is founded. Numerous areas 
which were previously the responsibility 
of the cantons, such as military service 
and customs, postal services and coinage, 
are centralised and unified. Switzerland 
becomes a single judicial and economic 
area.

For many, the general franchise introduced 
for men in 1848 does not go far enough;  
they campaign for direct democratic rights 
and in 1874 achieve the introduction of the 
right to referendum in the revised Federal 
Constitution and in 1891 the introduction 
of the popular initiative.

Towards the turn of the century the var-
ious political movements organise them-
selves as parties. The Social Democratic 
Party (SP) is founded in 1888, the Radical 
Free Democratic Party (FDP) in 1894 and 
the Catholic-Conservative People’s Party, 

With the opening of the Strasbourg-Basel line in 1844, the first railway came to our country four years before the 

federal state was founded. Three years later, the first train to run entirely on Swiss territory travelled between Zurich 

and Baden; known as the ‘Spanisch-Brötli’ (‘Spanish pastry’) train, it made four trips daily in both directions. According 

to popular legend, the train was named after a speciality of the town of Baden which was brought to the gentlefolk of 

Zurich by the new means of transport.
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which is today’s Christian Democratic Peo-
ple’s Party (CVP), in 1912.

Switzerland is spared from involvement 
in the First World War (1914–1918), but 
the difficult social conditions in many sec-
tions of society as a result of the war lead 
to a general strike in 1918. The strikers are 
unsuccessful in pushing through many of 
their demands, such as the 48-hour work-
ing week and the introduction of old-age 
insurance. The following year, however, 
the National Council is elected by propor-
tional representation for the first time and 
the working class is now fairly represent-
ed. This brings the dominance of the Radi-
cal Free Democratic Party in parliament to 
an end. 

In 1920 Switzerland accedes to the League 
of Nations founded the previous year, on 
condition that it will not be required to 
participate in any military campaigns.

With the election of Rudolf Minger to 
the Federal Council in 1929 the Farmers’, 
Trade and Citizens’ Party founded in 1917 
(renamed the Swiss People’s Party SVP in 
1971) is represented in government for the 
first time.

The global economic crisis of 1929 leads to 
increased unemployment and to the deval-
uation of the Swiss franc in 1936.

The agreement of 1937 in the machine 
and metalworking industry to ensure 
industrial peace, the recognition of Ro-
mansh as the fourth national language in 
1938, the development of the Alps from 
1940 onwards into Switzerland’s military 
stronghold, and ultimately the first Social 
Democratic member of the Federal Coun-
cil in 1943 contribute to Swiss cohesion in 
difficult times. Switzerland is able to avoid 
involvement in the Second World War 
(1939–1945).

Although it had acceded to the League 
of Nations a quarter of a century earli-
er, Switzerland does not initially join the 
United Nations when it is created in 1945 
on the grounds of neutrality. However, it 
does join the UN’s subsidiary organisa-
tions, many of which are headquartered in 
Geneva.

The federal Old Age and Survivors’ Insur-
ance (AHV) is introduced in 1947.

With the election of a second Social Dem-
ocrat to the Federal Council in 1959, the 
composition of the government is for the 
first time largely proportional to the larger 
parties’ share of the popular vote.

After an unsuccessful initial attempt in 
1959, the electorate and the cantons grant 
women the right to vote and participate in 
elections at federal level in 1971. In a num-
ber of cantons, women have already en-
joyed equal political rights for quite some 
time.

Following a series of popular votes, firstly 
in the canton of Bern and then in particu-
lar in its French-speaking districts, as well 
as ultimately at federal level, the canton of 
Jura is created in 1979 becoming the coun-
try’s 26th canton.

In 1984, Elisabeth Kopp (FDP) is elected 
to the Federal Council, the woman first in 
government in Switzerland’s history.

In 1989, voters reject the popular initiative 
to disband the armed forces.

In 1992 voters reject membership of the 
European Economic Area (EEA).

In 1999 the people and the cantons ap-
prove the totally revised Federal Constitu-
tion, which enters into force in 2000.

Switzerland becomes a full member of the 
United Nations in 2002. In the same year, 
the first bilateral agreements with the Eu-
ropean Union enter into force. A series of 
agreements in other areas ensures the con-
tinuation of the bilateral path.

In 2003, for the first time since 1872, a 
member of the Federal Council is not 
re-elected. CVP Federal Councillor Ruth 
Metzler has to relinquish her seat to the 
SVP representative Christoph Blocher.

Four years later, in 2007, Christoph Blocher 
experiences a similar turn of events when 
the Federal Assembly elects his party col-
league Eveline Widmer-Schlumpf to the 
Federal Council. She and her cantonal 
party of Graubünden are subsequently ex-
pelled from the national SVP in 2008, and 
she joins the newly founded Conservative 
Democratic Party (BDP).

Following the resignation of Federal 
Councillors Moritz Leuenberger (SP) 
and Hans-Rudolf Merz (FDP) in 2010, 
the Federal Assembly elects Simonetta 
 Sommaruga and Johann N. Schneider-Am-
mann as members of the federal govern-
ment. For the first time in Swiss history 
there are more women than men in the 
Federal Council.

On 14 December 2011 the Social Democrat, 
Alain Berset, is elected to take the seat of 
his party colleague, Micheline Calmy-Rey, 
in the Federal Council.
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A unique politicAl system or

Swiss democracy
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A nyone who is unhappy with a new law can 
call for a referendum, and anyone wanting 
to amend the constitution can launch a 

popular initiative – in both cases a specific num-
ber of signatures have to be collected (more infor-
mation on p. 17).
 popular initiatives are often backed by specific 
interest groups, such as political parties, unions or 

associations, which seek to achieve something for 
the benefit of their members and supporters.
 the initiative for an unconditional basic in-
come, for which these two initiative committee 
members are seeking to drum up support from 
their fellow citizens, has a broader focus: it aims 
to benefit everyone and, according to the initiative 
text, provide the entire population with a decent 

standard of living. if the initiative comes about by 
october 2013, and if it is approved by a majority of 
the people and the cantons in the federal vote, the 
level and financing of this basic income would be 
set out in a law.
 And anyone unhappy with that new law can 
call for another referendum and collect the re-
quired signatures.
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sWitZerlAnD’s feDerAl structure or

2408 plus 26 equals 1
switzerland is a nation established by the will of the people and composed of several ethnic 
groups with a variety of languages and religions. it has been a federal state since 1848. there 
are about two dozen federal states worldwide; switzerland is the second oldest after the unit-
ed states of America and is organised in three political levels: the communes, the cantons and 
the confederation.

2408 communes Communes are the smallest political 
units in Switzerland. There are currently 2408 communes, but 
their number is in decline as smaller communes are tending to 
merge together in order to carry out their tasks more efficiently.
Roughly one fifth of the communes have their own parliament, 
especially the communes that are towns or cities. Four fifths of 
the communes, however, still make direct democratic decisions at 
the communal assembly, where all inhabitants who are entitled 
to vote may participate. In other words, the People are not rep
resented by councillors, but make decisions themselves and elect 
the communal council (executive).
 In addition to the tasks that are allocated to them by the Con
federation and their canton, such as managing the registry of 
 residents or organising civil defence, the communes also have 
their own responsibilities, including those relating to schools, so
cial services, energy supplies, road construction, local planning, 
taxes, etc. The communes regulate these matters to a large extent 
independently.
 The communes’ level of autonomy is determined by the indi
vidual cantons, and can therefore vary considerably from place to 
place.

The small commune of Kyburg with a population of 500 

souls bordering on the south of Winterthur is dominated 

by its castle, which was originally built around a thousand 

years ago. Thanks to their extensive estates and seigneu-

rial rights, the counts of Kyburg were among the most im-

portant aristocratic dynasties between the Rhine and the 

Alps. The lineage died out in 1263, and the Habsburgs, who inherited their estate, sold it 

to the City of Zurich in 1424 due to lack of money. The City of Zurich incorporated the 

estate into its territory and made the castle the seat of Zurich’s provincial governor 

until 1798.

26 cantons  The next largest political units are the states, 
which are known as cantons. They are the states that originally 
united in 1848 to form the Confederation, each relinquishing part 
of their sovereignty to the Confederation. Jura is an exception. It 
is the only canton that was created in the 20th century. On 1 Jan
uary 1979, it separated from Bern to become a canton in its own 
right.
 Under the Federal Constitution, all cantons have equal rights, 
and in comparison with the situation in other countries, they have 
a high degree of independence. Health care, education and cul
ture are among the policy areas where they enjoy a large degree 
of latitude.
 Each canton has its own constitution, and its own parliament, 
government and courts.
 The size of the parliament varies between 58 and 180 mem
bers, who are all elected by the people, in most cantons by a sys
tem of proportional representation.
 The 5 or 7member governments are also all elected by the peo
ple; in 24 cantons by a simple majority system, while in Zug and  Ticino 
the cantonal council is elected by proportional representation.
 Direct democracy in the form of a People’s Assembly still exists 
only in Appenzell Innerrhoden and Glarus. In all the other can
tons, the People vote exclusively at the ballot box.

Thurgau’s coat of arms is a reminder of the 

former importance of the Kyburg dynasty. It 

depicts the golden lions rampant of the counts, 

although on a background of white and green  

rather than black. Today ’s Thurgau was ruled 

under joint sovereignty from 1460 to 1798, as a subject territory conquered and 

jointly governed by the Swiss Confederates. It was Napoleon who granted the canton 

equal status in 1803, along with other variously dependent territories of Switzerland, 

such as Vaud and St . Gallen. These regions also display in their coats of arms the 

colour green for freedom, a colour otherwise scorned until the French Revolution.
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SWISS DEMOCRACY

Who elects who?

In Switzerland, the People are the 
supreme political authority
under the federal constitution, the people are 
the supreme political authority. the people 
comprises all adult men and women who hold
swiss citizenship, some 5.16 million citizens, 
and corresponds to almost two thirds of the 
resident population. people under the age of 18 
and foreign nationals have no political rights at 

federal level.

The People elect …

… the members of parliament: the legislature

the swiss parliament, which is the legislative 
branch of the state, has two chambers: the na-
tional council represents the swiss population 
as a whole, and the council of states repre-
sents the 26 cantons; together, they constitute 

the united federal Assembly.  z pages 22–39

Parliament elects …

… the government: the executive 
the swiss government comprises the seven 
members of the federal council as well as the 
federal chancellor, who are each elected by the 
united federal Assembly for a four-year term of 

office.  z pages 40–75

… the Supreme Court: the judiciary 

the supreme judicial authorities are the fed-
eral supreme court in lausanne and in lu-
cerne, together with its three courts of first 
instance: the federal criminal court in Bell-
inzona, the federal Administrative court and 
the federal patent court, both in st. Gallen. 
z pages 76–81

... the Attorney General
the offi ce of the Attorney General (oAG) is 
responsible for investigating and prosecuting 
criminal offences that are directed against or 
substantially affect the interests of the swiss 
confederation. examples of offences which 
come under federal jurisdiction are espionage, 
crimes involving explosives or radioactive mate-
rial and abuse of offi ce by federal employees. 
the oAG is also responsible for cases involving 
organised crime and terrorism, money launder-
ing and corruption, as well as white-collar crime 
with international implications.

1 Confederation is the name given to the Swiss state. 
CH is the abbreviation of Switzerland’s official Latin name ‘Con
foederatio Helvetica’. Confoederatio means ‘confederation’ and 
Helvetica refers to the Helvetii, an ancient Celtic people who set
tled in the region of presentday Switzerland roughly 2000 years 
ago.
 Switzerland has evolved over the course of more than seven 
hundred years from the alliance of the original three cantons, Uri, 
Schwyz and Unterwalden, to today’s federal state that unites the 
various interests of the individual cantons with the collective in
terests of the country.
 The Confederation has responsibilities in those areas where it 
is granted powers by the Constitution – for example in foreign and 
security policy, in customs and financial matters, in enacting legis
lation that applies throughout the country, and in defence.
 Tasks that are not expressly designated federal matters are the 
responsibility of the next lower political unit, i.e. the cantons.

The white cross was the common symbol of the Swiss Con-

federates for centuries, but it did not always look the 

way it does today. Originally, the arms of the cross were 

narrow and often extended to the very edge of the flag 

and battle standard. The typical flame pattern appeared 

in the 17th century, as seen in the flag carried by an en-

sign of the Swiss Guards Regiment in French service. The 

truncated Swiss cross featured on a red background first appeared on Swiss battalion 

flags in 1815 and was adopted as such by the newly founded federal state. The propor-

tions of the cross valid today were determined by the Federal Assembly in 1889: “The 

arms, each of equal length, shall be one sixth longer than they are wide.”

The separation of powers

in switzerland, the legislature, 
the executive and the judiciary 
are clearly separated, although 
in some instances tasks may be 
shared. this means that no-one 
may belong to more than one 
of the three federal authorities 
(parliament, government and the 
supreme court) at the same time; 
however, for practical purposes, 
each of the three authorities also 
carries out duties which, strictly 
speaking, fall within the compe-
tence of another power.
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50%

Voter turnout in recent years has averaged slightly over 40 per cent . Some proposals 

have drawn far more voters to the polling stations, such as the people’s initiative for 

Switzerland without an Army (1989), which brought a 69% turnout , and membership 

of the European Economic Area EEA (1992), which saw 78% of the electorate vote.

Because Swiss citizens regularly have the opportunity to take part in decision mak-

ing on political matters and other important issues, votes are more important in 

Switzerland than elections. Parliament in Switzerland has less influence than parlia-

ments in countries that do not have direct democratic instruments.

50%

1919 2011

Voter turnout has fallen significantly since the first National Council elections using 

the system of proportional representation were held in 1919. The two main reasons 

for the comparatively low voter turnout in Switzerland are firstly that voters have 

frequent opportunities to express their views at the ballot box, not only in elections, 

but also in votes at communal, cantonal and federal levels. Secondly, elections are 

not that decisive in this country because power-sharing understandings between the 

main parties preclude any change of government . Since the introduction of postal 

voting in 1994, there has been a slight increase in voter participation.

Direct DemocrAcy At feDerAl level or

One People, many rights
switzerland is virtually the only country in the world where the electorate has such extensive deci-
sion-making powers. the longstanding democratic tradition, but also the comparatively small size of 
the population and the country, as well as a high literacy rate and broad range of media services are 
crucial to the proper functioning of this particular system of government. swiss nationals have the 
following political rights at federal level:

Voting or if you feel strongly about something Those who are 
entitled to take part in parliamentary elections may also cast their 
vote in popular ballots, i.e. all Swiss citizens who have turned 18 
and are not incapacitated on grounds of mental illness or debility.
 Eligible voters are generally called on four times a year to vote 
on federal proposals. On average these votes involve three to four 
proposals that may be adopted or rejected; although in exception
al cases, there may be more than twice that many. Votes are held 
on people’s initiatives and referendums:
 The mandatory referendum applies to all amendments to the 
Constitution and proposals for membership of specific interna
tional organisations. This means that a popular vote must be 
held. The acceptance of such proposals needs what is known as 
the double majority – the pro
posal must be accepted firstly 
by the popular majority, i.e. 
the majority of the valid votes 
cast in the whole country, and 
secondly by the cantonal majority, i.e. voters must accept the 
 proposal in a majority of the cantons.
 New laws and amendments to existing laws and similar par
liamentary decisions, along with certain international treaties, 
are only put to the vote if required by an optional referendum. A 
 popular majority is sufficient for such a proposal to be accepted.

Elections or accumulating votes, vote-splitting and deleting 
names Every four years, the People elect the 200 members of the 
National Council. All Swiss citizens over the age of 18 may take 
part in elections, both actively and passively. In other words, they 
may cast their votes and stand for election themselves. Federal 
civil servants are required to choose between their profession and 
elected office should they be elected.
 In the cantons with more than one seat in the National Coun
cil, eligible voters have a number of options to nominate their fa
vourite candidates:
 They may indicate the names of their preferred candidates in a 
blank list.
 They may use a preprinted list of candidates provided by a 
 specific party, with or without making any changes to the list.
 The lists may be modified in three different ways, which may 
be combined:
 Firstly, names can be deleted from the list. Secondly, votes can 
be split, which means that votes are cast for members of different 
parties; in other words, a voter can take a name from one list and 
enter it on another list.
 Thirdly, candidates may be accumulated, in other words, they 
can be entered twice on a list. Parties themselves may also list can
didates twice (but no more than twice), thus accumulating votes 
in advance to enhance their election prospects.
 The elections to the Council of States are not regulated at fed
eral level, but all the cantons have settled for popular elections, so 
that all 246 federal members of parliament are elected directly by 
Swiss citizens.

Voter turnout in National Council elections since 1919 Voter turnout in federal votes since 1971

Amendments to the constitution 
z mandatory referendum

Amendments to legislation
z optional referendum
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Of a total of 129 popular initiatives that were voted on in recent decades, only 

twelve were successful at the ballot box – i.e. not even one out of ten. The vast 

majority of initiatives achieved less than 50% of votes in favour and were rejected. 

Most of these initiatives are not , however, entirely ineffective. The concerns they 

address often give r ise to broad debate and are eventually translated, at least par-

tially, into new laws.

Since 1971, referendum committees have been successful on 96 occasions. They have 

forced popular ballots on federal acts and decrees approved by parliament that they 

did not agree with, and have won the day 31 times at the ballot box, which amounts 

to an almost one-in-three level of success.

The chart shows the percentage in favour at each of the different votes: less than 

50% indicates that the disputed legislation was rejected.

Popular initiatives or making law the Swiss way Citi
zens may request that the People decide on an amendment they 
want to make to the Constitution. At federal level, unlike at can
tonal level, it is impossible to request a new law or a amendment 
to the law.
 For such an initiative to come about, the signatures of 100 000 
voters who support the proposal must be collected within 18 
months.
 A popular initiative may be for
mulated as a general proposal or – 
much more often – be presented as 
a precisely formulated text whose 
wording can no longer be altered 
by parliament or the government.
 The authorities sometimes respond to an initiative with a  direct 
counter-proposal (generally less farreaching) in the hope that a 
majority of the People and cantons will support that instead. Since 
1987, the possibility of a double ‘yes’ vote has  existed in  ballots on 
popular initiatives: voters may approve both the  initiative and the 
counterproposal. A deciding question determines which of the 
two texts will enter into force if both secure a popular majority 
and a majority of the cantons.
 Popular initiatives do not originate from parliament or gov
ernment, but from the People. They are regarded as the driving 
force behind direct democracy.

Referendums or voicing disagreement The People are enti
tled to have their say on parliamentary decisions.
 Federal legislation, decisions of parliament and certain in
ternational treaties are subject to an optional referendum: in this 
case, a popular ballot is held if 50 000 citizens so request. The 
signatures must be collected within 100 days of publication of  the 
new legislation. The referendum is similar to a veto and has the 

effect of delaying and safe guarding 
the political process by blocking 
amendments adopted by parlia
ment or the government or delay
ing their effect – the referendum is 
therefore often described as a brake 
applied by the People.

Referendums also contribute to political agreement because they 
prompt parliament to include as many interested parties as pos
sible in the debate on new laws or legislative amendments and 
thereby allow a compromise to be reached that is supported by 
a majority, and which is unlikely to fall victim to an optional 
 referendum later on.

Popular initiatives adopted and rejected since 1971 Optional referendums since 1971

Initiative: 

maximum time for collecting 
signatures 
z 18 months

required number of signatures 
z 100 000

Petition 

everyone is entitled to address written requests, sug-
gestions and complaints to the authorities – not just 
those eligible to vote.
the authorities in turn are required to take due note 
of such petitions, and although there is no law to say 
a response must be given, in practice every petition 
is considered and does receive a reply. the petition 
may relate to any activity of the state.

Referendum: 
maximum amount of time  
for collecting signatures  
z 100 days

required number of signatures  
z 50 000



18  The Swiss Confederation a brief guide

WHAt politicAl interests Are representeD By WHom or

The four strongest 
political parties...

political parties are groupings of like-minded people that have their own philosophies of life – in other 
words, particular views on political, social and economic issues, etc. they act as a link  between the 
public and state institutions and are essential in a functioning democracy. the party landscape in swit-
zerland is as varied as the country itself. normally the four strongest parties constitute the  government. 
However, due to the split within the svp following the election of eveline Widmer-schlumpf in 2008, 
the largest party in parliament currently has only one member in the federal council. All eleven parties 
give a brief portrait of themselves on the following pages.

SVP Swiss People’s Party
Party President: 
National Councillor Toni Brunner

90 000 members
Founded in 1917 www.svp.ch

The Swiss People’s Party emerged in 1971 from the Farm
ers, Trade and Citizens Party. It is the largest party in Switzerland 
with a 26.6% share of the vote and represents 648 675 voters.
 The SVP is committed to an independent and neutral Switzer
land and is fi rmly against Switzerland creeping towards member
ship of the EU. The debt and fi nancial crisis in Europe shows just 
how important a streamlined state with healthy fi nances, low taxes 
and a high degree of legal certainty is if Switzerland is to remain a 
strong business location with safe jobs. Migration into our country 
can no longer be managed independently. In various branches of 
the economy Swiss workers are being pushed aside by immigrants 
from the EU and other countries. The burden on our social system 
is greater as a result. In addition, crime by foreigners and asylum 
abuse are now commonplace. The SVP calls for improved public 
safety through the deportation of convicted foreign nationals and 
the tightening of the Criminal Code.
 With this clear policy based on conservative values the SVP 
wants to safeguard our country’s prosperity, jobs and future.
 While parliament reelected SVP Federal Councillor Ueli  Maurer 
at the Federal Council elections of 14 December 2011, it did not re
spect the SVP’s justifi ed claim to two seats in the government and 
thereby installed a centreleft coalition. It was a missed opportunity 
to establish long term political stability. 

SP Swiss Social Democratic Party
Party President: 
National Councillor Christian Levrat

35 000 members
Founded in 1888 www.spschweiz.ch 

Our constitution states that “the strength of a people 
is measured by the wellbeing of its weakest members”. The SP 
stands by this. We are committed to a society in which individuals 
are free to shape their lives, but in which a social net is in place to 
catch those at risk of falling.
 The SP wants the economy to work for the people and not vice 
versa. It is not only management that contributes to a company’s 
success. We are convinced that we would be better served if people 
considered others and not just themselves.
 Switzerland has a solid social net and good public infrastruc
ture. The SP has made a large contribution in that respect. Without 
the SP there would be no old age pension, no maternity insurance 
and no votes for women. But that is not enough. 
 We are convinced that Switzerland can be a fairer, more in
novative and progressive society. Environmental pollution and 
climate change threaten our world and our country. If we make a 
decisive move towards renewable energies we can protect our en
vironment and create sustainable and innovative jobs. If we place 
emphasis on education and integration we can provide strong 
prospects and prevent unemployment. If we invest in cooperative 
housing construction, we can help avoid speculation and provide 
affordable homes. In short, the SP pursues policies for the good of 
all, not just the few.
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SWISS DEMOCRACY

FDP  FDP.The Liberals
Party President: 
National Councillor Philipp Müller

120 000 members
Founded in 1894; merged in 2009 www.fdp.ch

FDP.TheLiberals stands for freedom and personal re
sponsibility. Citizens should be able to shape their own lives. The 
state should provide a secure framework for citizens, outstanding 
schools and modern infrastructure. The liberal movement is rep
resented in the Federal Council by Didier Burkhalter and Johann 
SchneiderAmmann.

We want: 
• Secure jobs. Our competitiveness is jeopardised by the high val

ue of the Swiss franc. The FDP believes Switzerland needs to 
shape up to ensure its appeal as a business location and ena
ble Switzerland to lower production costs, ideally without cut
ting wages. Measures include a flat rate of VAT, new free trade 
agreements with Asia and Latin America and defence of the 
bilateral path with the EU. Support for the free movement of 
persons must be secured through a tougher but fairer migration 
policy, better infrastructure, education and the encouragement 
of women and older people to participate in the labour market.

• Sound social services. Mountains of debt have already been ac
cumulated due to invalidity and unemployment insurance. The 
old age pension fund awaits a similar fate in the not too distant 
future. We must put a stop to this! Reforms are needed across all 
social institutions and pension funds so that future pensions can 
be safeguarded.

• Less red tape. Absurd red tape and a flood of regulations restrict 
our freedom and cost SMEs billions each year. Personal initia
tive and entrepreneurship are constrained. Our party wants sim
ple rules and swift procedures.

CVP   Christian Democrat People’s Party
Party President: 
National Councillor Christophe Darbellay

100 000 members
Founded in 1912 www.cvp.ch

The CVP focuses on families and middle income groups. 
As a businessoriented party with a liberalsocial outlook it seeks 
a balance between individuals and society, personal responsibility 
and solidarity. Its approach to coexistence is based on a Christian 
view of humanity and society. The party is committed to the inter
nal and external security of the country. The CVP is represented in 
the Federal Council by Doris Leuthard, who holds the important 
environment, transport, energy and communications portfolio.

Main themes:
• Families: These form the backbone of our society and therefore 

need a strong framework, which includes a good worklife bal
ance, low taxes and strong purchasing power.

• Economy: New, secure jobs and prosperity are generated through 
innovation. In order to promote the Swiss financial centre and 
the country’s appeal as a location for business, the CVP strives 
for attractive levels of taxation, outstanding infrastructure and 
education.

• Social security: The CVP believes that the sustainable financing 
and preservation of social institutions is the greatest challenge 
in the coming years. This can only be accomplished through 
targeted reforms and by avoiding unrealistic expansion or cut
backs.

• Environment policy: The CVP has long been committed to pre
serving the planet and pursuing a sustainable climate and en
vironment policy. Ecological and economic interests must be 
reconciled. 
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…as well as the seven other 
political parties in parliament

BDP  Conservative Democratic Party
Party President: 
National Councillor  Martin Landolt

6500 members
Founded in 2008 www.bdp.info

The BDP was among the winners of the federal elections 
of October 2011, immediately securing a 5.4 per cent share of the 
vote. It is a modern, conservative party that takes account of so
cial change and environmental challenges, without jettisoning all 
basic conservative values. The BDP wants a responsible economic 
policy, forwardlooking spatial planning and a credible security 
policy. The focus is on solutions. The BDP is the youngest Federal 
Council party and is represented in the national government by 
Eveline WidmerSchlumpf.

EVP   Swiss Evangelical People’s Party   
Party President: 
Heiner Studer

4600 members
Founded in 1919 www.evppev.ch

The EVP is a dependable political force, which has been 
committed to a Switzerland worth living in since 1919. Based on 
Christian values such as responsibility, justice and perseverance, 
the EVP’s practical and solutionoriented policies for the benefit 
of all people are in the middle of the political spectrum. The party 
has about 40 representatives in the cantonal parliaments. The EVP 
wants to support families, preserve God’s creation, reduce debt 
and secure social services. It calls for an economy that deals fairly 
with resources and manpower, solidarity with disadvantaged peo
ple and protection of human life.

The Greens Swiss Green Party 
Co-Presidents:
Adèle Thorens Goumaz and Regula Rytz

7500 members
Founded in 1983 www.gruene.ch

The Greens are the fifth largest party in parlia
ment. The party has sections in 25 of the 26 cantons. The Greens 
hold seats in the executives of ten cantons and numerous cities 
and communes. They are committed to sustainable development, 
which includes environmental protection, social justice, global 
peace and rights of citizens. The Greens strive to find longterm 
solutions and focus on quality and diversity. Their goals for the 
2011–2015 legislative period are a rapid and climatefriendly 
phasing out of hazardous nuclear power and a green economy. 
The Greens submitted popular initiatives on both goals in autumn 
2012. The Green parliamentary group will also continue to cam
paign for affordable public transport, for fair wages and against 
new fighter jets.

glp     Swiss Green Liberal Party  
Party President: 
National Councillor Martin Bäumle

3800 members
Founded in 2007 www.grunliberale.ch

A wellpreserved environment is the very basis of our ex
istence. We want to preserve a thriving world free of contamin
ated land so that future generations can also enjoy life. This in
cludes healthy state finances and social institutions. The state 
should not accumulate debt but instead concentrate on its core 
activities. Sensible conditions allow the market to function effec
tively. Personal initiative, entrepreneurship, a sense of responsi
bility and solidarity are the cornerstones of a liberal society and 
should be encouraged, as should a high quality education system.

2 members (m) of the Council of States 2 members (1 f, 1 m) of the Council of States

15 National Councillors (6 f, 9 m) 12 National Councillors (4 f, 8 m)

1 Federal Councillor (f )

1 member (m) of the Council of States

9 National Councillors (2 f, 7 m) 2 National Councillors (f )
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SWISS DEMOCRACY

CSP Obwalden Christian Social Party Obwalden
Party President: 
Walter Wyrsch

250 members
Founded in 1956 www.csp-ow.ch

The CSP Obwalden is only active at cantonal level. It has 
no affiliations at the national level and has been represented in 
the cantonal government since it was founded. The party is rep
resented in most communal councils in Obwalden and the mayor 
of Sarnen is also a member of the CSP. With 8 seats, the CSP Ob
walden forms its own parliamentary group in the cantonal parlia
ment. It is represented in all cantonal courts. Its policies are in line 
with the principles of Christian social ethics and it places impor
tance on a strong economy, genuine solidarity with the weakest in 
society and the conservation of the environment.

MCR Citizen’s Movement of French-speaking Switzerland
Party President: 
Eric Stauffer

1500 members
Founded in 2005 www.mouvement-citoyens-romand.ch

We are neither rightwing nor leftwing, but are instead 
committed to social policies, a strong economy and exemplary 
public safety.
 We are in favour of a single medical insurance fund and seek 
a review of the bilateral agreements with the EU. We are against 
European competition and the wave of crossborder commuters 
from neighbouring EU countries and seek to defend the national 
workforce.
 We want an independent, sovereign Switzerland. It is for that 
reason that we founded the Citizen’s Movement of Frenchspeak
ing Switzerland and the umbrella organisation, the Federation of 
Citizen’s Movements of the Alpine Region.

Lega Lega dei Ticinesi 
Party President: 
Giuliano Bignasca 

1500 members
Founded in 1991 www.legaticinesi.ch

Independence: economic and political globalisation is 
weakening Switzerland. Switzerland can however hold its own 
in a fragmented Europe if it safeguards its independence and its 
freedom.
 Public services: the federal government must maintain its pub
lic services and ensure equal conditions for all people throughout 
the country. Privatisations should be avoided whenever possible.
 Mobility: Ticino needs better connections to the rest of the 
country. The Gotthard route is stretched to capacity. Natural haz
ards and structural problems are jeopardising unrestricted use of 
this route.

2 National Councillors (1 f, 1 m) 1 National Councillor (m)

1 National Councillor (m)
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The LegisLaTure: NaTioNaL CouNCiL aNd CouNCiL of sTaTes or 

The Swiss parliament
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A 
Latin inscription above the left stairway 
leading to the domed hall in the Parliament 
Building is there to remind members of par-

liament that their overriding duty is to act in the 
public interest.
 have all the representatives ever read and actu-
ally understood these golden words? and do they 
always take them to heart during the debates and 

when making decisions in the chambers? even if 
every representative could honestly answer yes 
to the above questions, representatives do not al-
ways need to agree with each other. depending on 
political beliefs, opinions on what is in the best 
public interest differ greatly.
 Young people who watch live transmissions of 
the parliamentary votes in their civic education 

classes can see this for themselves as all debates 
in the federal assembly are open to the public.
 This is not the only reason the people’s repre-
sentatives are advised to keep the public interest 
in mind when they legislate, but also because in 
switzerland, the People are the supreme political 
authority, and it is therefore the People who al-
ways have the last word.
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switzerland has a bicameral parliament: the federal Chambers, which together consti-
tute the united federal assembly. The National Council represents the overall popula-
tion and the Council of states, the member states of the Confederation, i.e. the cantons. 
This system reflects the two principles on which the structure of the state is founded: 
the democratic principle, according to which every vote carries the same weight and 
the federalist principle, by which all cantons are treated equally. Both chambers are 
elected directly by the People: the National Council according to standard federal rules, 
the Council of states according to regulations which vary from canton to canton. in both 
instances, it is the cantons that are the electoral constituencies. 

The People are represented in the National Council

The large chamber has 200 seats. The number of deputies from a 
canton depends on its population as recorded in the last census: for 
every 40 000 inhabitants or so, there is one member on the Nation-
al Council. however, because the federal Constitution guarantees 
one seat per canton, appenzell innerrhoden, which has just 16 000 
in habitants, also sends a People’s representative to the federal Pal-
ace. similarly, the neighbouring canton of appenzell ausserrhoden 
and the cantons of obwalden and Nidwalden, uri and glarus only 
send one National Council member each, whereas the highly popu-
lated canton of Zurich currently has 34 seats.

The eLeCTioN of MeMBers of ParLiaMeNT or

The two ways into parliament

Women

Men

2

2

6

1

1
1

310

8

58

142

15
5

7

7

26

7

5

18

7

11

4

1

1 5

112

34
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THE LEGISLATIvE BRANCH

Proportional
representation or
majority vote

seats in the National Council are allocated 
according to the system of proportional re-

presentation. it is called this because seats 
are allocated in proportion to the share of 
votes cast.
 in National Council elections, the votes for 
each party are counted first, as they determine 
the number of seats that are allocated to a 
party. Then the candidates with the most votes 
within the parties are elected.
 of course an election by proportional re-
presentation only works if there is more than 
one seat to be allocated. in cantons with only 
one seat on the National Council there is a 
majority vote (first-past-the-post): the person 
with the most votes is elected.
 With the exception of the cantons of jura 
and Neuchâtel, elections to the Council of 

States are also held according to the first-
past-the-post system. This procedure naturally 
favours large parties or leading figures with a 
high public profile. Minority parties go away 
empty-handed.

The cantons are represented in the 

Council of States

The small chamber has 46 seats. irrespective of its 
population, each canton sends two representatives 
to the Council, with the exception of the six former 
half-cantons, which only have one deputy each. 
 The Council of states members represent their 
cantons but are not bound by any instructions from 
them, whether from the cantonal governments or 
parliaments.

Neuchâtel

Fribourg

Vaud

Geneva Valais

Bern

Jura

Basel-Stadt

Basel-Landschaft

Solothurn

Lucerne

Obwalden

Nidwalden

Uri

Zug

Schwyz

Glarus

St . Gallen

Graubünden

Schaffhausen

Thurgau

Zürich
Aargau

Appenzell Ausserrhoden

Appenzell Innerrhoden

Ticino

Women

Men

9

37
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Hans 
Grunder
BdP 1956 2007

Be

MeMBers of The NaTioNaL CouNCiL or 

Representing Switzerland’s 8m inhabitants

Urs
Gasche
BdP 1955 2011

Be

Max 
Binder
SvP 1947 1991

Zh Ruedi
Noser
FdP 1961 2003

Zh Karl
vogler
CSPO 1956 2011

oW

Peter
Keller
SvP 1971 2011

NW

Martin
Landolt
BdP 1968 2009

gL

Thomas 
Aeschi
SvP 1979 2011

Zg

Bruno
Pezzatti
FdP 1951 2011

Zg

Gerhard 
Pfister
CvP 1962 2003

Zg

valérie 
Piller Carrard

SP 1978 2011

fr

Ursula
Schneider Schüttel

SP 1961 2012

fr

Jean-François 
Steiert

SP 1961 2007

fr

dominique
de Buman
CvP 1956 2003

fr

Christine
Bulliard-Marbach
CvP 1959 2011

fr

Jacques 
Bourgeois
FdP 1958 2007

fr

Roland F. 
Borer
SvP 1951 1991

so

Walter 
Wobmann
SvP 1957 2003

so

Philipp
Hadorn

SP 1967 2011

so

Bea
Heim

SP 1946 2003

so

Stefan
Müller-Altermatt
CvP 1976 2011

so

Urs
Schläfli
CvP 1963 2011

so

Kurt
Fluri
FdP 1955 2003

so

Beat
Jans

SP 1964 2010

Bs

Silvia 
Schenker

SP 1954 2003

Bs

Sebastian
Frehner
SvP 1973 2010

Bs

Markus
Lehmann
CvP 1955 2011

Bs

daniel
Stolz
FdP 1968 2012

Bs

76
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88
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Ursula
Haller vannini
BdP 1948 1999

Be

Lorenz
Hess
BdP 1961 2011

Be

Aline
Trede
GPS 1983 2013

Be

Regula
Rytz
GPS 1962 2011

Be

Jürg
Grossen
GLP 1969 2011

Be

Christa
Markwalder
FdP 1975 2003

Be

Marianne
Streiff-Feller
EvP 1957 2010

Be

Ida 
Glanzmann-Hunkeler
CvP 1958 2006

Lu

Ruedi 
Lustenberger
CvP 1950 1999

Lu

Leo
Müller
CvP 1958 2011

Lu

Yvette 
Estermann
SvP 1967 2007

Lu

Felix 
Müri
SvP 1958 2003

Lu

Peter
Schilliger
FdP 1959 2012

Lu

Albert
vitali
FdP 1955 2011

Lu

Prisca
Birrer-Heimo

SP 1959 2010

Lu

Roland
Fischer
GLP 1965 2011

Lu

Louis 
Schelbert
GPS 1952 2006

Lu

Gabi 
Huber
FdP 1956 2003

ur

Alois
Gmür
CvP 1955 2011

sZ

Petra
Gössi
FdP 1976 2011

sZ

Primin
Schwander
SvP 1961 2003

sZ

Andy 
Tschümperlin

SP 1962 2007

sZ
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Girod
GPS 1980 2007
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Balthasar 
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GPS 1972 2011

Zh

daniel
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GPS 1950 2003

Zh

Rosmarie
Quadranti
BdP 1957 2011

Zh

Lothar
Ziörjen
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Zh

Kathy 
Riklin
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Zh
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Schmid-Federer
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Ingold
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Andreas
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Rudolf 
Joder
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SvP 1940 1979–2003, 11
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Alfred
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Hans
Kaufmann
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Zh

Natalie
Rickli
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Jürg 
Stahl
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Rutz
SvP 1972 2012
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Jacqueline
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Galladé
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Jositsch
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Martin
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Martin
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Maier
GLP 1975 2011
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Weibel
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Zh

Tiana Angelina
Moser
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doris
Fiala
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Markus
Hutter
FdP 1957 2003

Zh

Filippo
Leutenegger
FdP 1952 2003

Zh
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Alec 
von Graffenried
GPS 1962 2007

Be

Kathrin
Bertschy
GLP 1979 2011

Be

Jean-François 
Rime
SvP 1950 2003

fr

Christian
Wasserfallen
FdP 1981 2007

Be
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The LegisLaTive Branch

The captions below the names refer to (from left to right) 

political party membership, the year of birth and the year of 

election to the Council. The numbering of members of the Na-

tional Council from 1 to 200, and of the Council of States from 

1 to 46 (see over) is intended as an aid: It can also be found on 

the pages showing the chamber seating plan (29–31).

Yvan 
Perrin
SvP 1966 2003

Ne

Caspar 
Baader
SvP 1953 1998

BL Josias F.
Gasser
GLP 1952 2011

gr Fulvio 
Pelli
FdP 1951 1995

Ti viola 
Amherd
CvP 1962 2005

vs

Thomas
de Courten
SvP 1966 2011

BL Hansjörg
Hassler
BdP 1953 1999

gr Fabio
Regazzi
CvP 1962 2011

Ti

Mathias
Reynard

SP 1987 2011

vs

Susanne 
Leutenegger Oberholzer

SP 1948 1987–1991, 99

BL Silva
Semadeni

SP 1952 1995–99, 2011

gr Marco
Romano
CvP 1982 2011

Ti

Yannick
Buttet
CvP 1977 2011

vs

Eric 
Nussbaumer

SP 1960 2007

BL Sylvia 
Flückiger-Bäni
SvP 1952 2007

ag Lorenzo
Quadri
Lega 1974 2011

Ti

Christophe
darbellay
CvP 1971 2003

vs

Elisabeth
Schneider-Schneiter
CvP 1964 2010

BL

Ulrich 
Giezendanner
SvP 1953 1991
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Pantani
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Ti Stéphane 
Rossini
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vsMaya 
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Ne

Roland Rino
Büchel
SvP 1965 2010
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ag Jean-Pierre 
Grin
SvP 1947 2007
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Fässler-Osterwalder

SP 1951 1997
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Hodgers
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Français
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Leuenberger
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Walter
SvP 1951 1999

Tg Isabelle 
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FdP 1970 2006
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Luc 
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CvP 1960 2005

geMargrit
Kessler
GLP 1948 2011

sg Thomas
Böhni
GLP 1964 2011

Tg Adèle
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GPS 1971 2007

vd

Mauro
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MCR 1959 2011

geWalter 
Müller
FdP 1948 2003
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SP 1964 2005

Tg
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Chevalley
GLP 1972 2011

vd
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SP 1959 2003

ge

Heinz
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SvP 1955 2011

gr Christian
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CvP 1962 2011

Tg

Christian
van Singer
GPS 1950 2007
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Pierre-Alain
Fridez

SP 1957 2011
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Martin
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CvP 1980 2011
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FdP 1961 2007

Ti Jacques 
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CvP 1931 1999–2003, 07

vd Jean-Paul
Gschwind
CvP 1952 2011

ju
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MeMBers of The CouNCiL of sTaTes or

Representing the 26 cantons

The captions below the names refer to 

(from left to r ight) political party mem-

bership, the year of birth and the year 

of election to the Council.

verena
diener Lenz
GLP 1949 2007

Zh Pankraz
Freitag
FdP 1952 2008

gL Hans
Altherr
FdP 1950 2004

ar Luc
Recordon
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Jean-René
Fournier
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René
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didier
Berberat
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Raphaël
Comte
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Robert
Cramer
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SP 1956 2007
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Claude
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Anne
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Ivo
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CvP 1958 2007
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Paul
Rechsteiner
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Stefan
Engler
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FdP 1966 2011
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CvP 1956 1999

Ti
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Peter
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CvP 1952 1995

Zg

Joachim
Eder
FdP 1951 2011

Zg

Urs
Schwaller
CvP 1952 2003

fr

Christian
Levrat

SP 1970 2012
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Pirmin
Bischof
CvP 1959 2011

so

Roberto
Zanetti

SP 1954 2010

so

Anita
Fetz

SP 1957 2003
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Hannes
Germann
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Thomas  
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1960 2011
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Felix
Gutzwiller
FdP 1948 2007

Zh

Werner
Luginbühl
BdP 1958 2007

Be

Be

Konrad
Graber
CvP 1958 2007

Lu

Georges
Theiler
FdP 1949 2011

Lu

Isidor
Baumann
CvP 1955 2011

ur

Markus
Stadler
GLP 1948 2010

ur

Peter
Föhn
SvP 1952 2011

sZ

Alex 
Kuprecht
SvP 1957 2003
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Hans 
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FdP 1945 1998

oW

Paul
Niederberger
CvP 1948 2007
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2

3
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5

6

7

8

9
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This
Jenny
SvP 1952 1998

gL

Why some cantons only have one seat in the Council of States

six cantons which once formed three entities and then subsequently divided 
used to be considered half-cantons. 
 These are obwalden and Nidwalden, which divided well before the found-
ing of the swiss Confederation in 1291, appenzell, which divided in 1597 on 
religious grounds into catholic innerrhoden and protestant ausserrhoden, and 
Basel, which suffered a violent split in 1833: the rebellious Basel-Landschaft 
broke away from the once dominant Basel-stadt.
 This is why these cantons only have one seat in the Council of states and 
only half a cantonal vote in votes on amendments to the swiss Constitution.

Hans
Stöckli

SP 1952 2011
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Other rules apply 
to Swiss people
living abroad

swiss citizens living abroad have the option 
of registering in switzerland on the electoral 
roll – either in their home commune or in their 
former commune of residence. This gives them 
the right to vote and take part in elections at 
federal level and even to be elected to the Na-
tional Council.
 however, their eligibility to vote in elec-
tions to the Council of states depends on 
where they are registered as rules vary from 
canton to canton.
 swiss living abroad only have full political 
rights in ten cantons where they can take part 
in National Council and Council of states elec-
tions and can also have their say on federal 
and cantonal matters. These cantons are Bern, 
fribourg, geneva, graubünden, jura, schwyz, 
solothurn, Ticino, Basel-Landschaft and Neu-
châtel: in the last two cantons they are even 
allowed a say in communal affairs.

You can find out who said what in the 
National Council and Council of states 
in the Official Bulletin z www.parlament.ch

President

Tellers
2nd Vice-
President

Federal Councillors

1st Vice-PresidentSecretary

Recorder

Federal Councillors

Official Bulletin
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The uNiTed federaL asseMBLY or

Number of ballot papers distributed: 246
The two councils sit jointly in the National Council Chamber 
to elect the federal Council, the federal Chancellor and the 
judges of the federal supreme Court and to decide on par-
dons and conflicts of jurisdiction. The members of the Coun-
cil of states take their seats at the back of the Chamber.

Tellers

Committee Spokepersons

Federal
Councillors

PresidentSecretary
General

Secretaries and
interpreters

Podium
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What ‘our people in Bern’  
are doing

The members of the National Council and the Council of states each have a series of 
more or less effective instruments to assert their opinion or to pass on that of their 
electors. They can propose legislative amendments, ask the federal Council critical 
questions or assign it work to do.

Frequency and duration of parliamentary sessions

The National Council and the Council of States usually meet for 
an ordinary three-week session in spring, summer, autumn and 
winter. Committee meetings are held between sessions. 

Part-time politicians
The 246 members of the National Council and the Council of 
States devote an average of 60–75 per cent of their working hours 
to their parliamentary duties. Generally, they also have another 
job. Representatives take on public tasks and mandates on a part-
time basis. The representatives’ double workload regularly gives 
rise to calls for a full-time parliament.
 On the other hand, some say that part-time members of par-
liament are closer to the People and that their professional knowl-
edge is a valuable contribution to political debates.

The main tasks 

Legislation: The National Council and the Council of States consti-
tute the legislature, which is the legislative power in Switzerland. 
The two chambers, together referred to as the Federal Assembly, 
debate all constitutional amendments before they are put to the 
popular vote. In addition, they prepare, amend or repeal federal 
acts, draw up federal decrees and approve international treaties. 
(See also ‘How new laws come about’ on pages 38/39)

Elections: The two parliamentary chambers sit together as the 
United Federal Assembly in order to elect the members of the Fed-
eral Council, the Federal Chancellor and the judges to the federal 
courts. Each year during the winter session, it elects the President 
and Vice President of the Swiss Confederation from among the 
seven members of the Federal Council.
 In the event of a military threat to the country, the United Fed-
eral Assembly also appoints a general as commander-in-chief of 
the armed forces.

Control: The Federal Assembly is responsible for the overall su-
pervision of the federal administration; It decides, among other 
things, on the federal government’s budget – the level of revenues 
and expenditure.Sessions 2013

spring session: 4 – 22 March
special session (NC): 15 – 17 april
summer session: 3 – 21 june
autumn session: 9 – 27 september
Winter session: 25 November – 13 december
(4 december: election of the President and 
vice President of the swiss Confederation)
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Instruments

By making a proposal, members can make amendments to pending 
issues under discussion.

Parliamentary initiatives enable a member to submit a draft bill for 
an act or to propose in general terms that such a text be drafted. 
All legislative work takes place in a committee. Parliamentary ini-
tiatives are subject to a preliminary examination.

A motion obliges the Federal Council to submit a specific draft bill 
or decree or to take appropriate measures. A motion requires the 
approval of both chambers.

A postulate is a form of request requiring the Federal Council to ex-
amine and report on whether an act or decree needs to be drafted 
or if other measures need to be taken.
 A postulate can also require the Federal Council to present a 
report on another issue. A postulate is binding once it is approved 
by one of the two chambers.

An interpellation enables members of the Federal Assembly to re-
quest information on important events or matters relating to for-
eign or domestic policy affecting the Confederation. A debate can 
be requested on the response given by the Federal Council.

An ordinary question, in the same way as an interpellation, enables 
members to request information on important events or matters 
relating to foreign or domestic policy affecting the Confederation. 
However, contrary to interpellations, ordinary questions are not 
put before the Federal Council, but are answered in writing by the 
Federal Council.

Question time is a procedure used only by the National Council to 
deal with current issues. During question time, members of the 
Federal Council appear before the National Council to respond to 
questions from Council members. Question time, which lasts no 
longer than 90 minutes, takes place at the beginning of the second 
and third weeks of sessions.

48   legislature period:
an average of 1562 re-
quests at each session

over the course of the 48th legislature period 
between 2007 and 2011, the members of the  
National Council and the Council of states 
submitted a total of 7812 parliamentary re-
quests:
• 481 parliamentary initiatives

• 1952 motions

• 683 postulates

• 1882 interpellations

• 575 ordinary questions and   

• 2239 written questions as part of question 

   time in the National Council.

49   legislature period:
1857 requests during
the first session

over the course of the 49th legislature period 
(since december 2011) 1857 requests have 
been submitted so far:
•  123 parliamentary initiatives

• 405 motions

• 208 postulates

• 529 interpellations

• 122 ordinary questions and 

• 470 written questions as part of question  

 time in the National Council.

in addition to Council members, committees and 
parliamentary groups can also submit parliamentary 
initiatives and interventions. They can be signed by 
one or more Council members.

th  

th  



CoMMiTTees aNd deLegaTioNs or

Laying the groundwork

Who does what and where 

Both chambers each have eleven standing committees: two super-
visory committees and nine legislative committees respectively.
 Their composition depends on the strength of the parliamen-
tary groups. National languages and national regions are, as far as 
possible, taken into due consideration. A National Council com-
mittee has 25 members and a Council of States committee has 13. 
Thus, a member of the National Council sits on one or two com-
mittees and a member of the Council of States on three or four.
 The term of office for committee members is four years with 
the option of being re-elected. The term of office for committee 
chairpersons is limited to two years.

Work and importance of committees

In contrast to National Council and Council of States sessions, 
committee meetings are not public. The in camera consultations 
usually foster an open discussion between members, making it 
easier to find mutual solutions. The committees then brief the me-
dia after their meetings.
 Members whose motions have not been carried in the com-
mittee can subsequently submit minority proposals at the plenary 
session.
 The councils tend to accept their own committees’ proposals; 
the most important principles to be followed are therefore set out 
in the advisory committees.

Committees are responsible for preparing items of business and formulating 
recommendations for their respective Council. They work closely with the fed-
eral Council. in accordance with the Parliament act, the committees should also 
monitor social and political developments in their fields of expertise and make 
proposals as to how new challenges could be tackled and problems solved.

on average the committees meet for three 
to four days every quarter. here the National 
Council security Policy Committee (sPC) is at 
work, joined by federal Councillor simonetta 
sommaruga

34 The Swiss Confederation a brief guide
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The Finance Committees monitor the federal 
government’s spending, review the federal 
government’s budget and public accounts, and 
examine proposals for future spending. They are 
divided into sub-committees that scrutinise the 
finances of the seven departments. The Finance 

delegation, made up of three National Council 
representatives and three Council of states 
 representatives, continually monitors and  
supervises the federal government’s finances.  
The NrLa supervisory delegation carries  
out overall parliamentary supervision of the  
construction of the New rail Link through the  
alps (NrLa).

The Control Committees exercise overall parlia-
mentary supervision. Their tasks include carrying 
out inspections and visiting agencies.
 The control committees are divided into 
sub-committees. in addition, each committee 
selects three members from its group to form 
the Control delegation, whose task it is to 
scrutinise activities relating to national security 
and the intelligence services.

Foreign Affairs Committees: international rela-
tions, neutrality, humanitarian aid, human rights, 
foreign economic policy, european integration, 
World Bank, iMf.

Science, Education and Culture Committees: 
science, education, genetic engineering, lan-
guages, culture, sport, family, youth and equality 
issues.

Social Security and Health Committees: social 
insurance, health matters, drugs, food, sickness 
and accident prevention, health and safety in the 
workplace.

Environment, Spatial Planning and Energy 

Committees: environment protection, national 
heritage, spatial planning, water supply and regu-
lation, energy, forestry, hunting and fishing.

Security Policy Committees: military defence, 
civil defence, national economic supply, peace 
and security policy, civilian service, war materiel 
exports.

Transport and Telecommunications  

Committees: transport and traffic, postal 
 serv ices and telecommunications, media.

Economic Affairs and Taxation  

Committees: national economy, labour, social 
partnership, prices, consumer protection, private 
insurance, export risk guarantees, taxation, 
agriculture.

Political Institutions Committees: federal 
authorities, relations between the Confederation 
and the cantons, political rights, citizenship, 
foreign nationals, asylum, relations between the 
Church and the state.

Legal Affairs Committees: civil code, code of 
obligations, intellectual property, fair trading, 
data protection, criminal law, military criminal 
law, parliamentary immunity, amnesty.

The Pardons and Jurisdiction Committee 
receives applications for pardons concerning 
sentences handed down by the federal Criminal 
Court or a federal administrative authority, as 
well as for military criminal cases taken to the 
federal Court. 

The Judiciary Committee is responsible for the 
preparation of the election and the removal from 
office of members of the federal courts.

applications to repeal immunity for Council 
members and for government officials elected 
by the federal assembly are dealt with by the 
Immunity Committee (ik-N) in the National 
Council and by the Legal affairs Committee in the 
Council of states. 

The drafting Committee revises the wording 
of legislation in the three official languages and 
decides on their final version.

The Legislature Plan Committees are special 
committees that examine the draft of the federal 
Council on the legislature plan for their Councils. 

delegations

delegations are mainly called on to cultivate 
relations with other states; otherwise, they 
represent the federal assembly in international 
parliamentary assemblies such as the Council of 
europe, La francophonie, the osCe or NaTo.

For current and detailed information on the 

committees and delegations go to:  

www.parlament.ch > Bodies and council members

Supervisory committees  
and delegations Legislative committees Other committees

The nine legislative committees 
are concerned with legislation in 
their specific fields.
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ParLiaMeNTarY grouPs or 

Taking a common stance

Parliamentary groups comprise members of the 
same party or parties sharing similar political sympathies. They 
play an important role in opinion-forming processes, discussing 
important council business and agreeing on a line that can be 
followed by council members in the council and in their dealings 
with the media and the public. At least five members from the 
same council are needed to form a parliamentary group. In the 
National Council, belonging to a parliamentary group is a pre-
requisite for membership of a committee.
 This is why parties with fewer than five members are keen to 
join a group. But they are also courted because the more members 
a parliamentary group has, the more committees it can sit on and 
the greater its influence on council business.

Politically speaking, the Federal Assembly is not divided into par-
ties, but into parliamentary groups. All but one member of parlia-
ment currently belong to a parliamentary group.

Money paid for a job done

Parliamentary groups are paid a fixed allowance of 
Chf 144 500 a year, and each of their members re-
ceives the additional sum of Chf 26 800.  Members 
of parliament with no affiliation to a parliamentary 
group do not receive any of this money and are not 
entitled to sit on a parliamentary committee or have 
their say in most debates.

SvP Group
62

Social democratic 
Group SP 

57

CvP/EvP Group 
44

FdP-Liberal Group 
41 

Green Group 
17

Green Liberal Group 
14

BdP Group 
10

independent
1

National Council Council of States
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General Secretariat

Secretary-General:
Christoph Lanz

Parliament Building, 3003 Bern
031 322 87 90

information@parl.admin.ch 
www.parlament.ch

The General Secretariat is responsible for planning the sessions and 
any related business, and for organisational and procedural matters.
 The Central Secretariat is parliament’s general service office. 
It makes the basic preparations for parliamentary work, manages 
addresses and compiles lists.
 The Information Service maintains contacts with the media 
and with the general public. It also supports and advises council 
members, the parliamentary bodies and the heads of service on 
information and media-related matters.
 The Public Relations Service produces communication material 
on parliament and organises events and guided tours of the Parlia-
ment Building. Together with the Federal Chancellery, it also runs 
the “Political Forum of the Confederation” in the Käfigturm.
 The Internet Service maintains the parliament website and of-
fers information on a daily basis on the workings of parliament 
and its various bodies. During parliamentary sessions, it broad-
casts the debates.
 The Legal Service provides advice and information on ques-
tions of parliamentary law.

Scientific Services
The activities of committees are an important part of parliamen-
tary work. The volume and complexity of business is continuously 
increasing, which is why each matter is assigned to one of the com-
mittees. The committee secretariats form the Committees Service. 
It plans the committees’ work, and provides them with technical, 
organisational and administrative assistance, and advises them in 
particular on procedural and jurisdictional questions.
 The spoken word is often no sooner said than forgotten. Every 
parliament therefore also needs a transcription service. The tran-
scription service used by the Official Bulletin is one of the most 
modern in the world: the statements of Council members are re-
corded and relayed for publication on www.parlament.ch almost 
in real time.
 The Documentation Centre is able to provide the information 
members of parliament need to prepare material for Council deci-
sions or debates.

ParLiaMeNTarY serviCes or

The service centre 
for the Federal Assembly

External Relations and Information
The External Relations Service is the secretariat of the Foreign Af-
fairs Committee and Delegations. It also organises foreign trips 
for members of parliament and visits to Switzerland by delega-
tions from foreign parliaments, and is responsible for questions 
of protocol.
 The Language Service provides translations for parliament 
and the Parliamentary Services. The Interpreting Service ensures 
simultaneous translation of the statements made by members of 
parliament into the three official languages (German, French and 
Italian). The Italian Secretariat  prepares documents relating to all 
fields and ensures their publication.

Resources, Security and Logistics
The Personnel Service implements personnel policies and is the 
contact for training and organisational development.
 The Finance and Travel Service is responsible for the prepara-
tion and the administration of the budget, accounting and con-
trolling. It arranges for the allowances to be paid to members of 
parliament and organises their trips. 
 The Security and Infrastructure Service ensures compliance 
with security measures, plans and coordinates the use of the 
building and maintains the rooms and the technical infrastructure 
in the Parliament Building.
 The IT and New Technologies team is responsible for operating 
and maintaining the entire IT infrastructure used by the Parlia-
mentary Services and the parliamentary groups’ secretariats. It 
provides all members with personal IT equipment.
 The Operations and Usher Service is responsible for the infra-
structure of the federal chambers, committees and the parliamen-
tary groups. The ushers are available to the chambers at all times 
during meetings. They also accompany Council Presidents to pub-
lic events.
 The Project and Integration Management Unit is responsible 
for tasks in the areas of infrastructure, security, IT, document 
management and e-parl. The e-parl project aims to make all docu-
ments necessary for the operations of the councils fully available 
on the Internet.

The Parliamentary services support the federal assembly in the fulfilment of its tasks. They 
provide a comprehensive service to assist Council members in carrying out detailed and crea-
tive legislative work. They plan and organise parliamentary sessions and committee meetings, 
handle secretarial business and prepare reports, minutes and transcripts, and translations, 
obtain and archive documents and advise and provide technical assistance to Council members 
in matters related to parliamentary procedure. Parliament’s backoffice employs 300 staff who 
share 212 full-time positions under the leadership of the secretary-general.
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hoW NeW LaWs CoMe aBouT or

The revision of the CO2 Act
Bringing in new legislation is a complex and at times protracted business. The process takes at 
least twelve months, but it has been known to take as long as twelve years or more. however, the 
number of new acts has significantly increased in recent years. on average, every week sees a 
new act come into force or an existing act amended.
      The 1999 Co2 act required a reduction in Co2 emissions by 2010 of 10% compared with 1990 
levels. it also required the federal Council to present timely proposals to the federal assembly 
for reduction targets for the period after 2010. The federal Council fulfilled its mandate. The fol-
lowing steps had to be taken before the revision of the Co2 act:

at the same time, the federal Council rejects the 
healthy climate popular initiative, because it could 
prove to be too rigid both in view of international 
climate policy developments and in terms of the 
limitation of domestic emissions reduction meas-
ures.
 The federal Council therefore intends to submit 
the revised Co2 act to the federal assembly as an 
indirect counter-proposal to the popular initiative.

The foeN compiles the roughly 200 responses re-
ceived to the consultation into a report. responses 
are overwhelmingly in favour of the first alterna-
tive, whereby emissions reduction is achieved 
mainly through measures taken at home; the sec-
ond alternative receives hardly any support.
 The foeN drafts a dispatch on swiss climate 
policy after 2012. on the one hand, the dispatch 
lays out the healthy climate popular initiative and 
recommends that it be rejected; on the other, it out-
lines the draft developed as an indirect counter-pro-
posal to amend the Co2 act.

The federal Council approves the dispatch on swiss 
climate policy after 2012, together with the draft 
revision of the Co2 act and the federal decision on 
the rejection of the recommended popular initia-
tive. The Presiding Colleges of the National Council 
and the Council of states notify the National Coun-
cil of the item of business, as this will be the first 
of the two chambers to address it.

The first step is when someone thinks there is a 
need for a new piece of legislation or for an existing 
act to be amended. This can be an individual mem-
ber of the electorate, interest groups, members of 
parliament, or sections of the administration, can-
tons or the federal Council.
 in this case it is the federal Council that in-
structs the federal department of the environment, 
Transport, energy and Communications deTeC in 
february 2008 to prepare a draft revision of the Co2 
act by mid-2008. The federal office for the environ-
ment foeN, which is part of deTeC, is responsible 
for this task.
 at the same time, a committee submits the 
popular initiative “for a healthy climate” – with 
115 689 valid signatures to the federal Chancellery.

The federal Council commissions deTeC to conduct 
consultation proceedings on the draft revision of 
the Co2 act. The draft revision provides for two al-
ternatives: the first places emphasis on emissions 
reduction measures on the domestic front, and the 
second focuses on compensating domestic emis-
sions by purchasing certificates abroad.
 during the consultation proceedings, the can-
tons, federal courts, political parties, business 
federations and other organisations are all able to 
submit their comments on the draft and propose 
amendments.

2
Who:

Federal Council
When:

5.12.2008

1
Who:

DETEC
Initiative committee 

When:

February 2008

When:

30.4.–17.8.20093
Who:

FOEN

When:

26.8.20094
Who:

Federal Council

When

19.10.2009–
1.6.20105

Who:

ESPEC-N
National Council

The environment, spatial Planning and energy Com-
mittee of the National Council (esPeC-N) conducts 
the preliminary examination of the modification of 
the Co2 act and the popular initiative and consults 
the ‘Climate initiative’ committee, as well as other 
interested parties.
 The National Council deliberates on the amend-
ment of the act in spring and summer session 2010 
and decides to discuss the popular initiative at a 
later date.
unlike the federal Council, it intends to achieve a 
reduction in emissions through domestic measures 
alone and decides on a goal of a 20% reduction. 
at the same time, it incorporates an option in the 
draft act, allowing the federal Council to increase 
the reduction goal up to 40% if necessary.
 on 1 june 2010, the National Council adopts the 
draft revised version of the Co2 act as an indirect 
counter-proposal to the healthy climate popular 
initiative and decides to extend the deadline for 
addressing the popular initiative by a year.
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The waste incineration facility at Warmbächliweg in 

Bern was built in 1954 and shut down at the end of 

2012.

The new Forsthaus energy generation facility incin-

erates twice as much waste per year, namely 110 000 

tonnes, but emits 57 000 tonnes less CO2.

The environment, spatial Planning and energy Com-
mittee of the Council of states (esPeC–s) accepts 
the federal Council’s proposal for the most part. 
Contrary to the National Council’s decision, it fa-
vours a reduction goal of 20% through the partial 
purchase of foreign certificates.
 The Council of states considers the proposal 
for a total revision of the act and holds a detailed 
consultation where each article of the draft is dis-
cussed separately. it accepts the proposals of its 
advisory committee for the most part and adopts 
the draft amendment on 8 March 2011. since this 
version does not correspond with the National 
Council’s version on all points, the chambers pro-
ceed to the resolution of differences.

during the resolution of differences, the item of 
business is again submitted first of all to the Na-
tional Council, which at this point focuses only on 
the provisions still under debate. The item of busi-
ness is then sent to the Council of states, which, 
as second chamber, addresses the remaining differ-
ences before it is sent back to the National Council.
 after the third discussion of each individual ar-
ticle, the National Council adopts the amendments 
proposed by the Council of states. in the final vote 
on 23 december 2011, both chambers adopt the 
draft of the total revision of the Co2 act.
 The proposal is published in the federal gazette, 
thereby launching the 100-day referendum period, 
which lasts until 13 april 2012.

due to the delays caused by the resolution of differ-
ences, the National Council and Council of states 
approve an additional extension of a year to ad-
dress the healthy climate popular initiative.
 The two chambers finally adopt the draft propos-
al for the federal decree on the popular initiative. 
The federal assembly declares the validity of the 
popular initiative and recommends that the people 
and the cantons reject the initiative.

When:

13.9.2011–
23.12.20017

Who:

National Council
Council of States

When:

28.3.20129
Who:

Initiative committee
When:

16.3.20128
Who:

National Council
Council of States

When:

6.9.2010–
8.3.20116

Who:

ESPEC-S
Council of States

The committee withdraws the healthy climate 
 initiative on condition that no referendum is held 
against the total revision of the Co2 act.

The referendum period for the revised Co2 act 
expires without having been used. The healthy cli-
mate initiative is therefore withdrawn. The revised 
Co2 act takes effect from 1 january 2013. 

When:

30.11.201210
Who:

Federal Council
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The execuTive: Federal council and deparTmenTs or

The Swiss government
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C learly in a cheerful mood, the members of the 
national government pose for their official 
group portrait in front of their meeting room 

in the lobby of the west wing of the Federal palace.
 although switzerland finds itself at the start of 
2013 to be in ‘good shape’ on the whole compared 
with its european neighbours, it still faces a host of 

domestic and foreign policy challenges – more so 
than in the past.
 despite their different backgrounds, political 
and social views, the seven members of the Feder-
al council and the Federal chancellor appear to be 
keen to tackle the various problems and find good 
solutions. They all see their work as a joint respon-

sibility, and each and every one of them wants only 
what is best for switzerland.
 Whether they are male or female, French-speak-
ers or German-speakers, left-wing or right-wing, the 
current members of the Federal council can draw on 
their 435 years of cumulated life experience to work 
towards securing a good future for our country.
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Simonetta Sommaruga

Head of the Federal Department 

of Justice and Police

Member of the Sp

Federal Councillor since 2010

Ueli Maurer
president of the Swiss Confederation

Head of the Federal Department of  

Defence, Civil Protection and Sport

Member of the SVp

Federal Councillor since 2009

Johann N. Schneider-Ammann

Head of the Federal Department 

of Economic Affairs, Education  

and Research

Member of the FDp

Federal Councillor since 2010

Doris Leuthard

Head of the Federal Department  

of the Environment , Transport , 

Energy and Communications

Member of the CVp

Federal Councillor since 2006

Alain Berset

Head of the Federal Department  

of Home Affairs

Member of the Sp

Federal Councillor since 2012

Didier Burkhalter
Vice-president of the Federal Council

Head of the Federal Department  

of Foreign Affairs

Member of the FDp

Federal Councillor since 2009

Corina Casanova

Federal Chancellor since 2008

The composition of the Federal Council according to political party since 1848  

Eveline Widmer-Schlumpf

Head of the Federal Department  

of Finance

Member of the BDp

Federal Councillor since 2008

FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp

FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp

FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp Sp Sp Sp Sp

FDp FDp FDp FDp FDp Sp FDp SVp Sp Sp Sp Sp

FDp FDp FDp FDp SVp SVp SVp CVp SVp SVp BDp SVp

FDp FDp LpS CVp CVp CVp CVp CVp CVp SVp BDp BDp

FDp CVp CVp CVp CVp CVp CVp CVp CVp CVp CVp CVp

1848 1891 1917 1919 1929 1943 1953 1954 1959 2004 2008 2009

The Federal Council
The swiss government comprises the seven members of the Federal council, who 
are elected individually by the united Federal assembly for a four-year term of of-
fice. The president is elected for one year only and is regarded when in office as 
prima inter pares, or first among equals. he chairs the sessions of the Federal council 
and undertakes special ceremonial duties. The Federal chancellor acts as the govern-
ment’s chief of staff.

The diagram shows the representation of the political parties in the 

Federal Council since 1848 from the forty years in which its members all 

came from the Radical Free Democratic Party to the current composition.
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Collegiality
The Federal constitution stipulates that “the Fed-
eral council takes decisions as a collegial body.” 
each federal councillor has equal rights as a mem-
ber of the collegial body. The president of the 
swiss confederation chairs the sessions, but has 
no more rights than the other members. decisions 
are made together. as a rule, the Federal council 
avoids putting matters to a vote, as it is normally 
clear from the discussion what the majority view is. 
once a decision is made, members of the Federal 
council must remain unanimous when presenting it 
to the public, even if it is contrary to their personal 
view or to the position of their party.

Consensus
switzerland’s culture of consensus corresponds to 
the belief that decisions are only lasting if they are 
supported not only by the majority, but also by the 
minority. important decisions should be made by 
consensus, which is why the various parties and 
language regions are included at government level. 
The seven members of the Federal council belong 
to five different parties and hail from cantons in the 
German- and French-speaking parts of switzerland. 
a woman was elected to the Federal council for 
the first time in 1984. Today there are four men and 
three women. 
 

From one-party to
multi-party government
switzerland has not always had a multi-party gov-
ernment. after the founding of the federal state 
in 1848, the Federal council consisted entirely 
of members of the Free democratic party for 43 
years. The first catholic-conservative (today’s cvp) 
member joined the government in 1891, followed 
by a second in 1919. in 1929, the Federal assem-
bly elected a member of the Farmers’, Trades’ and 
citizens party (today’s svp) to the Federal council. 
in 1943, during the second World War, the social 
democratic party was also brought into the gov-
ernment. in 1959, the four parties agreed to form 
a government with two Free democrats, two chris-
tian democrats, two social democrats and one 
member of the swiss people’s party (also known as 
the ‘magic formula’ 2:2:2:1). This constellation re-
mained unchanged for 44 years. Then, in the 2003 
Federal council elections, the svp won a seat from 
the cvp. in 2008, however, the two svp representa-
tives eveline Widmer-schlumpf and samuel schmid 
shifted their allegiance to the newly created Bdp 
(conservative democratic party). since samuel 
schmid stepped down in 2009, the svp has again 
had one seat in the Federal council, held by ueli 
maurer. since then, the formula has been: 2:2:1:1:1 
(2 sp, 2 Fdp, 1 cvp, 1 Bdp, 1 svp).

Role of the Federal Council As the highest exec-
utive authority of the country, the Federal Council is primarily re-
sponsible for the activities of the government. It must continuously 
• assess the situation arising from developments in the state and 

society and from events at home and abroad; 
• define the fundamental goals of state action and determine the 

resources needed to attain them; 
• plan and co-ordinate government policy and ensure its imple-

mentation; 
• represent the Swiss Confederation at home and abroad.  

Furthermore, the Federal Council must regularly and system-
atically scrutinise the workings of the federal administration in 
order to ensure its efficiency and the legality and practicality of 
its activities. The Federal Council also takes part in the legislative 
procedure by 
• leading the preliminary proceedings of legislation;   
• submitting federal acts and decrees to the Federal Assembly; 
• enacting ordinances in so far as the Federal Constitution or fed-

eral law empowers it to do so. 

Finally, the Federal Council drafts the budget and the state accounts. 
 The Federal Council generally meets for one ordinary session 
each week and takes decisions on some 2000 to 2500 matters each 
year. In addition to extraordinary sessions, which are convened at 
short notice as and when the need arises, a number of special meet-
ings are also held each year, which are dedicated to the considera-
tion of especially complex and important issues. 
 The sessions of the Federal Council are chaired by the President 
of the Swiss Confederation, or in his absence, by the Vice President. 
They can last between three and six hours.
 The departments and the Federal Chancellery prepare the 
agenda, but it is the Federal Council that takes the decisions as a 
collegial body. Each member of the Federal Council has one vote. 
The Federal Chancellor is entitled to propose motions and speak, 
but has no vote.
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orGanisaTion oF The Federal adminisTraTion or

Where the 38 000-strong 
federal staff work

Staff: 2100

Revenue: 122 000 000.–

Expenditure: 16 657 000 000.–

Staff: 2300

Revenue: 563 000 000.–

Expenditure: 2 301 000 000.–

Staff: 11 200

Revenue: 1 640 000 000.–

Expenditure: 6 691 000 000.–

Staff: 5100

Revenue: 98 000 000.–

Expenditure: 3 004 000 000.–

Federal Department 
of Foreign Affairs FDFA

Head of Department:

Didier Burkhalter

General Secretariat GS-DDPS

Office of the Armed 
Forces Attorney General

Defence

Civil protection

Sport

Armasuisse

Federal 
Intelligence Service

General Secretariat GS-FDJP

Federal Office 
of Justice FOJ

Federal Office 
of police Fedpol

Federal Office 
for Migration FOM

Federal Institute 
of Metrology METAS

Federal Institute 
of Intellectual property IIP

Swiss Institute 
for Comparative Law SICL

Federal Gaming 
Board FGB

Federal Commission 
on Migration FCM

Federal Audit 
Oversight Authority FAOA

National Commission 
for the prevention of Torture 
NCPT

Federal Arbitration Commission 
for the Exploitation 
of Copyrights and Related Rights

General Secretariat GS-FDHA

Federal Office 
for Gender Equality FOGE

Federal Office of Culture FOC

Swiss National Library NL

Swiss Federal Archives SFA

Swiss Meteorological 
Institute MeteoSwiss

Federal Office of public Health 
FOPH

Federal Statistical Office FSO

Federal Veterinary 
Office FVO

Federal Social Insurance Office 
FSIO

Swiss Agency for Therapeutic 
products Swissmedic

Swiss National Museum SNM

Swiss Arts Council pro Helvetia

General Secretariat GS-FDFA

State Secretariat

Directorate 
of political Affairs DPD

Directorate of 
International Law DIL

Switzerland’s 
representations abroad

Directorate of 
European Affairs DEA

Swiss Agency for Development 
and Cooperation SDC

Consular Directorate

Directorate of
Corporate Resources DCR

Federal Department 
of Home Affairs FDHA

Federal Department 
of Justice and police FDJP

Federal Department of Defence, 
Civil protection and Sport DDPS

Head of Department:

Alain Berset
Head of Department:

Simonetta Sommaruga
Head of Department:

Ueli Maurer

The colour-coded organisational units are 
mostly independent , which is why information 
on their staff, revenue and expenditure is 
not included in the respective department 
figures.
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Staff: 8300

Revenue: 63 931 000 000.–

Expenditure: 16 539 000 000.–

Staff: 2100

Revenue: 351 000 000.–

Expenditure: 11 635 000 000.–

Staff: 2000

Revenue: 274 000 000.–

Expenditure: 10 088 000 000.–

General Secretariat GS-DETEC

Federal Office 
of Transport FOT

Federal Office 
of Civil Aviation FOCA

Swiss Federal Office 
of Energy SFOE

Federal 
Roads Office FEDRO

Federal Office 
of Communications OFCOM

Federal Office 
for the Environment FOEN

Federal Office 
for Spatial Development ARE

Swiss Federal 
Nuclear Safety Inspectorate 
ENSI

General Secretariat GS-EAER

State Secretariat 
for Economic Affairs SECO

State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation SERI

Federal Office 
for Agriculture FOAG

Federal Office 
for National Economic Supply 
FONES

Federal Housing 
Office FHO

Office of the 
price Supervisor

General Secretariat GS-FDF

Federal Finance 
Administration FFA

State Secretariat 
for International 
Financial Matters SIF

Federal IT Steering Unit FITSU

Federal Office 
of personnel FOPER

Federal Tax 
Administration FTA

Federal Customs 
Administration FCA

Federal Office of Information 
Technology, Systems and 
Telecommunication FOITT

Federal Office for 
Buildings and Logistics FOBL

Swiss Financial Market 
Supervisory Authority FINMA

Swiss Federal 
Audit Office SFAO

Swiss Alcohol 
Board SAB

Federal Department 
of Finance FDF

Federal Department of 
Economic Affairs, Education 
and Research EAER

Federal Department of the 
Environment, Transport, Energy 
and Communications DETEC

Federal Chancellery FCh

Head of Department:

Eveline Widmer-Schlumpf
Head of Department:

Johann N. Schneider-Ammann
Head of Department:

Doris Leuthard
Federal Chancellor:

Corina Casanova

Staff: 200

Revenue: 1 000 000.–

Expenditure: 68 000 000.–

Competition 
Commission COMCO

Federal Data protection and 
Information Commissioner

Commission for Technology 
and Innovation CTI

Federal Institutes of Technology 
Group ETH Domain

Swiss Federal Institute 
for Vocational Education 
and Training SFIVET

Federal pension 
Fund PUBLICA

Staff: no of full-time positions as at 31.12.2012, rounded figures
Revenue/expenditure: 2013 estimate, rounded figures
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The Federal Chancellery is headed by Federal Chancellor Corina 
Casanova, who is elected by parliament in the same way as the 
members of the Federal Council. She has a say in government af-
fairs and can make proposals on matters relating to her field of 
business. The Federal Chancellor is supported in her work by vice 
chancellors André Simonazzi and Thomas Helbling, and about 
250 employees. 

Coordination and monitoring of democratic rights 
The Swiss people are called to vote on important political issues 
three or four times a year. They elect a new parliament every four 
years. It is the job of the Federal Chancellery to ensure that the 
electoral process runs smoothly. The Chancellery makes sure that 
the cantons and communes organise the vote properly. And if 
parties, organisations, political groups or individuals have a po-
litical concern, i.e. they would like something in Switzerland to 
be changed, the Federal Chancellery is the right place to turn to. 
Here they receive advice as to the best way to proceed, or what 
they need to pay attention to when submitting an initiative or 
launching a referendum. 

Vote électronique: a joint project 
For now, most Swiss people have only two ways of casting their 
vote: they can either send it by post or drop it in the ballot box in 
their commune. In future, people will also be able to vote elec-
tronically. The Federal Chancellery is working closely with the 
cantons to implement the ‘Vote électronique’ project. ‘Security be-
fore speed’ is the motto of this complex and long-term project. Fol-
lowing a series of successful pilot projects in three cantons, half of 
the cantons have been participating in e-voting trials since 2010. 
An average of around 150,000 voters can now vote electronically 
at every vote or election. 

planning for the Federal Council
The Federal Council deals with between 2000 and 2500 items of 
government business every year, which are brought together in 
a four-year legislature plan which serves as a basis for defining 
the annual objectives. In its annual report, the Federal Council 
reports to parliament on whether it has achieved its objectives. 

The planning process is conducted by the Federal Chancellery to-
gether with the departments. The Federal Chancellery also coor-
dinates long-term planning. The challenges facing Switzerland in 
the years to come are outlined in the Outlook 2025 report.

Overseeing items of business from 
draft stage to decision 
Federal Council meetings normally take place in the Federal 
Council Chamber in the west wing of the Federal Palace every 
Wednesday (Fridays when parliament is in session), starting 
at nine o’clock sharp. They generally last between three and six 
hours. Before an item of business reaches the Federal Councillors, 
it goes through a series of stages which are overseen by the Feder-
al Chancellery. When a draft proposal submitted by a department 
has gone through the office consultation procedure, the head of 
department responsible signs the final proposal. His or her fellow 
Federal Councillors are then given the opportunity to submit their 
views on it in a joint reporting procedure. Not until this proce-
dure is complete and the Federal Chancellery has ensured that the 
item of business is formally and legally correct can it be put on the 
agenda for a Federal Council meeting.

Communication of Federal Council decisions
Immediately after a Federal Council meeting, Vice Chan-
cellor André Simonazzi informs parliament and the public 
of the most important decisions taken during the session. 

He comments on the decisions together with a member of the Fed-
eral Council or an expert on the subject. The press conference can 
be followed live at www.tv.admin.ch. 

Vice Chancellor Thomas Helbling in turn ensures that all 
seven departments are informed in detail and in writing 
about the Federal Council decisions. The Federal Council 

decisions and reports are published in the Federal Gazette in the 
three official languages. The new or amended acts and ordinanc-
es are published weekly in the Official Compilation of Federal 
Legislation. The Classified Compilation of Federal Legislation is 
continuously updated. It provides a complete overview of current 
law, and is an essential tool for both lawyers and many private 
individuals.

Federal Chancellery FCh
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Texts in German, French and Italian
A multilingual country such as Switzerland requires that all its 
laws and important parliamentary, government and administra-
tive texts be available in the three official languages. The Central 
Language Services at the Federal Chancellery ensure that laws, 
ordinances and treaties are formulated as clearly as possible in 
German, French and Italian. Many federal government and ad-
ministrative texts are also translated into Romansh and English. 
The Language Services of the Federal Chancellery are active both 
nationally and internationally. In 2013/2014, they will chair the 
Conference of Translation Services of European States  (COTSOES) 
for the second time. Thirty-six government translation, terminol-
ogy and interpretation services from 17 different European coun-
tries are members of COTSOES, which promotes the exchange of 
information and cooperation among member services.

publications on federal votes and elections
Three or four weeks before a popular vote is held, the five million 
eligible voters receive a pamphlet setting out the proposals sub-
mitted to the popular vote in a concise and easily understandable 
manner. A working group led by the Federal Council Spokesper-
son prepares this information in conjunction with the relevant 
department. The Federal Council discusses and approves the in-
formation. The pamphlet is very much appreciated with about 70 
per cent of voters using it as a source of information. When elec-
tions to the National Council are held every four years, the Federal 
Chancellery publishes a brochure explaining the voting procedure 
and aspects of the Swiss political system.
In addition, the Federal Chancellery also manages several federal 
websites: www.admin.ch, www.bundesrat.admin.ch,  www.news.
admin.ch and the Swiss portal www.ch.ch.

Käfigturm: a forum for political ideas
In their efforts to make the world of politics accessible to as many 
citizens as possible, the Federal Chancellery and Parliamentary 
Services run a political forum in the Käfigturm (prison tower) in 
Bern. Here political issues are presented in a refreshing way for 
visitors, school classes, tourists and passers-by. Thematic exhibi-
tions are staged along with talks, podium discussions and films. A 
large selection of information leaflets is available. Political parties 
and other organisations can hold meetings and small-scale events 
in the political forum. (www.kaefigturm.ch; www.facebook.com/
KaefigturmForum).

Cross-unit cooperation and automatic archiving
All employees of the Federal Chancellery work with an electronic 
records and process management system, which facilitates cross-
unit cooperation and automatically archive important documents. 
The system also allows recurring procedures to be initiated and 
executed according to predefined processes.

Under the leadership of Hans-Rudolf Wenger, the Internal 
Services ensure that the wheels of the Federal Chancel-
lery keep on turning smoothly. The primary tasks of In-

ternal Services include human resources, finance and accounting, 
logistics, electronic records and process management, informa-
tion technology, usher service, events management at the von 
Wattenwyl Haus and the Lohn country residence, and the authen-
tication of signatures for foreign authorities. 

Ensuring transparency 
and protecting privacy 

Commissioner: 
Hanspeter Thür

www.derbeauftragte.ch

Everyone has the basic right to decide whether and how 
their personal data are used. The Data Protection Act is designed 
to protect this right. It sets out the conditions under which pri-
vate persons, state authorities and companies may process our 
data. The Federal Data Protection and Information Commissioner 
 FDPIC ensures that the law is respected and provides advice on 
issues relating to data protection and the freedom of access to in-
formation, for which he is also responsible. Based on the principle 
that state affairs should be made public, citizens can view feder-
al administration documents simply by applying to do so. If the 
office concerned refuses the applicant access, the FDPIC can be 
called upon to mediate.

Federal Chancellor: 
Corina Casanova 
Vice-Chancellors: Thomas Helbling, André Simonazzi

Federal Palace West Wing, 3003 Bern
031 322 37 91
Information officer: Ursula Eggenberger
www.bk.admin.ch
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Stay calm!
This could turn out to be a real-life situation: travelling in a foreign country you 

are ambushed by armed masked men, you are tied up and bundled off to an 
unknown location. What is the best way to react in this situation?

This vital question is one that members of the Swiss Expert Pool for Civil Peace-
building may have to ask themselves when they find themselves caught between 
warring parties in the world’s crisis regions.
 Civilian and police experts deployed by the FDFA on international assignments 
to promote peace and human rights need to be prepared for this and many other 
unexpected situations. A two-week training course, which also includes a day of 
practical exercises, offers them the chance to do so.
 How do you remain calm and collected when forced to fend for yourself with no 
prospect of outside help? How do you cope with the enormous stress? What can 
you do to ensure that you and other members of the group emerge from such a 
dangerous situation unscathed?
 Claudia Rizzo is an experienced trainer of prospective experts. From a distance, 
she observes the realistically staged exercises and the reactions of the course 
participants. At the end of the day, she discusses the experiences with the group 
and explains what can help to defuse such extreme situations and what to avoid at 
all costs to improve the chances of getting out unharmed.
 Each year around 200 experts are deployed on peacebuilding missions in over 
40 countries, both under the auspices of international organisations and as part 
of Swiss bilateral programmes. They assist in building up state structures, help 
conduct and monitor elections, or support dialogue and peace talks. In doing so, 
they help to stabilise conditions in crisis areas and to improve the security of the 
population.

Claudia Rizzo works in the Expert Pool for Civil Peacebuilding of the Human Security Division  
of the Directorate of Political Affairs, and is one of around 5400 federal employees  

at the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs FDFA.



50  The Swiss Confederation a brief guide

Reporting directly to the State Secretary is the Crisis Management 
Centre. The Centre publishes travel advice with assessments of the 
security situation abroad (on the FDFA website) and tweets about 
the most important developments on Twitter. It also looks after 
Swiss nationals caught up in situations of armed conflict, political 
unrest, attempts on their lives, natural disasters, and kidnappings. 
 The Presidential Affairs and Protocol section is also attached to 
the State Secretariat. The section coordinates ceremonial matters 
and protocol and is responsible for ensuring compliance with the 
Protocol Rules of the Swiss Confederation.

Directorate of political Affairs DPD
Director: 
State Secretary Yves Rossier

Evaluating global challenges, developing foreign policy strategies 
and identifying emerging tensions and trouble-spots, the Direc-
torate of Political Affairs is where all of the information comes 
together that allows Switzerland to safeguard its interests abroad. 
The Directorate of Political Affairs, headed by the State Secre-
tary, handles day-to-day foreign policy business and is the body to 
which all representations abroad report.
 Five geographical divisions are responsible for bilateral rela-
tions with the states in their individual regions and for coordi-
nation with the federal administration. A further division imple-
ments policy within the United Nations and other international 
organisations and is responsible for Switzerland’s policy as the 
host country to such organisations. 
 The Human Security division is concerned with civilian peace 
building and strengthening human rights. It focuses on the secu-
rity of the individual and protecting people against political vi-
olence, war, and acts of arbitrary brutality. The Sectoral Foreign 
Policies division ensures that Switzerland maintains coherent 
positions in the policy areas of finance and the economy, the en-
vironment, transport, energy, health and education, and science 
and space exploration. The Security Policy division is concerned 
with international security, arms controls, and disarmament.

Switzerland’s representations abroad 

Switzerland is represented with around 170 representations 
abroad (embassies, consulates general, cooperation offices and 
missions at international organisations). They safeguard diplo-
matic interests, offer consular services, and are active in interna-
tional cooperation. Many representations also host other bodies 
such as Swiss Business Hubs, swissnex, Switzerland Tourism and 
Pro Helvetia.

The FDFA safeguards Swiss interests abroad, and implements the 
foreign policy adopted by the Federal Council. For the current pol-
icy period, which runs to 2015, the Federal Council has decided 
to place particular emphasis on fostering and expanding relations 
with neighbouring countries and the European Union as a whole. 
At the same time, Switzerland intends to step up its efforts to pro-
mote stability in Europe and the rest of the world, to strengthen 
and diversify its strategic partnerships, and to place special focus 
on emerging economies and multilateral commitments. 
 Further priorities include developing contacts and ties with 
Swiss people outside Switzerland. The FDFA wants to use modern 
technologies to continue improving its services to Swiss nationals 
who live or travel abroad.

General Secretariat GS-FDFA
Secretary-General: 
Benno Bättig

www.eda.admin.ch

The General Secretariat functions as a staff unit, support-
ing the day-to-day work of the head of department. It coordinates 
business for parliament and the Federal Council and is responsible 
for FDFA communications and information. The General Secre-
tariat is also responsible for financial monitoring and supervising 
management of diplomatic and consular activities at Switzerland’s 
representations abroad. Promoting equal opportunities within the 
FDFA is another important part of its remit. 
 Reporting directly to the General Secretariat is Presence Swit-
zerland, which is responsible for promoting knowledge and gen-
eral perceptions about Switzerland internationally. This work 
includes coordinating the Swiss presence at world fairs, such as 
Expo 2015 in Milan, and at the Olympic Games. Presence Switzer-
land invites foreign delegations to visit Switzerland, and also runs 
the www.swissworld.org portal. 
 The Historical Service (HS) of the FDFA is also part of the GS. 
The HS records among other things the historical aspects of Swiss 
foreign policy.
 

State Secretariat
State Secretary: 
Yves Rossier

The State Secretariat plays a leading role in developing 
and planning foreign policy for submission to the Head of De-
partment. The responsibilities of the State Secretary, who may 
represent the Head of Department both within the government 
and externally, include cultivation, coordination, and ongoing de-
velopment of Switzerland’s bilateral relations with other states, 
cooperation with international organisations such as the United 
Nations, and Swiss policies on security, peace and disarmament. 
He is supported in this role by the Directorate of Political Affairs, 
which he heads as its director. 

Federal Department 
of Foreign Affairs FDFA
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Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation SDC
Director:
Martin Dahinden

www.deza.admin.ch

The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation im-
plements the Federal Council’s foreign policy strategy in the areas 
of humanitarian aid, development cooperation and cooperation 
with Eastern Europe, as well as in regional and global coopera-
tion. The SDC supports victims of crisis or conflict and the Swiss 
Humanitarian Aid Unit SHA provides emergency and reconstruc-
tion aid following natural disasters and violent conflicts. Working 
alongside the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs SECO, the 
SDC also administers what is known as the “enlargement contri-
bution” to new EU member states. 
 The SDC is a driving force behind sustainable growth in re-
gions suffering great poverty or conflict. It supports rural devel-
opment, state and administrative reforms, and programmes and 
projects which improve people’s access to education and health-
care or foster employment and income. Through its cooperation 
with Eastern Europe, the SDC supports political and economic re-
form in line with the mandate awarded to it by the Federal Coun-
cil and parliament. 
 Multilaterally, the SDC is a member of international organisa-
tions, funds and networks which advance technical cooperation 
and financial aid for developing countries. Playing its part in glob-
al programmes, the SDC supports selected innovations and pro-
jects relating to climate change, water, food security, migration 
and health.
 The SDC provides regular updates on its work, as well as on 
deployments to emergency situations and disaster areas. It does 
so on its website, in a newsletter and in its “One World”  magazine, 
which is available in French, German and Italian  (www.fdfa. 
admin.ch/publications). 

Directorate of Corporate Resources DCR
Director:
Helene Budliger Artieda

The Directorate of Corporate Resources manages the Fed-
eral Department of Foreign Affairs’ human, financial, logistical, 
IT and other resources as a centre of expertise and as a service 
provider. It is responsible for the security of representations and 
staff. At the same time, it ensures that Switzerland’s network of 
representations abroad can be run efficiently, providing all the 
resources needed for smooth operation locally, and for communi-
cation and coordination with the Head Office in Bern. 
 The Department’s Legal Service also forms part of the DCR, 
as does the Swiss Government Travel Centre, which is responsible 
for organising international business travel for the whole of the 
federal administration.

Directorate of European Affairs DEA
Director: 
Henri Gétaz

The Directorate of European Affairs DEA is the Swiss gov-
ernment’s centre of expertise for all issues relating to European 
integration. The DEA tracks the political and economic aspects 
of European integration, coordinates Switzerland’s policy on Eu-
rope, and provides pertinent information. It prepares decisions 
and leads negotiations with the EU in collaboration with the spe-
cialist offices. At the same time, it observes and analyses develop-
ments in the EU and in European law as well as their consequen-
ces for Switzerland.

Directorate of International Law DIL
Director: 
Valentin Zellweger

The Directorate of International Law safeguards the rights 
and interests of Switzerland that derive from international law. 
It ensures that Switzerland fulfils its obligations under interna-
tional treaties and conventions and is pro-active around the world 
in promoting respect for and continued evolution of international 
law. In practical terms, this means negotiating, concluding and 
implementing international treaties. The Directorate’s remit also 
involves handling assets held by political dictators, the legal as-
pects of Swiss neutrality, human rights issues and the Geneva 
Conventions to protect victims of war. The DIL is also responsible 
for relations with the Principality of Liechtenstein.
 The Swiss Maritime Navigation Office, which is the regulatory 
authority governing maritime shipping under the Swiss flag, is at-
tached to the DPIL, because it deals primarily with relations under 
international law.

Consular Directorate CD
Director: 
Gerhard Brügger

As a central point of contact, the Consular Directorate 
ensures the optimum level of public service for Swiss nationals 
abroad. Its chief purpose is to enable representations abroad to 
provide consular services reliably and efficiently – for example, 
with mobile stations to assemble data for biometric passports. 
 The FDFA helpline (+41 (0)800 24 7 365) handles enquiries 
round the clock. When Swiss nationals abroad find themselves in 
difficulty and need help, Swiss Citizen Services within the CD will 
coordinate between the representations abroad, the relevant or-
ganisations and authorities and family members in Switzerland. 
 At the same time, the CD is also responsible for relations with 
Swiss nationals living abroad long term. It provides information 
on all questions relating to emigration and living abroad on its 
www.swissemigration.ch website. 

Head of Department: 
Didier Burkhalter 
 
Federal Palace West Wing, 3003 Bern
031 322 31 53
Information officer: Jean-Marc Crevoisier
www.eda.admin.ch
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pulse rate of 60

Rebis is not under any stress. She is calmly standing 
at the feeding gate while her carer, Tanja Kutzer, 
fits a belt with sensors around her chest. Among 

other things, the sensors measure Rebis’s pulse rate and 
show her heart is beating regularly.
 The device attached to Rebis’s hind leg provides infor-
mation about her activity. It records Rebis’s movement 
patterns – when and how often she stands, walks or lies 
down, and also measures the humidity and temperature 
in the stable.
 The stable is part of the Agroscope research station 
located at Tänikon in Thurgau. At this particular Federal 
Veterinary Office centre for animal-friendly husbandry, 
Tanja Kutzer and her colleagues carry out research to 
find out what Rebis and all the other one and a half mil-
lion head of cattle in Switzerland need for their welfare. 
Their work includes assessing and improving existing 
stable-building systems and developing animal-friendly 
forms of husbandry.
 They therefore contribute to the good reputation Swit-
zerland enjoys for agricultural products. The population 
is concerned about animal protection. It wants to be sure 
that the needs of pigs and ruminants (cattle, sheep and 
goats) on farms are taken care of, and that the milk in 
stores comes from ‘happy cows’.
 Rebis’ age (she’s over ten years old, which is well  above 
average for a dairy cow) shows that she is doing well.

Tanja Kutzer is an agricultural engineer working for the Federal  
Veterinary Office in the centre for animal-friendly husbandry  

of the Agroscope research centre in Reckenholz-Tänikon  
and is one of around 2500 federal employees  

at the Federal Department of Home Affairs FDHA
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General Secretariat GS-FDHA
Secretary-General: 
Lukas Bruhin

www.edi.admin.ch

The General Secretariat is responsible for planning, co-
ordination and controlling, it acts as a hub between the federal 
offices and the head of the department and provides consult ancy 
services for the entire department. Its legal service supervises 
charitable national and international foundations. The Federal 
Commission against Racism, the Service for Combating Racism 
and the Bureau for the Equality of People with Disabilities are af-
filiated to the General Secretariat.

Federal Office for Gender Equality FOGE 
Director: 
Sylvie Durrer

www.gleichstellung-schweiz.ch

The FOGE is responsible for gender equality and equal op-
portunities at federal level. It is particularly active in the areas of 
equality before the law, equal pay for paid work, equal opportuni-
ties in the field of unpaid work and in the fight against domestic 
violence. It supports advice centres, initiatives and projects to pro-
mote equal opportunities. The Secretariat of the Federal Commis-
sion for Women’s Issues is affiliated to this office.

Federal Office of Culture FOC
Director: 
Jean-Frédéric Jauslin

www.bak.admin.ch

The FOC formulates the federal government’s cultural pol-
icy. It promotes cultural life in all its diversity and creates the condi-
tions to ensure that it can continue to fl ourish. It promotes artistic 
creation and supports cultural organisations and Switzerland’s var-
ious linguistic and cultural communities. It ensures the preserva-
tion of historic buildings and monuments, areas of local character 
and archaeological sites. The FOC is the contact point for queries 
regarding looted art and the transfer of cultural goods. The FOC 
manages a number of valuable collections, including the federal art 
collection.

Swiss National Library NL 
Director: 
Marie-Christine Doffey

www.nb.admin.ch

The Swiss National Library’s task is to collect, preserve, 
catalogue and provide access to all printed and electronic publica-
tions relating to Switzerland. In addition, the NL houses a series 
of special collections, the most important being the Swiss Literary 
Archive and the Graphic Collection. The Dürrenmatt Centre in Neu-
châtel is also part of the Swiss National Library.

Swiss Federal Archives SFA 
Director: 
Andreas Kellerhals

www.bar.admin.ch

The SFA evaluates, safeguards, catalogues and raises pub-
lic awareness of Confederation documents with archival value. 
The full inventory extends over 50 kilometres and 13 terabytes 
and includes original documents such as the Federal Constitution, 
deeds, photos, films, recordings and databases.
 In a democratic constitutional state, the archiving of such re-
cords is essential for continuity and transparency and it enables 
citizens to exercise democratic control over government and ad-
ministrative activities and provides a basis for research.

Swiss Meteorological Institute MeteoSwiss 
Director: 
Christian plüss

www.meteoschweiz.ch

As the national weather and climate service, MeteoSwiss 
provides weather and climate information, thus making a signifi -
cant contribution to society, politics, economics and science. The 
surface observations system, weather radars, satellites, radio sound-
ing and other instruments monitor the weather. In addition to mon-
itoring the weather, to producing weather forecasts, and to warning 
the authorities and the public in the event of severe weather, Meteo-
Swiss also analyses climate data, which produces evidence of 
 climate change and extreme weather events and which serves as a 
basis for developing climate scenarios.

Federal Office of public Health FOPH 
Director: 
pascal Strupler

www.bag.admin.ch

The FOPH and the cantons are jointly responsible for public 
health and for developing a national health policy. This includes 
the upkeep and development of health and accident insurance. The 
FOPH draws up legal requirements for consumer protection (in 
particular for foodstuffs, chemicals, medicines, cosmetic products 
and commodities) and ensures that these laws are observed. It is 
responsible for monitoring contagious diseases and for protecting 
the population against radiation.
 The FOPH is responsible for national programmes to reduce 
addiction (e.g. to tobacco, alcohol, illegal drugs) and to promote 
healthy living. It is also responsible for the national HIV/AIDS pro-
gramme. It regulates academic and postgraduate training for med-
ical professionals and awards federal diplomas in these areas. The 
offi ce is also in charge of legislation for and the monitoring of bio-
logical security, research on humans and transplantation medicine. 
The FOPH represents Switzerland’s interests in the fi eld of health in 
international organisations and towards other countries.

Federal Department 
of Home Affairs FDHA
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Federal Veterinary Office FVO 
Director: 
Hans Wyss

www.bvet.admin.ch

The FVO is the specialist service for animal welfare. It is 
committed to safeguarding the health of animals and humans, since 
healthy animals ensure food safety. The FVO is responsible for ani-
mal protection, epizootic disease control and safety in the primary 
production of food of animal origin. It prepares the national legisla-
tion in the areas of animal protection and animal health, and sup-
ports the consistent implementation of the law in the cantons. It also 
supervises cross-border trade of live animals, animal products and 
food of animal origin, and provides an important contribution to the 
protection and preservation of animal and plant species and their 
habitats in its capacity as enforcement authority of the Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and 
Flora (CITES). 
 In addition, the FVO conducts applied research and supports re-
search projects in the areas of its activities. The Institute of Virology 
and Immunology (IVI) is affi liated to the FVO. The IVI is the control 
centre for vaccines and serums for animals and the Swiss reference 
laboratory for the diagnosis, monitoring and control of highly infec-
tion animal diseases.

Federal Statistical Office FSO 
Director: 
Jürg Marti

www.statistik.admin.ch

Statistics help to create transparency in relation to social 
and political issues. The FSO therefore publishes information on 
the situation and trends in Switzerland in many different areas 
of life. It provides the quantitative information needed to under-
stand the present and to plan for the future. The Statistical Year-
book, Pocket Statistics and, most importantly, the new internet 
portal provide an overview of the available information and give 
links to more detailed statistics. The FSO ensures that the services 
it provides are scientific, topical, user-friendly and comply with 
data protection regulations.

Federal Social Insurance Office FSIO 
Director: 
Jürg Brechbühl 

www.bsv.admin.ch

Switzerland has an effective and solid social insurance sys-
tem, which is an important element in upholding social peace. This 
needs to be maintained in the future, even under diffi cult economic 
conditions. The FSIO ensures that the elements of the social insur-
ance system within its remit are properly administered and adapted 
in line with new challenges; these are Old Age and Survivors’ In-
surance (AHV), Invalidity Insurance (IV), supplementary benefi ts, 
occupational pension funds, compensation for loss of earnings for 
people doing military service and women on maternity leave, and 
family allowances. In addition, it is responsible at federal level for 

dealing with issues relating to family, children, youth and old-age, 
generational relationships and for general socio-political issues. 
The FSIO oversees the work of the implementing bodies and is re-
sponsible for regularly adapting legislation to changing social re-
alities. In some areas, such as start-up funding for child day-care 
services, it is itself the implementing body.

Swiss Agency for Therapeutic products Swissmedic 
Director: 
Jürg H. Schnetzer

www.swissmedic.ch

Swissmedic is the agency responsible for authorising and 
overseeing all therapeutic products. It ensures that only high 
quality, safe and effective medicinal products are on the market, 
thereby making an important contribution to human and animal 
health. The institute works with partner agencies on a national 
and international level.

Swiss National Museum SNM       
Director:
Andreas Spillmann

www.nationalmuseum.ch

Three museums – the National Museum in Zurich, the 
Château de Prangins and the Forum of Swiss History in Schwyz – 
as well as the collections centre in Affoltern am Albis – are united 
under the umbrella of the Swiss National Museum (SNM). The 
permanent exhibitions at the museums present Swiss cultural his-
tory from its beginnings to the present, and give an insight into 
Swiss identity and the rich tapestry of our country’s history and 
culture.

Swiss Arts Council pro Helvetia            
Director:
Andrew Holland

www.prohelvetia.ch

Pro Helvetia is a public foundation supporting projects 
of national interest which encourage cultural exchange in Swit-
zerland, promote Swiss artistic activity abroad and help to make 
the arts more accessible to the public. Pro Helvetia complements 
support for the arts at cantonal and local level. It makes funding 
decisions independently. 

Head of Department: 
Alain Berset 

Inselgasse 1, 3003 Bern
031 322 80 33
Information officer: Nicole Lamon
www.edi.admin.ch
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Vorsprung 
durch Technik

H ow does a Swiss border guard know what a passport 
from a South American country looks like? And how can 
a cantonal policewoman determine whether the foreign 

identity document she is checking is authentic?
 When in doubt they can consult Elisa Gianinazzi’s work. 
Here she is entering relevant samples into a fedpol database 
that can be accessed around the clock.
 She collects and analyses official documents from around 
the world at the Coordination Unit for Identity and Legitima-
tion Documents in Bern. The ultraviolet light reveals the spe-
cial security features. She is taking photographs and provi-
ding descriptions of examples of current passports (clockwise 
from the upper left-hand corner) from Bolivia, South Africa, 
New Zealand and Kosovo for the database.
 If counterfeiting passports used to be relatively easy, it is 
virtually impossible nowadays. New sophisticated production 
techniques mean that biometric passports, which have been 
in circulation internationally for a number of years now, are 
equipped with elements that are almost impossible to coun-
terfeit. In addition to standard machine-readable strips, ex-
tremely thin transparent film and special types of paper are 
used to secure the document along with an electronic micro-
chip that stores biometric data such as facial images and fin-
gerprints.
 This data cannot be modified or copied without going unno-
ticed. Fingerprints are protected by special security features. 
Domestic or foreign authorities need authorisation simply to 
read the data. The Federal Council grants this authorisation 
only to countries whose data protection levels are equivalent 
to those of Switzerland.
 These sophisticated technical measures have led to a si-
gnificant decline in the number of forged travel documents in 
Switzerland. Nevertheless, on average ten attempts to pass 
off such documents are still uncovered at border controls and 
checks within the country every day.

Elisa Gianinazzi is a forensic specialist in the Coordination Unit  
for Identity and Legitimation Documents (Kila) at the Federal Office  

of Police (fedpol) and is one of around 3000 federal employees  
at the Federal Department of Justice and Police FDJP

Federal Department  
of Justice and police FDJP
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Fedpol also ensures the protection of federal authorities and build-
ings and of persons and buildings requiring protection under in-
ternational law. Fedpol is also responsible for Swiss passports and 
ID cards and acts as an intermediary between producers, issuing 
authorities and Swiss nationals. Fedpol provides central police ser-
vices throughout Switzerland for national and international part-
ners, such as database operations to search for persons or property 
and to identify persons and leads. To strengthen the fi ght against 
cross-border crime, fedpol also concludes police agreements with 
individual countries.

Federal Office for Migration FOM 
Director: 
Mario Gattiker

 www.bfm.admin.ch

What requirements have to be met for an Indian computer 
scientist to work in a Swiss company, for a Croatian student to 
study at the ETH or for an Afghan asylum seeker’s asylum applica-
tion to be approved? The Federal Office for Migration (FOM) 
knows the answers. It is responsible for the regulation and admin-
istration of residence permits throughout Switzerland for foreign 
nationals who are interested in working, studying or living in 
Switzerland. FOM employees decide who receives protection in 
Switzerland from persecution, according to the legal provisions. 
The FOM works with the cantons to organise the accommodation 
of asylum seekers and the return of persons not eligible for protec-
tion in Switzerland to their country of origin. The Federal Office 
for Migration plays a significant role in the development of a legal 
basis for asylum, immigration, civil rights and immigration. The 
FOM also coordinates federal, cantonal and communal integra-
tion efforts and is responsible for naturalisation at federal level. 

Federal Gaming Board FGB                  
Director: 
Jean-Marie Jordan

www.esbk.admin.ch

The FGB is the supervisory authority for casinos in Swit-
zerland. It ensures that casinos offer all their patrons a fair and 
enjoyable game. It also ensures that casinos fulfil their duty of 
care and comply with legal provisions to fight money laundering 
and to prevent compulsive gambling. In addition, the FGB checks 
whether the profit of specific games is determined predominantly 
by chance or by the skill of the player. It also investigates illegal 
gambling in  Switzerland. The FGB levies the gaming tax on the 
casinos’ gross gaming revenue and channels most of the tax into 
the Old Age and Survivors compensation fund.

General Secretariat GS-FDJP 
Secretary-General: 
Matthias Ramsauer

Head of ISC: 
Christian Baumann

www.ejpd.admin.ch

The General Secretariat supports and advises the head of 
department in her daily work and ensures that the different sections 
of the department cooperate smoothly. It coordinates business for 
parliament and the Federal Council; it informs the public via the me-
dia or internet of the FDJP’s activities and manages human resources 
and fi nances for the whole department. 
 The Information Technology Service Centre ISC-FJPD is also part 
of the FDJP. It develops and manages IT applications, such as search 
systems or the register of criminal records, for the justice, police and 
migration authorities throughout Switzerland. Post and telecommu-
nications surveillance services also come under the administration of 
the ISC-FJPD.

Federal Office of Justice FOJ 
Director: 
Michael Leupold

www.bj.admin.ch

The Federal Office of Justice drafts legislation on civil 
law, criminal law, debt collection and bankruptcy law, interna-
tional private law and public and administrative law. The office 
also advises the other agencies of the federal administration on all 
legislative matters. It is responsible for keeping the register of con-
victions, the supervision of the commercial register, the register 
of births, marriages and deaths, the land registry, debt collection 
and bankruptcy and the execution of sentences and measures. It 
provides building subsidies for the costs incurred by the cantons 
for establishments required in the penal system. Operational cost 
subsidies for youth welfare residential units also help to ensure 
the quality of the educational work.
 The Federal Office of Justice represents Switzerland at inter-
national level at the Strasbourg human rights bodies and in many 
other organisations and is the central authority dealing with in-
ternational child abductions and adoptions. The Office collabo-
rates with foreign authorities in the spheres of legal assistance 
and extraditions.

Federal Office of police Fedpol 
Director: 
Jean-Luc Vez

www.fedpol.admin.ch

Fedpol employees carry out tasks in a range of areas to pro-
tect the population and the Swiss constitutional state. On behalf of 
the Offi ce of the Attorney General, they investigate several hundred 
cases of serious crimes a year at federal level. These crimes include 
terrorism, organised crime and money laundering. Fedpol also sup-
ports the cantonal prosecuting authorities in various fi elds, such as 
the fi ght against human traffi cking and smuggling or internet child 
pornography.

Federal Department 
of Justice and police FDJP
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Swiss Institute for Comparative Law SICL 
Director: 
Christina Schmid

www.isdc.ch

‘Other countries, other customs’ is a German saying which 
is particularly pertinent in Switzerland, a small nation with a wide 
network of relations with foreign countries. ‘Other customs’, i.e. 
foreign law, can be of relevance in mixed nationality families or 
economic relations. But how does one find out about a certain 
law in Kazakhstan or a judicial decision in Mongolia? The Swiss 
Institute for Comparative Law SICL provides information on for-
eign legal systems to the courts, authorities and lawyers. The SICL 
provides reference models and sources of inspiration for the legis-
lative process to ensure that Switzerland can benefit from experi-
ence gained in other countries. 

Federal Arbitration Commission for the Exploitation 
of Copyrights and Related Rights          

President: 
Laura Hunziker Schnider

www.eschk.admin.ch

Anyone who copies, sends or reproduces music outside of 
the private sphere must pay a royalty to the author. This obliga-
tion also applies to literary or audiovisual works. Compensation 
is not only paid to the artists, but also to anyone who exhibits or 
sells such work to the public. All these types of compensation are 
agreed between the Swiss collecting companies and the associa-
tions of users concerned and set forth in tariffs. The task of the 
Arbitration Commission is to examine and approve these tariffs.

National Commission for the prevention of Torture NCPT 
President: 
Jean-pierre Restellini

www.nkvf.admin.ch

In 2009 Switzerland ratified the UN’s Optional Protocol 
to the Convention against Torture, thereby explicitly committing 
itself to international efforts to combat torture. The task of the 
National Commission for the Prevention of Torture (NCPT) is to 
implement this optional protocol in Switzerland. By making reg-
ular visits to and checks of Swiss prisons and other penal insti-
tutions, the Commission contributes to the prevention of torture 
and other abuse. The NCPT is made up of experts from the fields 
of medicine, law and the criminal justice system.

Federal Commission on Migration FCM 
President: 
Walter Leimgruber

www.ekm.admin.ch

As an extra-parliamentary commission, the FCM advises 
the Federal Council and the federal administration on migration 
issues, draws up advisory opinions and recommendations and 
publishes reports. The Commission is made up of 30 members, 
around half of whom have personal experience of migration.

Federal Audit Oversight Authority FAOA 
Director: 
Frank Schneider

www.revisionsaufsichtsbehoerde.ch

The FAOA ensures that auditing services in Switzerland 
are conducted correctly. To this end, the Oversight Authority op-
erates a licensing office and maintains a public register with the 
names of natural persons and legal entities that provide auditing 
services required by law. In addition, the Oversight Authority su-
pervises auditing companies which provide auditing services for 
public companies. It cooperates closely with other official over-
sight authorities, stock exchanges, law enforcement agencies, ci-
vil courts and supreme audit institutions abroad.

Federal Institute of Intellectual property IIP 
Director: 
Roland Grossenbacher

www.ige.ch

Creative minds can register their inventions and creations 
with the Institute to protect them from being copied: new tech-
nical inventions can be patented, names can be trademarked and 
shapes or forms protected. The IIP provides information online 
and over the phone for all those interested and gives support for 
patent research. The Institute also advises the federal authorities 
on matters relating to intellectual property and represents Swit-
zerland in this field abroad and in international organisations.

Federal Institute of Metrology METAS 
Director: 
Christian Bock

www.metas.ch

Swiss products and services are characterised by accuracy, 
quality and reliability. This requires precise and accurate meas-
urements and testing. METAS is at the forefront of measurement 
accuracy; it is the place “where Switzerland is at its most accu-
rate.” Through its work and the services it provides, METAS en-
sures that Switzerland is able to measure and test as accurately as 
required by business, research and administration. METAS is also 
preparing the legal framework for metrology and together with 
the cantons supervises the use of measuring instruments on the 
market as well as those which are used for public safety and for 
monitoring the environment.

Head of Department: 
Simonetta Sommaruga
 
Federal Palace West Wing, 3003 Bern
031 322 18 18
Information officer: Sylvia Scalabrino
info@gs-ejpd.admin.ch
www.ejpd.admin.ch
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Federal Department of Defence,  
Civil protection and Sport DDPS

Lukas Gieringer is head of helicopter simulators in Air Force Staff A3/5  
and is one of around 12  000 federal employees at the Federal Department of Defence,  

Civil Protection and Sport DDPS

200 feet  
above the ‘Säuliamt’

Lieutenant Colonel Lukas Gieringer is just flying over Affoltern am Albis 
in his EC635 on course for the Reuss passing over the Isenberg.
In reality, he is not flying at an altitude of around 60 metres above the 

Knonauer Amt, but is in a hall at Emmen military airbase in one of the Air 
Force’s two helicopter flight simulators.
 These flight simulators are mounted on hydraulic legs which reproduce 
almost 1:1 all the movements and vibrations of a helicopter in flight. The 
views from the cockpit are computer generated landscapes in which fea-
tures such as roads, houses and trees are realistically accurate. The sophi-
sticated technology gives trainees a realistic experience of flying.
 The flight simulators are used primarily for training purposes as well as 
for annual basic and continuing training programmes for Swiss professio-
nal and militia pilots. Pilots interested in type conversion training to fly a 
‘Cougar’ are required to have more than 300 hours of flying experience in 
other helicopters.
Lukas Gieringer gets pilots to complete all procedures several times, par-
ticularly those they would otherwise not be able to carry out in flight due 
for safety reasons, and trains them to deal with all manner of potential 
malfunction situations. Their main tasks involve practising all variations of 
cockpit operations and above all mastering instrument flying.
 The specially engineered system can simulate almost all situations rea-
listically, which is why the Air Force counts flight-simulator hours as regu-
lar flying hours.
 These virtual dry runs on the ground are far less expensive and also help 
to limit noise pollution and the environmental impact of flying, not just in 
the Säuliamt but throughout the country.
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Defence 
Chief of the Armed Forces: 
Lieutenant General André Blattmann

www.armee.ch

The second D in DDPS stands for Defence, the backbone of 
the Swiss armed forces in planning, leadership and management. 
Defence is the largest sector in the department and is headed by 
the Chief of the Armed Forces, who holds the rank of lieutenant 
general (three-star general). The Defence sector consists of the 
Armed Forces Planning Staff and the Armed Forces Joint Staff, 
the Land Forces and the Air Force, the Armed Forces College, the 
Armed Forces Logistics Organisation and the Armed Forces Com-
mand Support Organisation.
 The Armed Forces Joint Staff is responsible for implementing 
political guidelines and directives on a military strategy level. It 
is also in charge of development, planning, resource allocation 
and steering in the armed forces, and ensures the required level 
of readiness of the forces and operations, whether for the security 
for the Annual Meeting of the World Economic Forum in Davos, 
peace support in the Balkans (e.g. by Swisscoy in Kosovo) or dis-
aster relief for avalanches, flooding or forest fires in Switzerland 
or abroad.
 The Commanders of the Land Forces and the Air Force, also 
lieutenant generals, bear overall responsibility for training the 
Land Forces and the Air Force and for preparing ground and air 
units for action.
 The militia officers and professional soldiers are educated and 
trained at the Armed Forces College. The Logistics Organisation 
ensures the supply and return of arms, equipment and food, main-
tenance and infrastructure, medical services and the transport 
troops. The Command Support Organisation provides all neces-
sary electronic support services.

Civil protection 
Director: 
Willi Scholl

www.bevoelkerungsschutz.ch

The P in DDPS stands for civil protection. Civil protection 
is an integrated system to provide crisis management, protection, 
rescue and assistance. In the event of disasters and emergencies 
it ensures the cooperation of the five partner organisations: the 
police and fire services, the health service, technical operations 
and civil defence. A joint management body is responsible for co-
ordinating and managing operations.

General Secretariat GS-DDPS
Secretary-General: 
Brigitte Rindlisbacher

The head of the DDPS has a very wide range of responsi-
bilities and is supported in his daily work by the General Secre-
tariat, a team of specialists from very varied fields that also plans 
for the medium and long term. The GS manages, coordinates and 
monitors the use of department funds in the areas of personnel, 
finances, legal affairs, IT, spatial planning and environment. It is 
also responsible for security policy strategy, communication, the 
Am Guisanplatz Library, translation services, the DDPS Damage 
Compensation Centre and Information Security and Facility Pro-
tection ISFP.

Office of the Armed Forces
Attorney General 

Armed Forces Attorney
General: Brigadier Dieter Weber

www.oa.admin.ch

The Office of the Armed Forces Attorney General AFAG 
ensures that the military courts can fulfil their task independently 
of armed forces command and of the administration. The Armed 
Forces Attorney General is the head of the military justice system 
and highest military prosecutor. He instigates and monitors crim-
inal proceedings in the military courts and fulfils all other proce-
dural obligations and duties assigned to him by the legislature.

Federal Department of Defence, 
Civil protection and Sport DDPS
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Responsibility for civil protection lies mainly with the cantons. 
The federal government, in particular the Federal Office for Civ-
il Protection FOCP takes care of the general planning and coor-
dination of protection against nuclear, biological and chemical 
threats, early warning and alerting systems and other emergency 
procedures, training and protective infrastructure. The federal 
government is responsible in particular for issuing instructions in 
the event of increased radioactivity, emergencies relating to dams, 
epidemics and livestock epidemics and armed conflict. 
 Within the FOCP there are two services with special tasks. The 
National Emergency Operations Centre in Zurich is responsible 
for warning and alerting the authorities and emergency services. 
The Spiez Laboratory is Switzerland’s institute for NBC protec-
tion. Its services are often called on by the UN and other interna-
tional organisations.

Sport 
Director: 
Matthias Remund

www.baspo.ch

The S in DDPS stands for Sport. The Federal Office of 
Sport FOSPO promotes sports and physical activity for the whole 
population. Its activities focus on the positive effects of sport and 
movement: health, education, performance and the economy. 
FOSPO devises and develops national sports policy and imple-
ments the resulting tasks. FOSPO’s most important programme is 
Youth+Sport, in which around 550 000 young people take part 
each year in 75 different disciplines. The Swiss Federal Institute of 
Sports in Magglingen, Bern is one of the most important training 
facilities in Swiss sport. Its core competencies include teaching, 
research and development as well as services in the fields of sport 
and sport science.
 In Magglingen and Tenero (Ticino) FOSPO runs state-of-the-
art education, training and course centres which are open to uni-
versities, associations, clubs and schools.

Armasuisse 
Chief of Defence Procurement:
Ulrich Appenzeller

www.armasuisse.ch

Armasuisse is the DDPS competence centre for procure-
ment, technology, real estate and geodata. It ensures that the 
armed forces and civil protection are supplied with the systems, 
vehicles, equipment and properties that they require. Armasuisse 
is one of two federal government procurement centres. There is 
scarcely a household in Switzerland that doesn’t have some Arma-
suisse product, such as the high quality products produced by the 
Federal Office of Topography (swisstopo) or the personal equip-
ment of a member of the Swiss Armed Forces.
 Armasuisse comprises the areas of business development and 
controlling, resources and support, the Federal Office of Topo-
graphy (swisstopo) and the following areas of competence: com-
mand and reconnaissance systems (e.g. procurement of simula-
tors), land systems (e.g. procurement of armoured vehicles), air 
systems (e.g. procurement of aircraft for the federal government), 
purchasing and cooperation, science and technology and real es-
tate (managing in the region of 24 000 properties and 24 000 hec-
tares of land belonging to the DDPS).
 As armasuisse is responsible for arms and equipment during 
their entire life cycle, it is also responsible for their liquidation.

Federal Intelligence Service 
Director: 
Markus Seiler

The Federal Intelligence Service FIS has the legal man-
date to conduct a global evaluation of the threat to Switzerland, 
thus contributing directly to the protection of the country with 
its operative and preventative services. To this end it obtains, 
analyses and evaluates intelligence before passing on its findings 
and assessments with the aim of providing a situation analysis 
suit able for decision-makers at all levels. Particular emphasis is 
placed on the early recognition of threats and dangers, but also on 
identifying opportunities for Swiss interests. The FIS deals with 
topics such as terrorism, proliferation, violent extremism and illic-
it intelligence gathering, but also with regional security develop-
ments, including their military aspects. The Service is supported 
by a broad network of domestic and foreign partners. It is super-
vised by various bodies of the administration and by parliament.

Head of Department:  
Ueli Maurer 

Federal Palace East Wing, 3003 Bern
031 324 50 58
Information officer: Peter Minder
www.vbs.admin.ch
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Federal Department  
of Finance FDF

Incl. VAT

Sonja Stettler works as a specialist in the External Audit Division  
of the Federal Tax Administration’s Value Added Tax Main Division,  

and is one of approximately 9100 federal employees  
at the Federal Department of Finance FDF. 

This abbreviation, which means that value added tax is inclu-
ded in the total amount, is to be found like this or similarly 
on every till receipt, every receipt and every invoice in Swit-

zerland. 
 Whoever sells bread rolls or provides beds to guests or writes 
texts such as this one has to charge their customers VAT. At the 
bakery, this currently amounts to 2.5 %, in hotels it is 3.8 % and in 
the case of the writer, it is 8 %. It is due on practically all goods and 
services. 
 A considerable sum of money is amassed in this way. Around a 
third of all federal receipts come from VAT, i.e. approximately CHF 
22 billion annually. That is around CHF 60 million each day. 
 By carrying out corresponding controls, the specialist Sonja 
Stettler sees to it that everybody, be it a one-man company or a 
large corporation, correctly accounts for and pays their taxes. 
 This is particularly important in the case of a so-called self-
assessment tax because not everybody who is subject to it is 
acquainted with the regulations and some, mainly in young com-
panies, are unsure as to what exactly they have to do. External 
auditing thereby serves to provide information for taxpayers and 
to ensure that they are treated equally. 
 In this company, Sonja Stettler discovers impeccable book-
keeping. However, sifting through the records and comparing 
the entries in the accounts is time-consuming, which is why she 
restricts herself to a detailed examination over a representative 
period of time, as a rule one year. 
 After all, she and her colleagues can check only some of the 
approximately 330,000 entities subject to VAT: some 9,000 per an-
num, which is less than 3 %.
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Attached to the FFA are the Central Compensation Offi ce CCO and 
Swissmint, the federal mint. The CCO is the executive body of the 
Confederation which deals with old age and invalidity insurance 
(AHV, IV) and compensation for loss of earnings. Swissmint pro-
duces the country’s coinage.

Federal Office of personnel FOPER            
Director: 
Barbara Schaerer 

www.epa.admin.ch

Around 38 000 people work in the federal administration, 
which offers interesting and innovative working conditions. As a 
modern and attractive employer, the federal administration also 
contributes to the country’s strong standing in the international 
competition among locations for work. FOPER’s policies ensure 
that the federal administration remains an attractive employer 
and continues to attract and retain the best people for the job.

Federal Tax Administration FTA 
Director: 
Adrian Hug

www.estv.admin.ch

Without tax receipts there would not be enough money to 
fi nance old age pensions, transport, education, research and many 
other public activities. The FTA raises a major part of the Confeder-
ation’s receipts and so ensures that the Confederation can fulfi l its 
public duties. It ensures that VAT, direct federal tax, withholding 
tax and other duties are levied properly and effi ciently. At an in-
ternational level, the FTA represents Switzerland on technical tax 
issues in conjunction with the State Secretariat for International 
 Financial Matters SIF and is responsible for providing administra-
tive assistance in tax matters. The FTA prepares legislative amend-
ments in the fi eld of domestic tax law and contributes to the healthy 
functioning and development of a modern tax system.

Federal Customs Administration FCA 
Director: 
Rudolf Dietrich

www.ezv.admin.ch

Switzerland generates every second franc abroad. The 
FCA has the task of operating what will soon be the only customs 
border in western and central Europe in such a way that import 
and export businesses and regular travellers notice as little as 
possible. Swiss businesses should be able to operate on markets 
without being disadvantaged in terms of their competitors. The 
FCA also levies a series of consumption taxes such as mineral oil 
tax and tobacco duty.
 The Border Guard is the uniformed and armed section of the 
FCA and is the largest national civilian security organisation. Be-
sides carrying out customs services and customs-related policing 
activities, its duties include tracing persons, vehicles and stolen 
property, fighting drug smuggling and document fraud and carry-
ing out duties in the migration sector.

General Secretariat GS-FDF
Secretary-General: 
Jörg Gasser

The General Secretariat functions in a similar way to a con-
trol centre of the Swiss Federal Railways. Just like trains, business 
documents, draft legislation, press releases and many other docu-
ments which are drawn up by experts in the General Secretariat or 
in the federal offi ces must be at the right place at the right time. The 
General Secretariat plans, coordinates and checks all FDF items of 
business and supports the Head of Department in carrying out her 
tasks. The employees make legal enquiries, put together dossiers, 
provide information to the public, translate and publish documents 
and also train interns. Just like the trains of the Swiss Federal Rail-
ways, the required documents are ready promptly and will arrive at 
their destination in good time.

State Secretariat for International Financial Matters SIF            
State Secretary: 
Michael Ambühl

www.sif.admin.ch

International financial and tax matters have recently 
gained in importance and Switzerland has also been affected by 
this. In order to address the resulting challenges more efficiently, 
the State Secretariat for International Financial Matters SIF was 
established in 2010. The SIF defends Switzerland’s interests in 
international financial, monetary and tax matters and represents 
the country – alongside the Swiss National Bank – in influential 
bodies such as the Financial Stability Board and the International 
Monetary Fund. The SIF draws up the national regulatory frame-
work to ensure that Switzerland can be a secure, competitive and 
globally recognised financial centre and location for business. It 
leads negotiations on tax issues between Switzerland and the EU 
or other major partners. The SIF is also actively engaged in global 
efforts to fight money laundering and the financing of terrorism.

Federal Finance Administration FFA 
Director: 
Serge Gaillard

www.efv.admin.ch

Do not spend more than you earn: In 2001 the electorate 
voted for the Federal Council and parliament not to run up any fur-
ther debt. The debt brake therefore requires expenditure to rise at 
a lower rate than revenue over the economic cycle. The FFA has to 
comply with this requirement when it draws up the budget for the 
coming year. The FFA also draws up a fi nancial plan for the three 
following years to give political players suffi cient time to make the 
appropriate changes and decide whether projects need to be halted, 
or if new sources of revenue need to be sought. 
 The FFA’s transparent accounting ensures that parliament and 
the people can see how their taxes are being spent. The FFA over-
sees the legal framework of the monetary system.

Federal Department 
of Finance FDF
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Federal Office of Information Technology, 
Systems and Telecommunication FOITT 

Director: 
Giovanni Conti

www.bit.admin.ch

People expect to have electronic access to the administra-
tion’s services in all areas, whether it is to order a new passport 
or file tax returns. The FOITT plays a major role in providing a 
link between the Confederation and the public, whether in terms 
of access to information and services via the Internet, or linking 
checkpoints at airports and borders with administrative units in 
Bern. It provides the federal offices with modern, uniform work-
place systems and efficient access to the central information re-
positories and applications.

Federal Office for Buildings and Logistics FOBL 
Director: 
Gustave E. Marchand

www.bbl.admin.ch

Why are most of the offices in the federal administration 
filled with the same light grey furniture? That is because federal 
employees are not allowed to simply order their desks and chairs 
from any furniture manufacturer that takes their fancy. A thou-
sand desks, ten pallets of ballpoint pens, tonnes of printer paper 
– standardised items purchased in bulk are less expensive than 
individual purchases. Quotes must be sought and the best offer 
wins the contract. This is one of the responsibilities of the FOBL, 
which also builds, maintains and manages the federal govern-
ment’s properties, whether it’s the Federal Palace, administrative 
buildings, museums, castles or embassies around the world.

Federal IT Steering Unit FITSU
Delegate: 
peter Fischer

www.isb.admin.ch

Little happens nowadays without the help of IT, and this 
is also the case in the federal administration. Information and 
communication technologies (ICT) are employed to make admin-
istrative activities as cost effective and secure as possible.  This is 
a key objective in the Federal Council’s IT strategy. The Federal IT 
Steering Unit FITSU is responsible for seeing that the strategy is 
applied. FITSU issues guidelines for the administrative units and 
centrally manages certain standard ICT and IT services required 
by many federal administration staff and offices in the same or 
similar form and quality. FITSU also coordinates the work be-
tween the Confederation, cantons and communes in the field of 
e-government.

Swiss Financial Market Supervisory Authority FINMA
Director: 
patrick Raaflaub

www.finma.ch

Switzerland is one of the world’s leading financial mar-
kets. The financial sector is therefore extremely important for the 
country’s economy. Supervision of the core areas of the financial 
sector (banks, insurance companies, stock exchange, etc.) is un-
dertaken by FINMA. It has to adapt its activities to changes in the 
financial markets and the ever-increasing complexity of the task 
at hand in order to be able to make its contribution to protecting 
financial market clients and trust in the integrity and competitive-
ness of Switzerland’s financial centre.

Swiss Federal Audit Office SFAO 
Director: 
Kurt Grüter

www.efk.admin.ch

As the Confederation’s supreme audit institution, the 
SFAO has the right to request information from all federal employ-
ees about their work. It endeavours to identify deficiencies and 
weaknesses and improves the performance of federal activities by 
convincing staff of its expert recommendations.

Swiss Alcohol Board SAB 
Director: 
Fritz Etter

www.eav.admin.ch

The SAB was set up in 1887 to implement alcohol policy 
and apply related legislation. It regulates the market for alcohol 
by means of taxes, controls and restrictions on trading and adver-
tising. Alcosuisse, the SAB’s profi t centre, supplies ethanol to the 
Swiss economy. As part of the total revision of the Alcohol Act, the 
ethanol market is to be liberalised and the taxation and monitor-
ing system will be revised. The aim is to create a coherent alcohol 
policy under which uniform provisions would exist for the trade in 
all alcoholic drinks, particularly taking into account the protection 
of minors.

Federal pension Fund PUBLICA 
Director: 
Dieter Stohler

www.publica.ch

57,000 active insured persons, 45,000 pensioners and to-
tal assets of CHF 33 billion: these are three impressive sets of fi g-
ures which oblige PUBLICA to take due care. As one of the leading 
Swiss pension funds, PUBLICA has been relatively successful in 
withstanding the diffi cult conditions on the investment markets in 
recent years, and at the end of 2011 had a positive coverage ratio 
of 103.1%. PUBLICA is an autonomously organised collective fund 
which currently has 20 affi liated pension schemes. The supreme 
management and strategy body is the PUBLICA Pension Fund Com-
mission. (Further information: www.publica.ch)

Head of Department:  
Eveline Widmer-Schlumpf 

Bernerhof, 3003 Bern
031 322 60 33
Information officer: Brigitte Hauser-Süess 
www.efd.admin.ch
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Federal Department of Economic Affairs,  
Education and Research EAER

Winter will return 
for sure

That is why it is important to check that the storage tanks here in 
Oberbipp do in fact contain as much heating oil as declared by 
the importers. In Switzerland liquid fuel and heating oil impor-

ters are required to maintain compulsory stocks as a proportion of 
the amount imported. These stocks ensure continued supply even in 
the event of a crisis – come what may.
 Stefan Menzi of the Federal Office for National Economic Supply, 
which is responsible for supervising all compulsory stocks, accom-
panies Pascal Kräuchi and Nico Hartmann, who check the content of 
each of the thirteen tanks using measuring tape and a thermometer.
 The amount of heating oil is calculated according to the tempera-
ture and fill level measured down to the last millimetre. The largest 
of the 24-metre-high tanks holds 24 million litres, and all thirteen 
tanks together hold almost ten times as much.
 Compulsory stocks are not only held for oil products such as pe-
trol, diesel, heating oil and kerosene, but also for other essentials 
such as food and medicine.
 Switzerland’s stockpiling system helps to tide over supply crises 
and shortages caused by incidents of all kinds, such as technical di-
sturbances, political tensions in the source countries or terrorist at-
tacks. This can disrupt imports of vital goods for a time and rapidly 
lead to shortages of commodities and countless other products.
 Switzerland’s security of supply does of course come at a cost, al-
beit a modest one; less than half a centime on the price of a litre of 
petrol, for example.

Stefan Menzi is deputy head of the Compulsory Stocks section at the Federal Office  
for National Economic Supply and is one of around 2500 federal employees  

at the Federal Department of Economic Affairs, Education and Research EAER
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State Secretariat for Education, 
Research and Innovation SERI 

State Secretary:
Mauro Dell’Ambrogio

www.sbfi.admin.ch

Education, research and innovation are essential for the 
economic and social development of our country. SERI focuses on 
these three areas. It is responsible for national and international 
questions relating to vocational education and training, general 
education, universities, research, innovation and aerospace. Im-
portant education dossiers include preparing and recognising the 
legal basis in the area of vocational and professional education 
and training, which SERI prepares together with the cantons and 
the business community, recognising the cantonal baccalaureate 
and organising the Swiss baccalaureate examination. SERI’s key 
tasks also include the promotion of universities and universities of 
applied sciences as well as preparing and assessing implementa-
tion of the federal government’s performance mandate in the ETH 
Domain. SERI invests in the quality of Switzerland as a location 
for expertise and know-how with resources for the Swiss National 
Science Foundation, academies, non-university research institu-
tions, Switzerland’s memberships in international research organ-
isations and cooperation in international scientifi c programmes.

Federal Office for Agriculture FOAG 
Director: 
Bernard Lehmann

www.blw.admin.ch

Switzerland has 1 051 866 hectares of farmland, 1 590 899 
head of cattle in its pastures and 164 067 people employed in the 
agricultural sector. Each year, the federal government provides 
agriculture with financial support of around CHF 3.7 billion. The 
FOAG works to ensure that the country’s farmers produce high 
quality foodstuffs in a way that is both sustainable and market 
oriented. Its aim is to have a multifunctional farming system that 
contributes to meeting the food needs of the population, main-
taining the basic necessities of life, as well as the settlement of 
rural areas. A socially acceptable balance must be sought between 
developments in domestic policy and the need to respond to 
changing external factors. The FOAG deals with the development 
of rural areas and promotes agricultural research at its Agroscope 
research stations.

Federal Office for National Economic Supply FONES 
Delegate: 
Gisèle Girgis-Musy

www.bwl.admin.ch

Switzerland sources virtually 100 per cent of its raw ma-
terials, 80 per cent of its energy, 40 per cent of its food, and a 
large proportion of essential therapeutic products from abroad. 
All kinds of incidents, from technical disruptions to political ten-
sions in the source countries, can interrupt the fl ow of vital goods 

General Secretariat GS-EAER 
Secretary-General: 
Monika Rühl

www.wbf.admin.ch

The General Secretariat is the staff and coordination offi ce 
of the department and supports and advises the head of depart-
ment in his daily work. Its brief also involves planning, coordinating 
and monitoring the department’s activities and it is responsible for 
overseeing the results and assessing the effects of its decisions. The 
General Secretariat provides human resources, fi nance and logis-
tics, accounting and translation services for the whole department, 
as well as IT services through its IT Service Centre.
 For administrative purposes the Federal Consumer Affairs Bu-
reau FCAB and the Central Office for Civilian Service ZIVI report 
to the General Secretariat. The FCAB is the federal government’s 
central office for economic policy-related concerns on the part of 
consumers. It is also responsible for ensuring the declaration of 
origin of wood and wood products and together with SECO runs a 
product safety information and reporting office.
 In Switzerland, young men who object to doing military ser-
vice on grounds of conscience may perform civilian service in-
stead. ZIVI, which has regional centres in six locations throughout 
Switzerland, ensures that there are enough civilian service posi-
tions available and prepares those performing civilian service for 
deployment at its training centre.

State Secretariat for Economic Affairs SECO 
Director: 
Marie-Gabrielle Ineichen-Fleisch

www.seco.admin.ch

SECO is responsible for all core issues concerning econom-
ic policy, and deals with a broad range of issues including econom-
ic forecasts, the labour market and world trade. SECO’s aim is to 
promote sustainable economic growth by creating a favourable 
economic framework.
 Employers and employees should be able to benefi t from 
growth-oriented policies, the removal of trade barriers and a re-
duction in Switzerland’s excessively high prices. On the domestic 
front, SECO acts as an interface between business, social partners 
and government. It supports the regionally and structurally bal-
anced development of the economy and ensures the protection of 
employees. With its labour market policy it contributes to prevent-
ing and tackling unemployment and consequently to upholding 
social peace. SECO also helps to ensure access to all markets for 
Swiss goods and services and investment. In terms of foreign eco-
nomic policy, it is active in the formulation of effi cient, fair and 
transparent rules for the world economy.
 The Swiss Accreditation Service SAS is affi liated to SECO and is 
responsible for the appraisal and accreditation of public and pri-
vate inspection and conformity assessment bodies (laboratories, 
inspection and accreditation agencies) in accordance with interna-
tional standards.

Federal Department of Economic Affairs, 
Education and Research EAER
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to Switzerland. In its capacity as centre of expertise in matters re-
garding security of supply, the FONES, in close collaboration with 
the private sector, ensures that short-term supply shortages do not 
result in signifi cant disruption for the population and economy. It 
ensures, for example, that in the event of transport problems suffi -
cient cargo space is available or that the lights stay on even if there 
is a shortage of power.

Federal Housing Office FHO 
Director: 
Ernst Hauri

www.bwo.admin.ch

Housing is a basic need, but houses and apartments are 
also important economic assets. Each year around CHF 29 billion is 
invested in housing construction. Living costs are the greatest items 
of expenditure for households. Tenants pay some CHF 32 billion a 
year in rent and around CHF 19 billion is paid by home owners to 
creditors by way of mortgage interest payments.
 The FHO works closely with property developers to ensure that 
there is an adequate supply of affordable housing and that chang-
ing needs are taken into account. The FHO also seeks to reconcile 
the interests of landlords and tenants in the area of tenancy law.

Office of the price Supervisor 
Price supervisor: 
Stefan Meierhans

www.preisueberwacher.admin.ch

People used to worry about the cost of a cup of coffee. 
Now it tends to be doctors’ or hospital bills, water rates, rubbish 
disposal and postal charges, radio and television licence fees 
or the cost of public transport. The Office of the Price Supervi-
sor protects consumers from excessive pricing. It monitors price 
trends and blocks or eliminates improper price increases that have 
not resulted from free competition.

Competition Commission COMCO 
Director: 
Rafael Corazza

www.weko.admin.ch

Consumer goods in Switzerland are frequently more ex-
pensive than abroad, businesses often put pressure on their sup-
pliers and there are regular mergers between companies. COMCO 
monitors such activities, prohibits illegal cartels and intervenes 
in cases where free competition is restricted. Its stated aim is to 
ensure unrestricted market access for businesses in Switzerland 
and open borders with foreign countries.

Federal Institutes of Technology Group ETH Domain 
President of the ETH Board: 
Fritz Schiesser

www.ethrat.ch

The ETH Domain consists of the two Federal Institutes of 
Technology, ETH Zurich and EPFL (Lausanne), and four further 
research institutes, the Paul Scherrer Institute (PSI), the Swiss 
Federal Institute for Forest, Snow and Landscape Research (WSL), 
the Swiss Federal Laboratory for Materials Testing and Research 
(Empa) and the Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic Science and 
Technology (Eawag). The ETH Domain achieves academic results 
at the highest level with its combined staff of around 19 000, over 
25 000 undergraduate and postgraduate students and about 750 
professors. The ETH Board is the strategic management and su-
pervisory body of the ETH Domain. It supervises development 
plans, carries out control activities and ensures good coordina-
tion with its partners. It also draws up estimates and accounts for 
the ETH Domain’s budget and coordinates the management and 
maintenance of its real estate. It is an electoral authority and rep-
resents the ETH Domain in dealings with the authorities of the 
Confederation.

Swiss Federal Institute for Vocational 
Education and Training SFIVET 

Director: 
Dalia Schipper

www.ehb-schweiz.ch

SFIVET is the centre of expertise for basic and continuing 
training of VET/PET professionals and it trains VET/PET special-
ists in its Masters Programme in vocational and professional edu-
cation and training (VET/PET). The Research and Development 
Division deals with current VET/PET issues and guarantees the 
transfer of knowledge into practice. SFIVET monitors and imple-
ments new education ordinances and is part of a close-knit net-
work with external partners.

Commission for Technology and Innovation CTI                
Director: 
Klara Sekanina 

www.kti.admin.ch

The CTI promotes joint research projects between the 
private sector and universities, the creation and development 
of knowledge-based firms, as well as knowledge and technology 
transfer through networks and platforms.
 The Commission for Technology and Innovation (CTI) is an 
independent executive commission consisting of around 65 mem-
bers and some 65 start-up coaches and a secretariat which em-
ploys around 24 people.

Head of Department:  
Johann N. Schneider-Ammann 

Schwanengasse 2, 3003 Bern
031 322 20 07
Information officer: Rudolf Christen
www.evd.admin.ch



Susanne Haertel-Borer works for the Water Division’s Morphology and Resid-
ual Flows of Surface Waters Section of the Federal Office for the Environment 
and is one of around 2300 federal employees in the Federal Department of the 

Environment, Transport, Energy and Communications DETEC

River 
revitalisation

The Bünz River was redirected into a concrete channel built 
in a straight line through the countryside. It suffered the 
same fate as many other waters in central Switzerland, 

which were straightjacketed by levees in order to gain land and 
protect people from floods.
 The situation changed abruptly here near Möriken in May 
1999 when record flood levels caused the Bünz to create a new 
wider bed within hours. Fields and meadows were turned into 
wetlands with large gravel surfaces. Various plants took root, 
and previously rare and disappearing fish once again found a 
habitat in the free-flowing water. 
 Susanne Haertel-Borer of the Federal Office for the Envi-
ronment is excited about the new biodiversity and the diverse 
structure of the Bünz. She monitors the restoration of various 
waters and participates in the enforcement of the Water Pro-
tection Act of 2011, which requires the cantons to restore ri-
vers, streams and lakeshore. The federal government provides 
funding for these tasks.
 Now we know that the best protection against flooding is not 
straightjacketing waterways, but reaching a compromise bet-
ween the needs of nature and the needs of people.

Federal Department  
of the Environment, Transport,  
Energy and Communications DETEC
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Federal Office of Civil Aviation FOCA 
Director: 
peter Müller

www.aviation.admin.ch

‘Safety fi rst’ is the FOCA’s overriding principle. The FOCA 
uses a system of certifi cations and inspections to guarantee the 
implementation of high safety standards in Swiss aviation when 
measured against a European cross-section. In order to further im-
prove air safety, the FOCA applies a system of non-punitive report-
ing. This principle allows pilots, air traffi c controllers, mechanics 
and ground crews to report errors and accidents without being 
prosecuted. This approach places greater emphasis on learning 
from incidents that compromise safety than on penalising those at 
fault. In addition, the FOCA seeks to strengthen safety culture in 
Swiss aviation through new instruments such as the introduction 
of safety management systems in companies. 

Swiss Federal Office of Energy SFOE 
Director: 
Walter Steinmann

www.bfe.admin.ch

The Federal Council’s energy policy is oriented towards 
improving energy efficiency, promoting renewable energy sourc-
es, particularly hydropower, rapidly expanding the electricity 
grid, and on increasing energy research and international cooper-
ation. The SFOE has the task of putting these energy policy princi-
ples into practice and draws up suitable frameworks and measures 
to achieve this, such as regulations on the energy consumption of 
household appliances, consumer electronics, light bulbs and elec-
tric motors. The aim is to ensure that our country will still have 
sufficient, safe, affordable and environmentally friendly energy 
supplies in the future.

Federal Roads Office FEDRO 
Director:
Rudolf Dieterle

www.astra.admin.ch

The traffic on Swiss roads should flow smoothly. FEDRO 
is mandated by the Federal Council and parliament to solve the 
following problems: which sections of the national road network 
need to be extended? Which stretches need to be resurfaced? 
Which tunnels need to be brought in line with the latest safety 
standards? 
 FEDRO implements the ‘Via sicura’ road safety programme 
adopted by parliament. The aim of the programme is to continue 
to reduce the number of people killed or injured in road accidents. 
Therefore only well-trained drivers with safe, efficient vehicles 
should be driving on safe roads. As such FEDRO sets the require-
ments that drivers of 40-tonne trucks need to fulfil to ensure they 
transport their cargo safely, or it adapts technical requirements 
affecting e-bikes, in order to promote this form of mobility.

General Secretariat GS-DETEC 
Secretary-General: 
Walter Thurnherr

www.uvek.admin.ch

The overlapping nature of many items of business requires 
extensive coordination with DETEC offices and other depart-
ments. The GS takes on this task as the staff office for the depart-
ment. The GS-DETEC also prepares items of business for the Fed-
eral Council, supports political planning, acts as an intermediary 
between DETEC and parliament and ensures coherent external 
communication. It is also primarily responsible for the resources 
required within the department. In addition, it also acts as  owner 
of Swiss Post, SBB, Swisscom and Skyguide and supervises the 
implementation of the strategic aims set out by the Federal Coun-
cil. 
 The Independent Complaints Authority for Radio and Televi-
sion, the Communications Commission (ComCom), the Swiss Ac-
cident Investigation Board SAIB, the Regulation Authority in the 
postal market (PostReg), the Federal Electricity Commission (El-
Com), the Swiss Federal Nuclear Safety Inspectorate, the Federal 
Inspectorate for Heavy Current Installations, the Federal Pipe-
lines Inspectorate and the Railways Arbitration Commission are 
all affiliated to the GS-DETEC for administrative purposes.

Federal Office of Transport FOT 
Director: 
peter Füglistaler

www.bav.admin.ch

The Swiss are a nation of train travellers. No-one travels by 
train more frequently, and in terms of distance travelled the Swiss 
are world champions. Switzerland also leads in Europe in terms 
of the railway’s share of the freight transport market. This is the 
result of Switzerland’s coherent transport policy, which focuses on 
the continuing development of the rail network. At present, the 
Gotthard base tunnel is currently under construction. At a length 
of 57 kilometres it will be the longest rail tunnel in the world and is 
expected to enter into operation in 2016.
 The gradual expansion and fi nancing of rail infrastructure is 
coordinated by the Federal Offi ce of Transport FOT. It carries out 
the tasks set by the Federal Council and parliament, monitors com-
pliance in terms of cost and deadlines and issues the necessary au-
thorisations.
 The FOT is also responsible for safety supervision in public 
transport. It issues the regulations required for safe construction 
and operation. In addition, it carries out random checks to ensure 
that public transport companies are fulfi lling their responsibility 
with regard to safety. The aim is to maintain the high level of safety 
or raise it further still, if this can be achieved at reasonable cost.
 
 

Federal Department 
of the Environment, Transport, 
Energy and Communications DETEC
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Federal Office for Spatial Development ARE         

Director: 
Maria Lezzi

www.are.admin.ch
www.raumentwicklung.ch

Globalisation marches on. The EU countries have become 
a strong economic area. That presents Switzerland with great 
challenges. It has to position itself and play on its strengths – with 
efficient urban and economic centres, a dense network of lively 
and attractive towns, a varied and well-preserved countryside as 
well sustainable farmland.
 Thanks to modern transport infrastructure, journey times be-
tween Switzerland’s towns, tourist and rural centres have shrunk 
in recent years. That has had a positive impact on Switzerland’s 
network of towns and rural areas. On the other hand, the flipside 
is that the need for housing has grown and valuable natural land-
scapes and productive land has been lost. Settlements and trans-
port are not yet optimally attuned. Spatial planning in Switzer-
land is therefore not as sustainable as demanded by the Federal 
Constitution and the Spatial Planning Act. This is why the Federal 
Office for Spatial Development ARE supports and encourages pro-
jects that steer the spatial development of our country towards 
more sustainable paths. An example of this is the close partner-
ship with the cantons, cities and communes to draw up the Swiss 
spatial plan, which is a forward-looking scope of action and policy 
guidelines for the future spatial development of Switzerland. ARE 
is also significantly involved in monitoring and coordinating the 
update of the Spatial Planning Act.

Swiss Federal Nuclear Safety Inspectorate ENSI        

Director: 
Hans Wanner

The Swiss Federal Nuclear Safety Inspectorate ENSI is re-
sponsible for ensuring the safe operation of nuclear installations 
in Switzerland. It is an independent public body and reports di-
rectly to the Federal Council. ENSI took over from the  Federal 
Nuclear Safety Inspectorate HSK, which used to be part of the 
Federal Office of Energy. The overriding aim of the federal gov-
ernment’s supervisory activities in the field of nuclear energy is to 
protect the population and environment from harm resulting from 
radioactivity. ENSI therefore supervises Switzerland’s five nuclear 
power stations, the interim storage sites for radioactive waste and 
the nuclear research units at the Paul Scherrer Institute, Federal 
Institute of Technology in Lausanne and the University of Basel. 
This involves ensuring that operators comply with regulations, 
facilities are in a safe condition and operated according to regula-
tions and there is sufficient protection against radioactivity. ENSI 
is also responsible for the safe transport of radioactive material 
and research into the storage of radioactive waste in deep geolog-
ical repositories.

Federal Office of Communications OFCOM 
Director: 
Martin Dumermuth

www.bakom.admin.ch

Every day we read the paper, pick up the phone, send 
e-mails, surf online, listen to the radio and watch TV. In order 
to be able to use all these services, there has to be a stable and 
powerful communications infrastructure in place. OFCOM has the 
task of enabling, licensing and supervising all this.
 With the growing communications needs of the 21st century, 
there is a need for ever more powerful infrastructure. In order to 
ensure that everyone in Switzerland can benefit, OFCOM oversees 
all important steps at the political level. In addition it is laying the 
foundations of a modern infrastructure. 
 OFCOM also allocates frequencies for radio and television 
stations. It ensures that the individual radio and TV stations do 
not infringe the conditions of their licence, e.g. on surreptitious 
advertising, and distributes the revenues from licence fees fairly 
among all regions in Switzerland. Likewise, OFCOM pays subsi-
dies to lower the costs for mailing newspapers and magazines.
 

Federal Office for the Environment FOEN                         
Director: 
Bruno Oberle

www.umwelt-schweiz.ch

We all want to live healthy safe lives. We also want to be 
able to enjoy the beautiful countryside and mountains. We natu-
rally also expect a sound economy allowing us to lead comfortable 
lives.
 But what does all that have to do with environment policy? A 
great deal. Habitats and ecosystems are not only pleasing because 
of their diversity and their exceptional flora and fauna, but they 
also provide further benefits, such as filtering water, pollinating 
crop plants and regulating the climate. Furthermore, they provide 
us with food, raw materials and other goods. One of the core tasks 
of the FOEN is the long term preservation of this diversity of life or 
biodiversity. By helping to safeguard the sustainable use of water, 
soils and the air, it contributes to a healthy economy, especially in 
an Alpine country like Switzerland where nature itself can also be 
a threat. Flooding, rock slides or avalanches make that blatantly 
clear. The FOEN helps to ensure that the cantons, communes and 
residents are prepared for these things – be it in the shape of maps 
indicating the areas where natural hazards are most likely to be 
expected, of forests to protect roads and housing, or of restored 
watercourses to protect against flooding.

Head of Department:  
Doris Leuthard 

Federal Palace North Wing, 3003 Bern
031 322 55 11
Information officer: Dominique Bugnon
www.uvek.admin.ch



76  The Swiss Confederation a brief guide

The Federal CourTs or

The Judiciary
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Looking up at the domes of the court rooms at 
the new seat of the Federal Criminal Court in 
Bellinzona brings to mind Viennese architect 

adolf loos’ famous pamphlet ‘ornament and Crime’.
 The crimes of which the defendants appearing 
in this court are accused are serious. Criminal of-
fences falling within the jurisdiction of the Con-

federation include economic crime in an interna-
tional context, money laundering and corruption, 
financing of terrorism and explosives offences.
 In contrast, the elaborate ornamentation of 
the court room ceiling appears feather-light and 
luminous, and is reminiscent of a leafy canopy 
under which court sessions were held in bygone 

ages. The ornate elements with filigree patterns 
cast in a special concrete are not only decora-
tive, but are also specially designed to provide 
optimal acoustics.
 after all, the statements by the prosecution 
and the defence and the judge’s decision need to 
be heard and understood by all those present.
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Highest court of appeal in the federal state
The Federal Supreme Court is the final instance for disputes 
between citizens, cantons, citizens and government or the 
Confedera tion and the cantons. In this capacity, it basically covers 
all  areas of law: civil and criminal law, debt collection and bank
ruptcy law, and constitutional and administrative law, including 
social insurance law. The Federal Supreme Court is also respons
ible in particular for protecting citizens’ constitutional rights.
 Court proceedings of first instance are hardly ever held in 
Lausanne or Lucerne, seats of the Federal Supreme Court. They 
are generally the responsibility of the district courts, which have 
different names depending on the canton, and of the authorities 
of administrative justice in the cantons. In addition to courts of 
first instance, the cantons are required to provide (higher) courts 
of second instance to handle civil and criminal cases. In public 
law, the cantonal administrative and social insurance courts serve 
as the lower instances of the Federal Supreme Court. With a few 
exceptions, other judicial authorities are also given access to the 
Federal Supreme Court at federal  level.

Focus on legal interpretation 
The activities of the Federal Supreme Court differ from those of 
the cantonal courts and the federal courts of first instance. The 
Federal Supreme Court judges do not reestablish the facts of 
the case, which they may only correct if the facts established by 
a court of lower instance are blatantly wrong or if the facts are 
based on a violation of the law.
 The judges limit their examination strictly to issues relating 
to the law. The Federal Supreme Court ensures that federal law 
is uniformly applied and that the limits set by federal law for cre
ating legislation, application of the law and the administration of 
justice are not overstepped. Through its decisions, the Federal Su
preme Court contributes to the development of the law and to the 
adaptation of the law to changed circumstances.

Four legal remedies lead to the Federal Supreme Court
Litigants essentially have four legal remedies to bring an appeal to 
the Federal Supreme Court: three single appeals (appeals in civil 
matters, in criminal matters and, in matters of public law) and 
subsidiary constitutional appeals. The three single appeals may 
be used to file all complaints concerning misapplication of the law 
and violation of constitutional rights. This simplifies the legal pro
cess for those seeking justice.

If no ordinary appeal is admissible, decisions of the cantonal courts 
may be challenged by filing a subsidiary constitutional  appeal. 
This remedy may only be used to file complaints concerning the 
violation of constitutional rights.

Decision reached by three judges, sometimes five 
The divisions of the Federal Supreme Court generally take their 
decisions as a panel of three judges. The panel is increased to five 
judges if fundamental legal questions arise or at the request of one 
of the judges.
 In the vast majority of cases, the decision is circulated for ap
proval before being delivered. This requires that all the participat
ing judges approve of the draft decision. The decision is deliber ated 
in public if the participating judges cannot reach an agreement, if 
the president of a division orders this or if a judge requires this. In 
this case, the judges consult and vote in the presence of the parties 
and the public. 

Federal Criminal Court, Federal Administrative Court  
and Federal Patent Court
After the implementation of the “justice reform”, which was ap
proved by a large majority of Swiss voters in 2000, three courts 
of lower instance of the Federal Supreme Court were created to 
deal with criminal law and administrative law: the Federal Crim
inal Court (2004), the Federal Administrative Court (2007) and 
the Federal Patent Court (2012). Some of the decisions of these 
federal courts of first instance can be taken to the Federal Supreme 
Court. All three courts are subject to the administrative supervi
sion of the Federal Supreme Court.

The European context
The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) has been in 
force since 1953. It protects basic human rights at European le
vel. Switzerland has been a member of the Council of Europe since 
1963, and must therefore guarantee the protection of human rights 
under this Convention. After a decision by the Federal Supreme 
Court, a party may, under certain conditions, bring its case before 
the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg to be examined 
for violations of the Convention on Human Rights.

Federal supreme CourT and The Federal CourTs oF FIrsT InsTanCe

The Judiciary
The Federal supreme Court is the highest court in switzerland and is therefore the highest judi-
cial authority of the Confederation in civil, criminal, administrative and constitutional matters. It 
ensures the uniform application of federal law in switzerland’s 26 cantons. The Federal supreme 
Court is independent and subject only to the law. It is the administrative supervisory authority of 
the three federal courts of first instance: the Federal Criminal Court, the Federal administrative 
Court and the Federal patent Court. Through its decisions, the Federal supreme Court contributes 
to the development of the law and to the adaptation of the law to changed circumstances.
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President of the  
Federal Supreme Court:

Vice President of the  
Federal Supreme Court

The Federal Assembly appoints the President and Vice President 
of the Federal Supreme Court from among its judges. The appoint
ment is for two years, and can be renewed once. The President is 
head of the whole court and is also the public face of the court. His 
deputy is the Vice President or, if the latter is unable to fulfil this 
duty, the longestserving judge. If two judges have served for the 
same period of time, the older judge fulfils this duty.

...and the 19 parttime judges carry out their duties in one of the 
seven divisions of the court in Lausanne or Lucerne. The United 
Federal Assembly appoints federal court judges according to lin
guistic, regional and partypolitical criteria; the judges serve a 

term of office of six years. They are supported by 127 court clerks, 
who participate in an advisory capacity in the instruction of the 
case and the decision.

The GS serves as the staff office for the court and the governing 
bodies. The SecretaryGeneral participates in the meetings of the 
governing bodies in an advisory capacity. He also heads the court’s 
scientific and administrative services.

Presidency of the Federal Supreme Court

The 38 federal court judges...

The General Secretariat

Felix
Schöbi
BDP
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The Federal Criminal Court is the general crim
inal court of the Confederation, and has its seat in Bellinzona. It 
operates independently, but is subject to the administrative super
vision of the Federal Supreme Court and the supervisory control 
of the Federal Assembly, which appoints the court’s judges. There 
are currently eighteen judges and their term of office lasts six 
years. Around 40 members of staff assist them in their work. 
 Since 1 January 2012 the court has been composed of one 
criminal chamber and one appeals chamber. Some of the Federal 
Criminal Court’s decisions are final, but an appeal can be brought 
to the Supreme Court against the vast majority of its decisions.

Criminal Chamber
The Criminal Chamber is the court of first instance for offences 
that come under federal jurisdiction. These are mainly felonies 
and misdemeanours against federal interests, explosives offen
ces and cases of whitecollar crime, organised crime, corruption 
and money laundering offences that do not fall within cantonal 
jurisdiction or which have an international element. In addition, 
the Court has jurisdiction over offences under the Federal Acts on 
Civil Aviation, Nuclear Energy and Pipelines.

Appeals Chamber
The Appeals Chamber hears appeals against rulings and proce
dural measures of the Office of the Attorney General, the Federal 
Criminal Police and in matters relating to administrative crimi
nal law. It also deals with cases concerning conflicts of jurisdic
tion between cantonal and federal prosecution authorities. The 
Appeals Chamber also rules on matters relating to international 
mutual assistance in criminal matters. It hears appeals against de
cisions relating to the extradition of persons facing prosecution or 
a sentence abroad, as well as appeals against decisions concerning 
other forms of mutual assistance relating to foreign criminal pro
ceedings and sentences to be served abroad.

Federal Criminal Court
PO Box 2720, 6501 Bellinzona
091 822 62 62
www.bstger.ch
www.eidgenoessischegerichte.ch

The Federal Supreme Court affords an opportu
nity for legal redress, ensures the uniform application of federal 
law and develops the law in accordance with changes in society. It 
is not proactive, but acts in response to complaints. As a rule, an 
appeal can only be made to the Supreme Court if a ruling has been 
made by a cantonal court of final instance or the Federal Criminal, 
Administrative or Patent Court. The Federal Supreme Court is the 
court of final instance for almost all areas of law:

Public cases
The Federal Supreme Court hears appeals in matters of public law. 
These include political rights (the right to vote, popular elections 
and votes), basic rights (personal freedom, equality before the 
law etc.) and tax law. The two public law divisions rule on cases 
in these areas.

Civil cases
The Federal Supreme Court also rules on appeals relating to ci
vil matters. These include civil law (e.g. family law), the code of 
obligations (e.g. purchase contract law) and commercial law. In 
disputes relating to assets, the value of the claim must amount to 
at least CHF 30 000 and CHF 15 000 in cases relating to employ
ment or tenancy law. The two civil law divisions rule on disputes 
in these areas of law.

Criminal cases
The Federal Supreme Court hears appeals against cantonal deci
sions in criminal cases or against decisions of the Federal Criminal 
Court.

Social law 
The Federal Supreme Court, in particular the two social law divi
sions, deals with appeals in public matters against decisions of the 
cantonal insurance courts.

Federal Supreme Court
1000 Lausanne 14
021 318 91 11
www.bger.ch
www.eidgenoessischegerichte.ch

Federal supreme CourT and The Federal CourTs oF FIrsT InsTanCe
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The Federal Patent Court, as the Confederation’s 
court of first instance in patent-related matters, has since January 
2012 heard civil disputes concerning patents instead of the can-
tonal courts, which have been responsible to date. It is exclus ively 
responsible for validity and infringement disputes. Other civil 
suits in connection with patents can also be brought before the 
Federal Patent Court, such as suits regarding licence agreements 
or the right to a patent.
 The Federal Patent Court renders its decisions as a lower court 
of the Federal Supreme Court. It is also subject to the Supreme 
Court’s administrative supervision and the supreme supervision 
of the Federal Assembly.
 The Court has its seat in St. Gallen. The judges of the Federal 
Patent Court are elected by the Federal Assembly for a term of 
office of six years. Alongside two full-time judges there are also 
36 part-time judges, 25 of whom have technical training and 11 of 
whom have legal training. They all have proven experience in the 
field of patent law.
 Individual cases are heard by a panel of three, five or seven 
judges. Each panel is made up of lawyers and technical experts. 
The composition of the panels depends on the technical criteria.
 Preliminary measures are decided by the President sitting as a 
single judge. If technical questions arise in the course of proceed-
ings, the President can call up two judges specialised in technical 
matters.
 At the Federal Patent Court English may be used for submis-
sions and at hearings instead of an official language if both parties 
give their consent. The Court’s decisions, however, are issued in 
an official language.
The Federal Patent Court seeks to ensure that cases are processed 
swiftly and cost-effectively. With the expertise of its judges, most 
cases should be able to proceed without having to call on the opin-
ions of external experts, which are costly and time consuming.

Federal Patent Court
Postfach, 9000 St . Gallen
www.bpatger.ch
www.eidgenoessischegerichte.ch

The Federal administrative Court  was set up 
in 2007 and has its seat in Bern and Zollikofen. Since 2012, it has 
been taking its decisions in a new building in St. Gallen. 
 The main task of the Federal Administrative Court is to rule on 
public law disputes that fall within the jurisdiction of the federal 
Administration. These include appeals against decisions by fed-
eral or, in certain exceptional cases, cantonal courts, but also suits 
concerning federal administrative law in the first instance.
 The Federal Administrative Court acts in such cases either as 
a court of lower instance for the Federal Supreme Court or as the 
final or only instance; in roughly half the cases it deals with, its 
decision is final.
 The Federal Administrative Court is independent in its activi-
ties but is subject to the administrative supervision of the Federal 
Supreme Court and the supervisory control of the Federal Assem-
bly. The latter appoints the Federal Administrative Court judges 
for a six-year term of office. 

Organisation
About 75 judges and 320 further staff are employed at the Federal 
Administrative Court.
 The court is organised into five divisions each with two cham-
bers and a General Secretariat.
 The divisions are responsible for dealing with appeals and lit-
igation proceedings. Each division deals with cases in a particular 
legal field.
•	Division I is responsible for appeal proceedings in various areas 

including environment, transport, energy and taxes.
•	Division II focuses on proceedings relating to education, compe-

tition and the economy.  
•	Division III deals mainly with proceedings in the field of immi-

gration, social security and health.
•	Divisions IV and V deal exclusively with asylum law, in particular 

in relation to questions of refugee status and deportation orders.

In most of these fields, an appeal can be made to the Federal 
Supreme Court against a decision by the Federal Administrative 
Court. In only a few areas, in particular appeals relating to asylum 
law, are the decisions of the Federal Administrative Court final.
 The Federal Administrative Court publishes material decisions 
on the Internet.

Federal Administrative Court
Postfach, 9000 St . Gallen
058 705 26 26 
www.bvger.ch
www.eidgenoessischegerichte.ch
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