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Preface


The essence of Switzerland


In an address to the Swiss ambassadors, Frank-Walter Steinmeier, the German Minister for Foreign Affairs, recently pointed out with a smile that the task entrusted to them is one that certainly arouses a lot of envy among their foreign colleagues: “You represent Switzerland in the world and, according to a recent study, the happiest people on earth!”


But is it really possible to be happy in today’s world with the growing uncertainties that we all feel? And if the Swiss were indeed happier than other people, what might be the reason for this? Federalism, direct democracy, small government, the diversity of Switzerland’s multicultural society and a liberal tradition that goes hand in hand with a strong protection of privacy – these are the answers put forward by the authors whose contributions are collected in the present volume.


All of this is certainly true. But I think that another reason why many people feel very much at ease in this country is that Switzerland is a large family. And like any large family, to preserve its unity Switzerland must find agreement on a small number of shared values. If I were to name only three, I would say that what unites the Swiss regardless of their linguistic, religious or political differences is the search for independence, well-being and security.


These are values we have inherited from our parents. They remain valid today, and Switzerland will continue to prosper if we succeed in passing them on to our children. To create prospects for our children and for young people in Switzerland is probably our most important task.


I believe that Switzerland can be proud of the results it has achieved in this respect, too. Few young people stray from the road to prosperity in our education system that rests on its two pillars of academic and vocational education. And the system provides Swiss companies with the young talent they need to compete successfully in global markets.


Shared values, young people who are taken seriously, and an economy in good shape – the recipe for happiness is not so complicated after all!


Didier Burkhalter


Swiss Federal Councillor and
Head of the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs







“The political structure of Switzerland in its democratic, multinational and federal character has attracted the attention of those who are looking for a model … Why should we not similarly regard the economic and social constitution of this country as a model at least as useful?”


Wilhelm Röpke
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Watch the Swiss


Karen Horn and Gerhard Schwarz


Watch the Swiss: the pun is of course intended. Switzerland is indeed world-famous for her watches. The Swiss watch has become a synonym for the virtue of precision and punctuality. It also stands for longevity in perfect shape and features a sound mixture of robustness and elegance. Happily, all this just fits too well with the standard perception of Switzerland as a country that works admirably well, where people are extremely reliable, a community that has managed to preserve and adapt its important inherited institutions and traditions, and that combines a very down-to-earth peasantry with some of the highest degrees of well-being, culture and luxury. Like with all clichés, there is a considerable amount of truth in this perception, while the reality is of course a little more complicated.


Nobody knows this as well as the Swiss themselves. The Swiss people spend a sizable amount of time, reflection and energy on self-analysis – presumably much more than other nations. In 1992, Switzerland was presented at the Expo in Seville under the slogan “Suiza no existe”: there is no such thing as Switzerland. Or is there? The debate still goes on: Who are the Swiss? What is the core of their identity? What unites them, and how can they overcome what potentially divides them? What are the institutions that they should preserve no matter what? How exactly do they work and how can they be kept intact without becoming inflexible? How can the Swiss strike a balance between their old-fashioned inheritance and their tremendously innovative skills and prospects? What are the developments the Swiss should protect themselves from, and how can they do that? What is their place within Europe?


In its daily work as a major think tank, Avenir Suisse is dedicated to keeping Switzerland economically strong and free. As its name already indicates, it casts its eyes on the future and attempts to develop policy solutions for tomorrow and after. Preparing the ground for Switzerland’s future in a truly sustainable way requires that one starts here and now, with a profound analysis of the given situation. It is necessary to recognise the nation’s strengths, to maintain and foster them, as much as to enable them to develop and adapt. But it is also necessary to understand the nation’s weaknesses and to suggest ways how these can be overcome.


Inspired by Jonathan Steinberg’s admirable book “Why Switzerland?”, currently sold in its 3rd edition (2015), we have found it useful to step back a little and to leave things to scrutiny from a distance. What began as a successful summer series for our website (www.avenir-suisse.ch) then eventually turned into a book project on the occasion of Avenir Suisse’s 15th anniversary. We have asked a group of high-ranking and knowledgeable outside observers to cast a friendly, albeit not uncritical eye on Switzerland, and to write down for us in a brief essay what they see: “Watch the Swiss”.


Wolfgang Schüssel, former Austrian Chancellor; Helen Zille, Premier of the Western Cape, South Africa; Udo Di Fabio, law professor and former judge of the German Constitutional Court; Lim Siong Guan, Group President of GIC, the Government of Singapore Investment Corporation; Ottmar Hitzfeld, the former coach of the Swiss football team, holding a German passport; and other eminent politicians, scholars, journalists and think tank people from around the globe – they are all foreigners, while some of them are more, some less deeply familiar with current life in Switzerland. Some have spent years living and working here, others have only travelled through ever so briefly. But they all have their own notion of what Switzerland is about and why it is the way they perceive it to be.


We have encouraged them to tell their own personal story, which is typically more accessible and authentic than facts and figures (though some provided these as well). Without guiding them toward any specific topic to stress, we simply asked them to tell us what it is that they like, or even admire about Switzerland, and what, if anything, they dislike or deplore. What we have harvested from our contributors is a rich collection of valuable insights about Switzerland, and a wealth of wise and mostly encouraging outlooks for the future.


It has been a moving experience for us to gather just how much Switzerland means to people around the world, and to what extent political reforms elsewhere have been guided by the inspiration that the leaders of other countries have drawn and are still drawing from what they perceive as the Swiss example. Their esteem, however, stresses the point that the Swiss should not take for granted what they have, but should rather open their own eyes to its worth; treasure, preserve and strengthen it.


We sincerely thank each of our kind and generous contributors, who very spontaneously agreed to engage in this venture, including of course Didier Burkhalter, head of the Swiss Department of Foreign Affairs and former President of the Swiss Confederation, who has honoured us with some very thoughtful opening remarks. We also wish to thank Verena Parzer Epp, Carmen Sopi and Nadine Jäger from Avenir Suisse for their valuable support, creativity and lovely spirit.


We have gathered these contributions, some of which have already been made available online, in a total of ten chapters. Each of them opens with a cartoon or caricature that might seem a bit provocative and should, we hope, trigger first thoughts. As they do not come from the same artist, they differ in style as much as in their ironic thrust – which very appropriately reflects Swiss diversity. For the most part, these are the winning illustrations from a public contest that we held last spring. We had asked students at art colleges and established artists alike to send in their sketches, dealing with typical Swiss topics such as federalism and direct democracy. We were happy to receive a load of drawings to choose from, and we awarded the first prize to Caroline Rutz (“Carotoons”).


Put together, the short essays assembled in this book tell the following story: Switzerland is going through rather tough times. International relations are no piece of cake. The interaction with the European Union is difficult, and the United States have been putting the Swiss legal system under stress. Some of these conflicts might imperil the Swiss model altogether, if creative solutions aren’t found – for example regarding immigration, a bone of contention with the EU. Regardless of these challenges, Switzerland does gain a lot of strength from her smallness and her system of direct democracy which turns every citizen into an important stake-holder, strengthens social cohesion and allows for learning. Without her federalism and non-centralisation, Swiss diversity would be difficult to sustain. There is also a deeply rooted commitment to liberty, which combines well with the general economic wisdom and reliability of the Swiss people. The values that have emerged here and which the country thus seems to embody today provide valuable guidance not only to the Swiss, but also to Europe and to the world at large.


We conclude the book with a little gem that crossed our paths only recently, unearthed by the Swiss daily newspaper “Neue Zürcher Zeitung” in early January 2015: Sándor Márai’s piece on Switzerland entitled “Freedom Remembered”. It is an essay written in 1950, only a couple of years after the celebrated author had been driven away from Hungary, which was then under Soviet occupation. We are proud to present here an English translation of this piece. This is how Márai describes the Swiss: “A small nation that is unshakable in its resolve to hold up this collective claim for freedom”.
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Against the Tide


In the stranglehold of freedom-choking visible hands
Wolfgang Kasper


A model liberal country in rough water
Wolfgang Schüssel
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In the stranglehold of freedom-choking visible hands


Wolfgang Kasper 


This is written from far-away Australia by an observer of Old Europe, someone with a taste for individual freedom and civic respect, which he acquired during his primary school days in the nearby Principality of Liechtenstein. And these days I feel sorry for the Swiss.


The Swiss were able to defend their freedom against tyrants, from the early Habsburgs to “Kaiser Adolf”. A resolve to stand up for their sovereignty was coupled with moral, economic and military strengths. Over the centuries, they have thus been able to develop their unique civic culture without excessive outside interference, except Bonaparte’s; and after Bony’s inglorious demise, they soon became their own self-responsible masters again. In the final analysis, this capacity was – in my opinion – based on the understanding that freedom and prosperity depend on people’s hearts, minds and customs, rather than on institutions which are decreed from the top down by governments and reliance on politico-bureaucratic elites. The Swiss have been world-class practitioners of what Edmund Burke called “human heart-based” government.


What matters most in this context are trusted private property rights; the freedom to use them within the rule of law; individuality tempered by compromise and mutual, benevolent respect; as well as small, rule-bound, decentralised government. The long-term success of this moral-political design answers the question: “Why Switzerland?”


Alas, the Swiss are now facing a more pernicious enemy to their traditional way of life, i.e. the collectivist bacillus emanating from the welfare states around them. These post-industrial welfare states are bankrupt. For their industrial and political elites the Helvetic Federation is an intolerable challenge and a provocation. The cartel of high-taxing governments (a.k.a. G20) cannot tolerate Swiss competition in tax policy and the quality of government services. Nor can foreign governments tolerate Swiss quality competition in the protection of banking assets. So they threaten to “send in the cavalry”, as the former German finance minister Peer Steinbrück vociferated, against the gnomes of Zurich!


After all, no government can at the same time fulfil the traditional protective function and pursue growing ambitions of political redistribution. In particular, massive redistribution by confiscation-plus-subsidy and interventionism cannot be achieved if highly taxed and overregulated citizens are able to escape to places like Zurich or Zug. Politicians in Brussels, Berlin or Washington and bureaucrats in the UN, the OECD and the EU therefore impose rules that oblige all governments to tax and overregulate. “Harmonisation” has become a political spin word within the cartel of governments who want to ensure that individual property and other rights are not too well protected. The Swiss are forced to comply. The threatened sanctions would hurt, because Swiss living standards depend on trade with the other affluent nations. Sovereignty in shaping the economic and civil order is thus being progressively lost.


Other governments now demand reciprocity in the tax and regulatory (mal)treatment of citizens. The Swiss are being accused of being selfish when they try to trade freely by exploiting their superior institutions. They are no longer allowed to benefit from being attractive to well-to-do tax minimisers in other countries! In this discussion, it is conveniently overlooked that the artificial structures, that are being imposed on the Swiss, only benefit the political elites of other countries, while the citizens of all countries of course benefit from free trade and free capital exchange with Switzerland. So, the successful, traditional Swiss social model is now being made impossible. Moreover, many Swiss now have lost their will to stand up and fight; indeed many have caught the welfare / redistribution virus and submit meekly! I am tempted to vary the dictum of the German poet Friedrich Schiller: “You cannot stay in freedom if it doesn’t please your evil neighbours!”


A little dream


In an era in which the low-cost, instant transportation of ideas has become possible, in which Amazon experiments with prompt book delivery by mini-helicopter, one is tempted to speculate about the possibility of relocating the Swiss model and those, who still cherish it, into a new, freer neighbourhood. After all, there are glorious mountains elsewhere, for example in New Zealand, and Australia has bigger snowfields…


That is of course not feasible. What is, however, feasible for people in far-away places is to study Swiss institutions and Swiss history. We can be inspired by this unique historic experiment before it is completely extinguished. We can all become a little bit more Swiss. In this way, we can help the Swiss resist the stranglehold of freedom-choking visible hands in the UN, OECD and EU.
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